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  ROCKET SHIP TO HELL


  Jeffrey Ford


  Twelve years ago, I was at the Millennium Worldcon in Philly, and with the exception of the incident I’m about to relate, I only remember three other things about that long weekend.


  1. I recall going to a cocktail party at night in a dinosaur museum.


  2. Somewhere along the line, Michael Swanwick told me I should check out Fritz Leiber’s Our Lady of Darkness.


  3. I remember the walking. The convention center is enormous. I must have walked a hundred miles a day in that place—spacious, empty hallways with columns, rotundas, vestibules. With all the people attending, I couldn’t believe I could trudge for twenty minutes along some dimly lit, marble concourse and never see a soul. I suppose I attended panels and maybe even did a reading, but I can’t conjure one shred of an image of any of that—just the slogging from one distant point to another. Think Kafka’s “An Imperial Message.”


  Somewhere in the middle of the third day, exhausted and confused, not having seen the sun since arriving at my hotel attached to the convention center, I found myself near an exit and seized the opportunity. I plunged into a hot, blue day and the light momentarily blinded me. A few moments later, when I could see again, I noticed there was a bar right across the street from where I’d exited. Unfortunately, the place was packed with fellow con-goers having lunch. I had a hangover from the dinosaur cocktail party the night before, and I needed a drink. Before I moved to Jersey, I’d lived in Philly for a while. I was almost certain that there was a little place called Honey’s a few blocks east and then one south.


  I found it wedged into the middle of a block of grimy storefronts. It was dark inside and air-conditioned, cool relief from the August day. The walls were covered in cheap wood paneling and the floor was a black-and-white checkerboard that must have been laid back in the thirties. There were a few tables and chairs, and the bar was covered in the same splintered wood paneling. There was no mirror behind it or decoration, just rows of bottles of cheap liquor. I took a seat and the young woman behind the bar told me she had forty-ounce Colt 45s as well as the hard stuff. I ordered one. She gave me a forty and a glass.


  Other than the two of us, the place was empty. She looked to be in her early twenties, tall and thin, her hair shaved into a crew cut. The blue-gray T-shirt she wore bore the words Cannibal Ox and The Cold Vein and carried an image of what could have been astronauts with guns. She was busy, wiping things down with a wet rag, adjusting the placement of the bottles, drying glasses.


  “Are you from the neighborhood?” she asked, her back to me.


  “No, I’m in town for a thing at the convention center.”


  “The science fiction show?”


  “That’s it,” I said. “Have you been over there?”


  “I’d like to but I’m working this whole weekend. My daddy’s in the hospital, so I’m filling in for him.”


  “Oh, hope he’s OK.”


  “He’s got the prostate. You know what I mean?” She turned and looked at me.


  “Not yet, but I’m sure someday I will.”


  She laughed, put her rag down, and walked through a door to the left.


  While she was in the back, the front door of the place opened and I heard someone come in. I knew they were headed for the bar because their labored breathing grew closer. A moment later, an old, heavyset guy in a floppy brown suit and white shirt, yellow tie loosened to the point of uselessness, took a seat a few down from me. I looked over and he nodded his big potato head in my direction. He was mostly bald but little squalls of hair erupted here and there across his scalp. His thick glasses were steamed and sweat drenched his jowls.


  “It’s a fuckin oven out there,” he said.


  Trying to avoid a conversation, I just nodded.


  The bartender came back into the bar and, seeing him, asked, “What you want?”


  He stopped gasping for a moment and said, “Gin, straight up, miss. Not a shot, a full glass.”


  She set a glass in front of him and poured right to the rim. Due to past martini experiences, the sight of it made me gag.


  “Seven dollars,” she said. He put two twenties on the bar and thanked her.


  I knew that eventually the guy was going to start a conversation, and although I wasn’t keen on talking to him, at the same time I had no intention of leaving Honey’s until I’d finished a second Colt.


  “You’re at the convention? Right?” he finally said.


  I wasn’t wearing my badge and had a moment of panic over the fact that I could be so easily identified with that to which I belonged. There was no denying it, though. The bartender noticed my hesitation. “How’d you know?” I finally said.


  “I saw you over there, walking the hallways.” His voice was breathy and slightly high-pitched. There was a kind of weird resonance to it.


  “Some hallways. Place is like a labyrinth.”


  “I had to rent one of those scooters,” he said and his laugh turned into a hacking cough.


  “You a fan?”


  “I’m a writer,” I said.


  “Me too,” he confided and took a long drink.


  “Two writers at once,” said the bartender. “That might be a first for Honey’s.”


  “It’s not as auspicious as all that, my dear,” he said. Then he looked at me and asked what I’d published.


  “Last book of a trilogy came out this year,” I said. “I’ve only been at it since ninety-seven.”


  “Live long and prosper,” he said and flashed us the Spock split-finger deal. “My first publications were back in the late sixties.”


  “Novels or stories?” I asked.


  “Always stories,” he said. “I only wrote one novel, and you can’t find that anywhere.”


  “I want to write stories,” said the bartender. “I’m in my last semester at community college and I’m going to Temple to take fiction writing.”


  “Three writers,” said the old guy. He took a drink and smoothed his wispy islands of hair.


  “You like SF?” I asked her.


  “And fantasy,” she said. “I’m taking a lit course this summer. We’re reading Ellison, Butler, Moorcock, Tiptree, Dick.”


  “As long as you lay off that slipstream drivel—the lime Jell-O of subgenres,” he said.


  “That’s next semester,” she said. “Do you guys make a lot of money?”


  We laughed.


  “Money can be made,” said the old guy. “But you can’t make a living now writing stories.”


  I asked his name and he told me, “Cole Werber.” It didn’t ring a bell, but my knowledge of the genre was minimal. I told them my name, and the bartender told us hers was Breelyn.


  “Where’d you publish your early stories?” I asked Werber.


  “Back in the day, all over. Galaxy, Amazing, F&SF, If, and one you don’t hear about now, Venture. I wrote a series of stories about this alien named Pirsute. He lived on the planet Borlox, and he was a kind of vegetable creature—but arms and legs and a head like a human. Skin the consistency of an eggplant, a mop of greenery for hair, a thistle beard, and eyes like cherries. He was a detective. I based him on Poe’s Auguste Dupin. You know, ratiocination, etc. He had a sidekick, who was an orphaned earth girl with a photographic memory.”


  “I love that kind of shit,” said the bartender.


  “That sounds cool,” I said.


  “Shit may be the operative word,” said Werber. “But my plan was to link all the stories in what we used to call a fix-up and then publish my first novel.”


  “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,” said Breelyn.


  Werber waved his hand and smiled. “I’m just joking.”


  “How many stories did you have in the series?” I asked.


  “Well, I published the first one in sixty-five and by sixty-nine I had a dozen and a half published.”


  “Eighteen stories in four years? That’s pretty impressive,” I said.


  “Not really, not for the time. Some of those writers back then cranked ’em out a couple a month. I think Silverberg published a hundred by the time he was this young lady’s age. I was twenty when I published the first one.”


  “Did you have a lot of readers?” asked Breelyn.


  “Actually, people liked them. They followed them from magazine to magazine. I’d get a lot of response when I’d go to the conventions.”


  “So then why’d nobody read the novel?” I asked.


  “It wasn’t that novel. The Pirsute novel was never put together. The one nobody read was called Rocket Ship to Hell.”


  “Great title,” I said.


  “Religion meets science,” said Breelyn and made herself a whiskey on the rocks.


  “Maybe not religion,” said Werber, “but the whole thing reeked of mythology. I could tell you folks about it, but it’d take me a little while. It’s a remarkable story, though, no lie. I never really told it to anyone before, but with my health the way it is now there’s not much they could do to me.”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” said Breelyn and took a long drink.


  I could tell by this guy’s shtick that if I went for his story, I could be there for an eternity. At the same time, the way he stared at me waiting for an answer, eyes big behind those thick lenses, it was almost as if he was offering a challenge, writer to writer—Are you going to go back and walk the empty corridors or are you going to stay right here where the story is?


  Although I’d not yet finished my first, I ordered another forty. When Breelyn put it on the bar, I said, “OK, let’s have it.”


  The old guy nodded with a look of satisfaction and polished off about three fingers of gin in a gulp. “It was 1969, and I’d run out of Pirsute stories. I tried to go in a different direction, and my imagination always wound up back on Borlox, following the vegetable detective and the girl with the photographic memory, but nothing ever happened. My imagination was shot. The bad part was that I was broke. I’d been trying to live off the money from the stories—late on rent, phone bill, car payments. I was a mess.


  “The day after they repossessed my car, I got a phone call from this guy who said he wanted me to come and do a reading and talk for his club. I told him, OK, but that I had no car. He said, ‘We’ll send a car for you. And the event pays three hundred dollars.’ I almost dropped the phone. For that kind of money, I’d have walked.


  “Two days later, a limousine showed up in front of my apartment complex to the minute the guy on the phone, Mr. Masterson, had promised. The driver got out and opened the door for me. About twenty minutes later, we pulled up in front of this mansion. I don’t know where it was. The place was gigantic, from some time in the nineteenth century. We got out and the driver led me inside and through a series of hallways and rooms until we came to a closed door somewhere at the back of the house. The driver knocked; a voice inside said, ‘Enter.’ He opened the door, stood back, and I stepped in.


  “There were books lining the walls and in the center of the room was a well-polished table at which sat four old gentlemen, dressed to the nines, each holding what looked like toy rockets. They put their rockets down and stood when I entered. I made the rounds, shook hands, got their names, and took a seat at the head of the table. Across from me was Masterson, who seemed to be the head of the group. ‘Welcome to the Rocket Club,’ he said.” Werber took a sip and said, “Are you with me?”


  Breelyn lit a cigarette and I pulled the second forty closer. She said, “Yeah,” and he went back to it.


  “I’ll try to speed it up a little,” he said. “The Rocket Club was these four old, white-haired farts. They were mad about science fiction. Knew just about everything going back to the thirties and could talk about any writer I mentioned. It was more an education for me than them. To top that, they asked me all kinds of intricate questions about the Pirsute stories. They remembered more about my own stuff than I did. I read them my most recent publication, ‘Slaves of Dust.’ Some solid vegetable love and death. When I was finished, they applauded so much I was afraid one of them would drop over. Instead, Masterson asked me if when I was a boy, I ever wanted to be an astronaut.


  “I said, ‘Probably,’ and shrugged, but it was true, I’d dreamed of it when I was a kid. When I’d told my father, he’d said, ‘You’re a blockhead at math and you’re afraid of heights. Forget it.’ But I never did forget it.


  “ ‘How’d you like to make fifty thousand dollars instead of three hundred?’ asked Masterson.


  “I was stunned. I just sat there with my mouth open.


  “ ‘We’re each exceedingly wealthy,’ said the grandpa next to me with the white goatee and sideburns.


  “ ‘We can send you into outer space,’ said the heavy one with the ruffled shirt collar.


  “I was floored and a little worried they were dangerously insane. When all was said and done, though, this was the deal as proposed by Masterson: They were funding a secret joint project with NASA. Because they were putting up the bread, they called the shots on the mission and rocket design. What they wanted to do was put artists in outer space to witness the experience and then transcribe it to the populace through some work conceived on the journey. In addition to me, who they wanted to be the mission’s official writer, they were looking for a painter and a musician. Four days in space and I collected for writing a story about it.


  “At first, all I could think about was the fifty thousand, but then it began to dawn on me that I wasn’t in the best shape. I was seventy pounds overweight and smoked a couple packs a day. Besides that I didn’t know how to do much else but make up stories about the vegetable detective. I actually said, ‘Do you think I’m the best candidate?’


  “Masterson looked at his cronies and they nodded. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘we tried to get Thomas Pynchon but he turned us down.’ ”


  “Come on,” I said to Werber. “Is that for real?”


  “I wouldn’t mind doing that,” said Breelyn.


  “You’d be a lot more fit for it than I was,” said Werber. “Is it real?” He took off his glasses and cleaned them on his shirt. “As god is my judge.” He put the glasses back on.


  “You say NASA was in on this?” I asked.


  “Yes. They were supposed to build the rocket. They used it as an opportunity to test out some new things and to simplify the control mechanisms of the ship all on the Rocket Club’s dime.”


  “You did it, right?” asked Breelyn.


  “Yeah,” he said, pushed his glass forward, and took out a handkerchief to wipe his face. She filled him up with gin and, after a prolonged coughing spree, he was off.


  “I took it. I needed the fucking money. Oops, sorry, miss. I needed the money. We shook on it. Two weeks later, with a five-thousand-dollar advance in my bank account, I was in an apartment in downtown Vegas. I was there to train for the mission. My handler and apartment mate was an ex-astronaut named Maxwell Penfield. He was a sturdily built old man with a tan and a crew cut. At night, he’d sit by the air conditioner in his boxer shorts and drink a pint of bourbon while reading Herodotus. The night I arrived I told him I’d never seen his name mentioned in any of the NASA missions. He nodded and said, ‘I only flew secret missions.’ I questioned him about it and he said, ‘Do you think that every time the US puts men in space that it’s going to be on TV? Seriously, now.’


  “My training started the next day. We had a breakfast that Max prepared—every meal was fruit and meat. I was on the can twice a day. You could set the atomic clock by it. After breakfast, we walked for two hours before the real heat came on. Then it was lunch, downtown at a place called Hoppy’s where we always had a burger, no bun, and the melon bowl. No time to digest, though, ’cause we were off to the Castaways Casino where we climbed the stairs to the top floor. That took me an hour and was agonizing. Max was patient, though. I’d complain and he’d laugh. ‘Come on, move that gravy,’ he’d say as I gasped on every landing.


  “The afternoons were given over to gambling. Max said it would test my stress levels. He made me gamble every day, with my own money. It was exhilarating and depressing, sometimes at the same time. I lost three thousand dollars in the first week and in the second won four thousand. At the end of the two weeks I’d lost some weight. Actually, considering the time, a good amount, but I was still fifty pounds overweight. My nightly push-up tally had gone from three to fifteen. On our last day in the apartment, Max told me he was going to give me a final exam.


  “We were in the living room, our bags packed. He reached into his pocket and took out a crisp bill. He held it out so that I could see it was a fifty. He folded it in half, creasing the fold, and then flipped his two fingers and scaled it toward me so that it landed at my feet. ‘If you can pick that up without bending your knees, you pass,’ he said. ‘And if you do, you can keep it.’


  “I sucked my gut in, took a deep breath, stiffened my knees, and swept down on that note like a bald eagle grabbing a salmon out of a stream. Max said, ‘You pass, Werber.’ Then we were in the car, heading out to Groom Lake, what they now call Area Fifty-One.” The old writer took a drink and wiped his face again.


  “Did you really go into outer space?” asked Breelyn as she ran around the bar to grab a stool. She brought it back to her spot next to the liquor shelf and sat down.


  “One of my personal rules for stories is no foreshadowing,” he said.


  In as amiable a tone as possible, I said, “This is getting pretty farfetched.”


  “Patience, my esteemed colleague,” he said. “The best or worst, depending on your point of view, is yet to come. For on that first day at the testing range, out in the middle of absolutely nowhere, I saw the rocket. Now, I knew what a NASA rocket looked like. They were using the Saturn Five at the time. This didn’t look like any rocket I’d ever seen that made it into outer space. It looked way better than that, as if it had been designed by Frank R. Paul, Freas, or Finlay. It was a giant, pointy, silver bullet with four arcing fins at the back. There were three circular portholes lining two sides of the ship and there was a window near the top in what I assumed was the control cabin. I didn’t detect any stages to it, which meant the whole ship had to lift off into space and return in one piece. This is when I started to get nervous.”


  “Who’s Finlay?” asked Breelyn.


  “Those guys were magazine cover artists back before you were born. They did great rocket ships and aliens. Beautiful stuff,” I told her.


  “The future they drew was always more futuristic than what the future ever became,” said Werber. “It was dreams and nightmares of the future.”


  “Still no flying car,” I said.


  “Yeah, but the Rocket Club had the money and influence to make it real. Masterson met us at the launch site. As I stood there gaping at what they’d wrought, he said, ‘The name of the ship is the Icarus, do you know what that’s from?’


  “You mean the Greek myth? I asked.


  “ ‘No, last year’s Planet of the Apes movie. That was the name of the ship in it. The club, to a man, thought that film spectacular.’


  “The Icarus didn’t sit well with me under either interpretation.


  “ ‘Both a hundred percent operational and a hundred percent sense of wonder,’ said Masterson.


  “A long day followed—from the launchpad into the complex where I met my teachers who would deal with the technical aspects of the mission, and then on to my room. Max helped me bring my bags in from the car. He turned the air conditioner way up and called me into a corner behind the door.


  “ ‘What do you think of that rocket?’ he asked in a whisper.


  “ ‘I can’t believe it’s for real.’


  “ ‘You ever hear of Operation Paperclip?’


  “I knew about it, a move by the US to snatch up all the excellent German scientists after the Second World War ended. A lot of the people they brought in were Nazis. I nodded, wondering why he was whispering.


  “ ‘One of those guys designed that thing.’


  “ ‘Will it fly?’


  “ ‘Probably,’ he said.


  “ ‘I’m just thinking of the fifty thousand,’ I told him.


  “ ‘You need to put that in perspective,’ he said. ‘A good space chimp costs at least a hundred and fifty thousand and gets about a hundred hours more training.’ He shook my hand and as he went out the door, he said over his shoulder, ‘Keep doing those push-ups.’


  “The next day I met the other two members of the crew. The musician was a guy who went by the name Owl Parson. He composed for and played the theremin. Small stature and thin limbs, he had a haircut like Moe from The Three Stooges. During our initial conversation he used the word naturally a lot, like he was an expert on everything. Eventually he asked me what I wrote and I told him about Pirsute. He shook his head and said he only read pure science fiction like Tom Godwin’s ‘The Cold Equations.’ What could I say? He could read whatever he wanted and strum the air till the cows came home; I just wanted to get paid.


  “Anyway, the painter of our trio, Tracy (she had only one name), was a nice woman—a young divorcée from Kansas. ‘I always had an artistic bent,’ she told me. She showed me some of her paintings. She was a big bony woman with a strict jaw and a sweet face. Her voice had a raspy quality to it—too much dust on the Great Plains. She stood, statuesque, in the middle of her room, holding one after another of her works for me to see. With only a couple of minor adjustments, they were all basically the same thing—a flat background of a solid color, with a bare tree forking and branching upward in straight black. That was it. The kind of thing kids do in fourth grade. Really lousy.


  “The next day we got into the onsite training. They spun me in a chair at a thousand miles an hour or something and I puked. They took us up in a big plane and made us weightless and I puked. They dropped us into a thirty-foot-deep pool in space suits and my claustrophobia kicked in. I was terrified and stood on the bottom like a statue while Parson and Tracy completed the mission of three laps back and forth across the bottom. As far as the technical stuff went, yawl and pitch, zero gravity, what all the lights and levers on the boards meant, I tried to pay attention but most of it went through me. It was clear that the ultimate mission was for us to experience space flight, four days in orbit around the earth, and I did make an effort to listen when they told us how to use the toilet and also how to eat the brown toothpaste that passed for astronaut food.”


  “How was that stuff?” asked Breelyn.


  “It’d say on the packet something along the lines of Sunday Pot Roast Dinner at Mom’s, but it tasted like you scraped it off your shoe.”


  “Didn’t they care that you did so poorly at all their tasks?” I asked.


  “Nah,” said Werber and laughed to himself. “Everything was smooth as snot on a doorknob. They just told me, ‘We’ll get somebody to clean up the mess. You could have done a lot worse.’ ”


  “That doesn’t sound like NASA,” I said.


  “It wasn’t NASA. They just built the ship. The guys running the tests and teaching the technical stuff were on the Rocket Club’s bankroll.”


  “How did the others do?” asked Breelyn.


  “Parson was a little less hapless than me. Tracy excelled at everything and seemed to understand everything. She should have been an astronaut instead of a painter.”


  “That’s what I’m talking about,” said Breelyn and pointed at him with her cigarette between two fingers.


  “Let me cut to the chase,” said Werber. “The days passed. I avoided the insufferable Owl Parson and spoke to Tracy when she was free. She was usually busy, though, studying her notes and painting more of her pointless trees. In that time I conceived of an idea for a new book, describing in full the mission we were about to undergo. It was, as far as I knew, the first privately funded project to put astronauts into orbit. What a scoop. I didn’t even have to make it science fiction. I could just tell exactly what happened and make a mint. I daydreamed about that book while the technicians lectured. And then the launch day was there, and they were strapping me into my suit. I woke up, so to speak, in a cold sweat to find the nightmare was real. I was actually going into outer space. It was a shame my old man had passed, ’cause I’d have liked to rub it in.


  “The day of the launch we saw the inside of the Icarus for the first time. They waited till we were all suited up and ready to go. Somewhere there’s a photo of the three of us with those ridiculous fishbowl helmets on. After that they gave us a walk-through. Suffice it to say things were tight, and I presented a major obstruction when in the one long passageway that made up the ship’s center. The cabins were in two parts, half on one side of that main passage and half on the other. Bed and small closet on one side, and across the open expanse a work station. Both the bedroom and work station had round porthole windows. My writing desk had been set up so that when I sat at it I’d be staring into space.


  “Remember now, we were on a ladder. This was prelaunch. The ladder retracted once weightlessness set in. I was seeing everything for the first time at a weird angle. The desk, like everything else welded in place, seemed to be hanging on the wall. They told us that when we were weightless it would all make sense. Parson’s cabin was closest to the back. The only thing beyond it was the crapper. Next came my cabin and after it, Tracy’s. Farther forward there was a storage spot and then the cockpit. They told us to strap into the three seats facing the large, rectangular window. They put Tracy in the middle, so she could handle the controls. All there was to it was a lever—you pushed it forward to go and back to slow down or stop—and a steering wheel that went up and down as well as around. I’d seen more complicated technology on the rides at Coney Island.


  “While we were getting strapped into the chairs, I heard Masterson over my headset. He said, ‘Something a little special for our travelers. I will reveal it now. The red button on the console in front of Tracy fires a laser beam. What space mission would be complete without one?’ His wacky laughter crackled, echoing through my helmet, and I thought, behind him, I heard the rest of the Rocket Club applauding.


  “The last thing the technicians said to us before they left the ship was that for liftoff we didn’t have to do anything. ‘We’ll light the fuse for you,’ one of them said and the others laughed.


  “Parson yelled, ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  “ ‘It’s a joke,’ said Tracy and then we heard the door to the outside clang shut. Instant nausea and trembling. At that moment, I knew the whole thing was a bad idea. Four old codgers with their musty heads full of pulps send a rocket into outer space. I mean, what would they call this in your class? Reality meets fantasy? Something like that? It looked to me like the former was gonna blow the latter to smithereens.”


  “We’d call that the unwilling suspension of disbelief,” said Breelyn.


  “This really happened?” I asked.


  “I’m telling you,” said Werber. “How could I make this shit up? When you get home, look up Project Icarus on the Internet. There’s only two sites that have hearsay info about it. They’re only passing off rumors, but rumors of something that really happened.” Werber pushed his empty glass forward.


  Lifting it, Breelyn said, “This’ll be your third and your last. If I send you stumbling out of here and something happens to you, they’ll shut us down.”


  “Here’s a deal,” he said. “Pour me that third, and I’ll nurse it through the end of the story. If by then, I’m not slurring my words too badly and you’ve enjoyed the story, you will pour me one more. What do you say?”


  Breelyn poured his drink and then slid it toward him. “We’ll see,” she said.


  “Prepare for liftoff,” he said and we all took a drink. “When they hit the switch, it felt like the whole damn thing was blowing up. I saw a flash of orange outside the window and then smoke. There was a thunderous rumbling, an infernal shaking, and I passed out. When I opened my eyes, all was silent. I looked over and Tracy and Parson were gone from their chairs. Outside the window I saw stars. I unhooked my safety straps and was weightless. I drifted out of the command cabin and back down the center passage of the ship, floating like a ghost. Every now and then, I’d bump into the wall and I learned early on to be careful how hard I pushed off.


  “I found my crewmates both back at the crapper, minus their fishbowl helmets screwed, taking turns puking into the urination contraption. Upon seeing them, the nausea hit me. In between her bouts, Tracy told us it was SAS, Space Adjustment Syndrome, and it would take a while to get over. I screwed off my helmet and took my turn. We stayed there for an hour straight, and then made our way to our rooms. I was just about able to get out of the space suit and put on my jumpsuit before I had to go back for another round. It was a horrible feeling, like the vertigo I once had from an ear infection, like I’d been on a gin bender for two weeks.


  “It’s hard to breathe in space. Your nose gets totally plugged. So not being able to draw a decent breath and feeling sick as a dog with the claustrophobia ever on the verge of pouncing, I was miserable. I floated into my room and sat at the writing desk. There was a pad of paper affixed to the top and the yellow pages flapped upward. My writing implement was a pencil. It sat in a special holder that kept it continuously, automatically, sharpened. I looked up and there was earth, like a peeping Tom in my porthole window. I nearly gasped at the sight of it and the first notes of the theremin drifted through the rocket—creepy, liquid sound. I wrote nothing.


  “Sometime later, I’m not sure how long, Tracy floated by and said she was going to get dinner. I left my chair and followed her. Parson was right behind me. At the storage area, we divvied up the packets. I had Aunt Jo’s Chicken and Dumplings—baby shit with streaks of carrot. Parson had Paradise Split-Pea Soup with Bacon and Potato—a pale green mess he pronounced to be ‘Pond Scum.’ Tracy chose the Coconut Shrimp and I begged her not to eat it. ‘My, it’s tasty,’ she said. Parson shook his head.


  “More trips to the crapper followed, to be sure. We got a radio message from mission control and all gathered in the command cabin to listen in. It was, as far as I could tell, a bunch of static and mumbling. ‘All is well,’ said Tracy. That was it, then they signed off and it was the silence of outer space. Every second, I was thinking, was a second too much. I felt buried alive out there, cramped and wheezing for every breath. The Icarus was a tomb as far as I was concerned. I went to my cabin and lay down with the book I’d brought—The Butterfly Kid. It had been up for a Hugo Award.


  “When I strapped myself in and opened the book, something floated out of it. I grabbed it as it drifted overhead: a green square of paper. Then I remembered it was the fifty I’d gotten from Max. I’d put it in the book as a good-luck token for the trip. I unfolded it and looked at the face. For the first time I noticed that there was writing on it. In a very light ballpoint pen, someone had drawn a word balloon coming out of Grant’s mouth. It contained two words in Max’s handwriting: Suicide Mission.


  “Tracy found me floating in my cabin, hyperventilating. She pulled me down to her cabin and strapped me to the wall. Across from me she secured one of her paintings, a bare black tree on a jade green background, on an easel that was bolted to the cabin. She told me to stare at the painting and breathe steadily. ‘Concentrate on the life of the tree,’ she said. I did. I was in shock and barely moved, but my mind was frantic with thoughts of suffocation and a sense that the walls were about to close in.


  “The inanity of the painting actually brought me back around. Its simplicity was infectious. I eventually calmed down, and when my breathing had returned to normal, Tracy said, ‘If you get scared, just think of the painting.’ I swore to her that I wasn’t scared, and she just gave me a flat midwestern chuckle. All this time, the theremin was playing, and now that I was free of my own fear, I began to notice how annoying the instrument was, like a relentless robot cat in heat with digestion problems.


  “I wondered what Max was up to writing on that fifty. Beside my machinations about that and the yips it gave me, the second biggest problem over the next day and a half was that we were all space slobs. Man, by the second day there was all kinds of crap floating around the rocket ship. Tracy had this glass box they’d designed for her with gloves you put your hands in to work inside the enclosure. Inside, she had paint and a canvas. The thing was a disaster. The paint globbed up and went weightless and the box was so full of bubbles of color you couldn’t see the painting. The contraption started to leak. Every now and then, a small globe of cadmium yellow or scarlet drifted past my head like a miniature errant world.


  “Other things in the slurry of atmosphere were a pair of Parson’s jockey shorts, my copy of The Butterfly Kid, empty food packets, droplets of water, scraps of paper. At lunch on the second day, while I tongued a packet of Ham and Swiss on Rye, Tracy announced that we needed to police the area. ‘You don’t want to breathe this stuff in while you’re sleeping,’ she said. Parson said, ‘You folks do it, I’m on the verge of a breakthrough.’ We decided to let the cleanup wait till after dinner.


  “Parson’s breakthrough came a little later in the day. I didn’t even notice it at first as I’d finally gotten into writing something despite how awkward and annoying the process was in outer space. My imagination was hot on the trail of a tale about Pirsute’s young female sidekick, Molly Molly. She was down an alley, her back to the wall, and the Surrogate of Fruition had her cornered with his claws and atom-strangling ray gun, when all of a sudden this noise drew me away. It was Parson and that infernal device. He was playing one single note over and over again. I mean nonstop.


  “My head was being drilled out by that note. Eventually I unstrapped myself from my desk chair and went back to have a word with him. On the work side of his cabin, his feet in the metal shoes bolted down that grounded him to the ship, he was leaning over his electronic box and pinching the air with two fingers at the exact same place in the tone field. He had on an expression like he was passing ground glass and droplets of sweat were being born and rolling upward off his brow. I called to him but he ignored me. I gave him a minute and then got right into his face and yelled his name. He suddenly looked up, angry, and said, ‘What do you want, Werber?’


  “ ‘How about a different note?’ I said.


  “ ‘Get out,’ he told me. ‘I’ve hit on the universal note of the universe. It’s all there.’


  “ ‘Too bad you’re not,’ I said.


  “He pinched the air again twice, achieving the exact same tone. I shoved him back out of his metal shoes and he flew into the cabin wall, ricocheting upward. While he floated above me, I pulled the plug on the theremin. ‘From now on hum it to yourself,’ I said. He reached the opposite wall and then pushed off fast at me. We space-wrestled around his cabin, across the ceiling and walls, and wound up out in the core of the ship. On earth I was a load and a half but in space I was Bruce Lee. I did a flip, bounced off the wall, and kicked him right in his cold equations. He grimaced, looking back at me, as he flew down the central passage all the way to the control cabin.


  “I pushed off to go after him, and he pushed off to come back at me. We met and tussled outside Tracy’s painting area. She came out red in the face, with her arms folded, and sent us to our cabins, telling Parson to either move on with the music or turn it off, and asking me, ‘How old are you?’ Later, after dinner, I got a chance to apologize to her. We sat together in the control cabin staring out at the universe.


  “ ‘My ex-husband was always fighting,’ she said. ‘And drinking.’


  “ ‘What’d he think of your painting?’ I asked.


  “ ‘He hated me going to the night classes.’


  “ ‘Why do you always paint black trees?’


  “ ‘It represents the darkness in my soul growing toward the sunlight,’ she said and stared at me.


  “ ‘They’re nice trees,’ I told her.


  “She smiled and then things happened fast, in this order—Parson stuck his head into the control cabin and said, ‘The toilet is broken.’ When the last word was out of his mouth, there was a great shuddering throughout the ship and a siren, like noon at a firehouse, sounded in the cabin. Parson and I looked to Tracy. ‘We’ve been hit by something,’ she said. ‘Get into your space suits.’ I grappled my way back to my cabin and suited up. ‘Put your helmets on,’ called Tracy as I was screwing mine into place. In less than four minutes we were back in the control cabin and it immediately became clear what the danger was. Fist-size rocks, like a school of fish, were all around us. Very faintly, I could hear them banging off the outside of the Icarus.


  “Parson pushed his way forward and brought his gloved hand down on the laser-beam button. We saw the red beacon flash outward. It took a few seconds to realize that the space rocks weren’t even so much as sizzling. Mr. Universal Note kept banging on the button, though. ‘Don’t you get it?’ I said to him. ‘It’s just a fucking toy.’ Tracy tapped my shoulder and I heard her voice in my helmet say, ‘Push that blue one over your head.’ I looked up and saw a button above me I’d never noticed before. I hit it. ‘What is it?’ I asked.


  “ ‘Abort mission,’ she said.


  “Instantly, I felt the thrust of the boosters and had to hold on. I remembered them telling us that once that button was pushed, the rocket ship would immediately return to earth. Our sudden speed caused the rocks to hit us with more force, and the ship jerked from side to side and up and down. From what I could see ahead, we seemed to be veering out of the rubble field, and as we did the pummeling eased. From out of that growing calm, a loud screeching noise was heard, and the ride got instantly rougher. ‘We’ve lost a fin,’ said Tracy. She hailed mission control and said, ‘Mayday, Icarus is falling. I repeat, Icarus is falling. We are aborting mission, leaving orbit.’


  “I heard the transmissions in my helmet. A crackling response from the ground crew was half-garbled. All I could make out were the words escape pods.


  “ ‘There are escape pods on board?’ I asked.


  “Tracy never got a chance to respond, because a small, clear stone, a space diamond, shot through the window glass like a bullet, shattered her fishbowl, and hit her right between the eyes.


  “ ‘Oh, fuck,’ I heard Parson say.


  I immediately felt the current of the atmosphere whistling out of the ship. Tracy’s lifeless body was sucked against the windshield, which was slowly cracking, a pattern of fractures in the glass growing out from her like those trees branching in her paintings.


  “ ‘Where are the escape pods?’ I asked Parson as we clawed our way back along the passage. I couldn’t even recall them mentioning escape pods in our training. Ahead of us, his last movement bobbed like a flying mud slide in midair. ‘What the hell?’ I said as it hit us.


  “ ‘I told you the toilet was broken,’ he said. His helmet needed a windshield wiper.


  “ ‘The escape pod—where and how?’ I managed to get out. Fighting a vacuum is hard work. My trips to the top floor of the casino kept me moving. I was sweating and the water was pooling in my suit. There was something bad about that, but I couldn’t recall what it was.


  “Parson was losing ground, his spindly theremin-playing arms weren’t enough for the job. ‘It’s the bed,’ he yelled.


  “ ‘How do I activate it?’


  “ ‘Save me,’ he yelled and grabbed my foot with both his hands.


  “ ‘Activation?’


  “ ‘You gotta take your helmet off and say, “Take me home.” ’ There was a pause. ‘It’s voice activated.’


  “I tugged him a couple of feet, and just when I made it to the cabin, I looked back and the control cabin window gave out completely. Amid a cluster of glass shards, Tracy flew off into outer space. I got a burst of adrenalin from fear of death and kicked hard with my leg to shake off Parson.


  “ ‘You bitch,’ he yelled back at me as he flew away.


  “I put everything into it and was able to get into the bed, strap myself down, and take my helmet off. The atmosphere was leaving the ship at hurricane force. I screamed, ‘Take me home.’ Nothing happened. ‘Take me home,’ I repeated and this time my desperation increased my volume and it managed to overcome the rush of air. From the wall side of the bed, a covering arced over my body and encapsulated me. My helmet was gone and I couldn’t breathe, but soon enough an emergency source of air came on. It was pitch black inside and the fit was tight. The ship was shaking and seemed to be tumbling end over end. The pod vibrated like a washer on the spin cycle. And of course my claustrophobia was stuffed in there with me.


  “The last thing I heard before passing out was Parson’s voice from some speaker in the pod. He said, ‘I am the universal note,’ and his crazy cosmic bellowing followed me into unconsciousness. The next thing I knew, there was a terrible jarring, a shuddering thump, and the cover of the pod drew back. I saw before me a field of pure white. I was dizzy, fading in and out. I thought for sure I’d made it to heaven. I went out cold and when I came back again, the white field drew back and there were two huge men in dark suits and dark glasses. Behind them stood Masterson wearing a sour expression and shaking his head.


  “They helped me out of the pod. We weren’t in heaven, but rather the white field I beheld was a parachute. We were in the Nevada desert. We walked over a small rise to a black limousine parked there in the middle of nowhere. The two big guys got in front, and Masterson and I got in the back. Thank god the car was air-conditioned. ‘What happened?’ I said, resting my head back. The driver started the car and we were off. There was silence until we reached a paved road.


  “ ‘What happened, sir, was that you have severely deflated my sense of wonder.’


  “I laughed, thinking he was joking, but when I looked at him, his face was red with anger. ‘Sorry’ was all I said because already I was thinking about the fifty thousand. When we came to a midsize desert town, a place called Numa, the car pulled over at a street corner and parked. Masterson handed me a bank roll. He said, ‘Here’s two thousand dollars. Buy some clothes, get a place to stay, and lay low for a while.’


  “ ‘Out here?’ I said. ‘You’re dropping me off?’


  “ ‘That’s right, and remember, do not mention the Icarus to anyone. If you do there will be regrettable consequences.’


  “ ‘But my fifty grand,’ I said.


  “ ‘We have to wait till things cool down. Check your bank account in three months. It will be there. Now get out.’


  “ ‘I just came back from space,’ I said. The guy in the driver’s seat opened his door, and I knew he was coming to drag me out. ‘OK, OK,’ I said. I got out of the car. It was hot as hell on the street and I wasn’t used to standing under the influence of gravity. I fell to my knees on the curb. ‘Your rocket ship was crummy,’ I yelled as the door closed. The black car drove off.”


  “They just left you there?” I asked.


  Werber nodded and stared off at the liquor shelf as if he couldn’t believe it either. He finished his third gin and pushed the glass forward. “Well?” he said.


  “Is that all of it?” asked Breelyn.


  “Well, there’s the fact that I never got paid.”


  “Get out,” she said.


  “Never got another dime out of the Rocket Club. I went back east and lived for a while on the remainder of the initial five thousand in my account and what was left of the roll Masterson had handed me. A few months after the bank deadline came and went with no payment, I decided to write a fictional account of the mission. I figured if it was fiction, who would care? I really got into it. My best work ever. I sold it to ACE for one half of a double. Remember when ACE did the doubles?”


  “I used to get them off a spinning rack at the local newspaper shop when I was a kid,” I said.


  “This was two books in one?” asked Breelyn.


  “Yeah,” I said. “A cover and story on one side, and then you flipped it over and there was another cover on the back and another story that read to the middle of the book. You can definitely still find them.”


  “I made, for me, good-enough money on that book. The production went along. They sent me a finished copy of it a few weeks before it was to hit the bookstores, and then, all of a sudden, I get a call from the editor, and he tells me, ‘We’re pulling the book.’ I was heartbroken. When I asked why, I was told, ‘We had a visit here from some of your friends in the federal government. They told us the book never existed. They confiscated all copies before they shipped to the stores.’ A few days later, I was rolled on the street not far from my apartment. Four guys with dark suits and glasses roughed me up, bloodied my nose, and warned me that if I didn’t keep the Icarus thing quiet, I would permanently disappear.”


  “I don’t know,” said Breelyn. “I’ve got a hard time believing.”


  “I’ll say,” I added.


  Werber reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a paperback book, and tossed it on the bar. “All aboard,” he said. And there it was, staring up at us. A picture of a rocket ship streaking through space, and in the background, a visage of Satan, laughing. The title was in red saber-style across the top and in the corner was the ACE logo. The ship was the same as the one Werber described in his story.


  Breelyn poured the old man a fourth straight gin.


  “Who’s on the other side?” I asked and turned the book over. On that side there was an illustration of a guy, at night, crouched down under a tree, holding a futuristic-looking rifle while overhead in the starry sky a spacecraft in a shape sort of like a telephone searched the ground in the distance with a beacon of green light. The title on this side was in block letters in the same sea green as that of the searchlight. It read Six against the Mind Barons by Tom Purdom. Breelyn picked the book up and turned it over to see Werber’s side again.


  “Purdom lives in Philly,” I said. “He’s probably here at the convention.”


  “That guy’s got a story in Asimov’s this month,” said Breelyn. She looked at the ceiling. “I think it’s called ‘Civilians.’ ”


  “You can’t mention this book to him. He’ll say nothing about it. In 1983, I ran into him at the Worldcon in Baltimore. He told me how important that confiscated work was to him. He rewrote it, taking all the space opera elements out and setting it on earth in the twenty-first century. I think ACE was gonna publish it as stand-alone, but Purdom was so set back by them initially pulling the title that he missed the deadline by three months and that was it. Having Mind Barons confiscated was a kick in the nuts. I didn’t have it in me to tell him the truth, about the Icarus and everything.”


  Breelyn put the book back on the bar and slid it toward me. I picked it up, took one more look at each side, and handed it toward Werber. I was amazed to see that the fourth gin was already gone. He waved his hands in front of him and said, “You keep it. I don’t want it anymore.”


  “Sure you do,” I said.


  He slurred his words. “Seriously, I’m through with it,” he said and belched. He smiled and put his head down on the bar. An instant later, he was out cold. Breelyn called the cab company. While we waited, she swept up and wiped down the bar. I sat there and finished my second forty. The taxi finally arrived and I helped her cart Werber to it. He’d roused a little by then and almost walked on his own. He shook our hands, and we poured him into the backseat of the cab. Breelyn told me that her father didn’t want her working in the bar by herself at night. The sun was starting to go down, and it’s not like there was a mob of customers, so she decided to close up. She went inside and turned the lights out. After closing the door behind her, she pulled the metal curtain across the front of the bar and padlocked it.


  She walked along with me back toward the convention.


  “That’s one buggin’ white man,” she said. “Like what’s a space diamond?”


  “Yeah, he’s a hundred percent sense of wonder, but what about the book?” I said.


  “That is weird.”


  We walked a block in silence, and at the next corner she had to turn left. I held Rocket Ship to Hell out to her and said, “Do you want it?”


  She shook her head. “I’ve got other destinations in mind.”


  “Fair enough,” I said. Then I told her, “I’ll look for your name in the magazines.”


  “I’ll look for yours,” she said. She flashed me a Spock and was off down the street.


  Before heading back to Jersey the next day, I went to the dealer’s room at the convention. The bookseller Joe Berlant had a long table stocked three rows deep with old paperbacks. When no one was looking, I took the book out of my back pocket, shoved it in between two others, and walked away. Now, a dozen years later, and well into the new century, I sit by the window and dream of that book when evening comes.


  THE RACER


  Ib Melchior


  Willie felt the familiar intoxicating excitement. His mouth was dry; his heart beat faster, all his senses seemed more aware than ever. It was a few minutes before 000 hours—his time to start.


  This was the day. From all the Long Island Starting Fields the Racers were taking off at 15-minute intervals. The sputter and roar of cars warming up were everywhere. The smell of oil and fuel fumes permeated the air. The hubbub of the great crowd was a steady dim This was the biggest race of the year—New York to Los Angeles—100,000 bucks to the winner! Willie was determined to better his winning record of last year: 33 hours, 27 minutes, 12 seconds in Time. And although it was becoming increasingly difficult he’d do his damnedest to better his Score too!


  He took a last walk of inspection around his car. Sleek, lowslung, dark brown, the practically indestructible plastiglass top looking deceptively fragile, like a soap bubble. Not bad for an old-fashioned diesel job. He kicked the solid plastirubber tires in the time-honored fashion of all drivers. Hank was giving a last-minute shine to the needle-sharp durasteel horns protruding from the front fenders.


  Willie’s car wasn’t nicknamed “The Bull” without reason. The front of the car was built like a streamlined bull’s head complete with bloodshot, evil-looking eyes, iron ring through flaring nostrils—and the horns. Although most of the racing cars were built to look like tigers, or sharks, or eagles, there were a few bulls—but Willie’s horns were unequalled.


  “Car 79 ready for Start in five minutes,” the loudspeaker blared. “Car 79. Willie Connors, driver. Hank Morowski, mechanic. Ready your car for Start in five minutes.”


  Willie and Hank took their places in “The Bull.” At a touch by Willie on the starter the powerful diesel engine began a low purr. They drove slowly to the starting line.


  “Last Check!” said Willie.


  “Right,” came Hank’s answer.


  “Oil and Fuel?”


  “40 hours.”


  “Cooling Fluid?”


  “Sealed.”


  “No-Sleeps?”


  “Check.”


  “Energene Tabs?”


  “Check.”


  “Thermo Drink?”


  “Check.”


  The Starter held the checkered flag high over his head. The crowds packing the grandstands were on their feet. Hushed.


  Waiting.


  “Here we go!” whispered Willie.


  The flag fell. A tremendous cry rose from the crowd. But Willie hardly heard it. Accelerating furiously he pushed his car to its top speed of 190 miles an hour within seconds—shooting like a bullet along the straightaway toward Manhattan. He was elated; exhilarated. He was a Racer. And full of tricks!


  Willie shot through the Tunnel directly to Jersey.


  “Well?” grumbled Hank. “Can you tell me now?”


  “Toledo,” said Willie. “Toledo, Ohio. On the Thruway. We should make it in under three hours.”


  He felt a slight annoyance with Hank. There was no reason for the man to be touchy. He knew a driver didn’t tell anyone the racing route he’d selected. News like that had a habit of getting around. It could cost a Racer his Score.


  “There’s not much chance of anything coming up until after we hit Toledo,” Willie said, “but keep your eyes peeled. You never know.”


  Hank merely grunted.


  It was exactly 1048 hours when “The Bull” streaked into the deserted streets of Toledo.


  “O.K.—what now?” asked Hank.


  “Grand Rapids, Michigan,” said Willie laconically.


  “Grand Rapids! But that’s—that’s an easy 300 miles detour!”


  “I know.”


  “Are you crazy? It’ll cost us a couple of hours.”


  “So Grand Rapids is all the way up between the Lakes. So who’ll be expecting us up there?”


  “Oh! Oh, yeah, I see,” said Hank.


  “The Time isn’t everything, my friend. Whoever said the shortest distance between two points is a straight line? The Score counts too.


  And here’s where we pick up our Score!”


  The first Tragi-Acc never even knew the Racer had arrived. “The Bull” struck him squarely, threw him up in the air and let him slide off its plastiglass back, leaving a red smear behind and somewhat to the left of Willie—all in a split second.


  Near Calvin College an imprudent coed found herself too far from cover when the Racer suddenly came streaking down the campus. Frantically she sprinted for safety, but she didn’t have a chance with a driver like Willie behind the wheel. The razor sharp horn on the right fender sliced through her spine so cleanly that the jar wasn’t even felt inside the car.


  Leaving town the Racer was in luck again. .n elderly woman had left the sanctuary of her stone-walled garden to rescue a straying cat. She was so easy to hit that Willie felt a little cheated.


  At 1232 hours they were on the speedway headed for Kansas City.


  Hank looked in awe at Willie. “Three!” he murmured dreamily, “a Score of three already. And all of them Kills—for sure. You really know how to drive!”


  Hank settled back contentedly as if he could already feel his 25,000 dollar cut in his pocket. He began to whistle “The Racers Are Roaring” off key.


  Even after his good Score it annoyed Willie. And for some reason he kept remembering the belatedly pleading look in the old woman’s eyes as he struck her. Funny that should stay with him .


  He estimated they’d hit Kansas City at around 1815 hours, CST. Hank turned on the radio. Peoria, Illinois, was warning its citizens of the approach of a Racer. All spectators should watch from safety places.


  Willie grinned.


  That would be him. Well—he wasn’t looking for any Score in Peoria.


  Dayton, Ohio, told of a Racer having made a Tragic Accident Score of one, and Fort Wayne, Indiana, was crowing over the fact that three Racers had passed through without scoring once. From what he heard it seemed to Willie he had a comfortable lead, both in Time and Score.


  They were receiving Kansas City now. An oily-voiced announcer was filling in the time between Racing Scores with what appeared to be a brief history of Racing.


  “. . . and the most popular spectator sports of the latter half of the 20th Century were such mildly exciting pursuits as boxing and wrestling. Of course the spectators enjoyed seeing the combatants trying to maim each other, and there was always the chance of the hoped-for fatal accident.


  “Motor Racing, however, gave a much greater opportunity for the Tragic Accidents so exciting to the spectator. One of the most famed old speedways, Indianapolis, where many drivers and spectators alike ended as bloody Tragi-Accs, is today the nation’s racing shrine. Motor Racing was already then held all over the world, sometimes with Scores reaching the hundred mark, and long-distance races were popular.


  “The modern Race makes it possible for the entire population to . . .” Willie switched off the radio. Why did they always have to stress the Score? Time was important too. The speed—and the endurance. That was part of an Ace Racer as well as his scoring ability. He took an Energene Tab.


  They were entering Kansas City.


  The check point officials told Willie that there were three Racers with better Time than he, and one had tied his Score. “The Bull” stayed just long enough in the check point pit for Hank to make a quick engine inspection—then they took off again. It was 1818 hours, CST, when they left the city limits behind. They’d been driving over nine hours.


  About 50 miles along the Thruway to Denver, just after passing through a little town called Lawrence, Willie suddenly slowed down. Hank, who’d been dozing, sat up in alarm.


  “What’s the matter?” he cried, “what’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” Willie said irritably. “Relax. You seem to be good at that.”


  “But why are you slowing down?”


  “You heard the check point record. Our Score’s already been tied.


  We’ve got to better it,” Willie answered grimly.


  The plastirubber tires screeched on the concrete speedway as Willie turned down an exit leading to a Class II road.


  “Why down here?” asked Hank. “You can only go about 80 MPH.”


  A large lumi-sign appeared on the side of the road ahead LONE STAR 11 Miles it announced.


  Willie pointed. “That’s why,” he said curtly.


  In a few minutes Lone Star came into view. It was a small village.


  Willie was traveling as fast as he could on the secondary road. He plowed through a flock of chickens, hurtled over a little mongrel dog, which crawled yelping towards the safety of a house and the waiting arms of a little girl, and managed to graze the leg of a husky youth who vaulted a high wooden fence—then they were through Lone Star.


  Hank activated the little dashboard screen which gave them a rear view.


  “That’s not going to do much for our Score,” he remarked sourly .


  “Oh, shut up!” Willie explode;., surprising both himself and Hank .


  What was the matter with him? He couldn’t be getting tired already.


  He swallowed a No-Sleep. That’d help.


  Hank was quiet as they sped through Topeka and took the Thruway to Oklahoma City, but out of the corner of his eyes he was looking speculatively at Willie, hunched over the wheel.


  It was getting dusk. Willie switched on his powerful headbeams. They had a faint reddish tint because of the coloring of “The Bull’s” eyes.


  They had just whizzed through a little burg named Perry, when there was a series of sharp cracks. Willie started.


  “There they go again!” chortled Hank. “Those dumb hinterland hicks will never learn they can’t hurt us with their fly-poppers.”


  He knocked the plastiglass dome affectionately. “Takes atomic pellets to get through this baby.”


  Of course! He must be on edge to be taken by surprise like that. He’d run into the Anti-racers before. Just a handful of malcontents. The Racing Commission had already declared them illegal. Still—at every race they took pot shots at the Racers; a sort of pathetic defiance.


  Why should anyone want to do away with Racing?


  They were entering the outskirts of Oklahoma City. Willie killed his headbeams. No need to advertise.


  Suddenly Hank grabbed his arm. Wordlessly he pointed. There—garish and gaudy—gleamed the neon sign of a theater . . .


  Willie slowed to a crawl. He pulled over to the curb and the dark car melted into the shadows. He glanced at the clock. 2203 hours.


  Perhaps . . .


  Down the street a man cautiously stuck his head out from the theater entrance. Warily he emerged completely, looking up and down the street carefully. He did not see “The Bull.” Presently he ventured out into the center of the roadway. He stood still listening for a moment.


  Then he turned and beckoned towards the theater. Immediately a small group of people emerged at a run.


  Now!


  The acceleration slammed the Racers back in their seats. “The Bull” shot forward and bore down on the little knot of petrified people with appalling speed.


  This time there was no mistaking the hits. A quick succession of pars had Willie calling upon all his driving skill to keep from losing control. Hank pressed the Clean-Spray button to wash the blood off the front of the dome.


  He sat with eyes glued to the rear view screen.


  “Man, oh man,” he murmured. “What a record! What a Score!” He turned to Willie. “Please,” he said, “please stop. Let’s get out. I know it’s against regulations, but I’ve just gotta see how we did. It won’t take long. We can afford a couple of minutes’ Time now!”


  Suddenly Willie felt he had to get out too. This was the biggest Tragi-Acc he’d ever had. He had a vague feeling there was something he wanted to do.


  He brought the car to a stop. They stepped out.


  Within seconds the deserted street was swarming with people. Now the Racers were out of their car they felt safe. And curious. A few of them pressed forward to take a look at Willie. Naturally he was recognized. His photo had been seen in one way or another by everyone.


  Willie was gratified by this obvious adulation. He looked about him.


  There were many people in the street now. But—but they were not all fawning and beaming upon him. Willie frowned. Most of them looked grim—even hostile.


  Why? What was wrong? Wasn’t he one of their greatest Racers? And hadn’t he just made a record Score? Given them a Tragi-Acc they wouldn’t soon forget?


  What was the matter with those hicks?


  Suddenly the crowd parted. Slowly a young girl walked up to Willie.


  She was beautiful—even with the terrible anger burning on her face.


  In her arms she held the still body of a child. She looked straight at Willie with loathing in her eyes. Her voice was low but steady when she said: “Butcher!”


  Someone in the crowd called: “Careful, Muriel!” but she paid no heed.


  Turning from him she walked on through the crowd, parting for her.


  Willie was stunned.


  “Come on, let’s get out of here,” Hank said anxiously.


  Willie didn’t answer. He was looking back through the crowd to the scene of his Tragi-Acc. Never before had he stopped. Never before had he been this close. He could hear the moaning and sobbing of the Maims over the low murmur of the crowd. It made him uneasy. Back there they worked hurriedly to get the Tragi-Accs off the street. There were so many of them . . .


  Butcher . . .?


  All at once he was conscious of Hank pulling at him.


  “Let’s get roaring! Let’s go!”


  Quickly he turned and entered the car. Almost at once the street was empty. He turned on his headbeams and started up. Faster—and faster.


  The street was dead—empty . . .


  No! There! Someone! Holding a . . .


  It was butcher—no, Muriel. She stood rooted to the spot in the middle of the street holding the child in her arms. In the glaring headlights her face was white, her eyes terrible, burning, dark . . .


  Willie did not let up. The car hurtled down upon the lone figure—and passed . . .


  They’d lost 13 minutes. Now they were on their way to El Paso, Texas.


  The nagging headache Willie’d suffered the whole week of planning before the race had returned. He reached for a No-Sleep, hesitated a second, then took another.


  Hank glanced at him, worriedly. “Easy, boy!”


  Willie didn’t answer.


  “That Anti-Racer get under your skin?” Hank suggested. “Don’t let it bother you.”


  “Butcher,” she’d said. “Butcher!”


  Willie was staring through the plastiglass dome at the racing pool of light from the headbeams. “The Bull” was tearing along the Thruway at almost 180 MPH.


  What was that? There—in the light? It was a face—terrible, dark eyes—getting larger—larger—Muriel! It was butcher—no, Muriel!


  No—it was a Racer—a Racing Car with Muriel’s face, shrieking down upon him—closer—closer . . .


  He threw his arms in front of his face. Dimly he heard Hank shout “Willie!” He felt the car lurch. Automatically he tightened his grip on the wheel. They had careened close to the shoulder of the speedway.


  Willie sat up. Ahead of him the road was clear—and empty.


  It was still dark when they hit El Paso. The radio told them their Oklahoma Score. Five and eight. Five Kills—eight Maims! Hank was delighted. They were close to setting a record. He’d already begun to spend his $25,000.


  Willie was uneasy. His headache was worse. His hands were clammy. He kept hearing Muriel’s voice saying: “Butcher”-“Butcher”—“Butcher!”


  But he was not a butcher. He was a Racer! He’d show them. He’d win this race.


  El Paso was a disappointment. Not a soul in sight. Phoenix next.


  The clock said 0658 hours, MST, when they roared into Phoenix. The streets were clear. Willie had to slow down to take a corner. As he sped into the new street he saw her. She was running to cross the roadway. Hank whooped.


  “Go, Willie! Go!”


  The girl looked up an instant in terror.


  Her face!


  It was the old woman with the cat! No!—it was Muriel. Muriel with the big, dark eyes . .


  In the last split second Willie touched the power steering. “The Bull” responded immediately, and shot past the girl as she scampered to safety.


  “What the hell is the matter with you?” Hank roared at Willie. “You could’ve scored! Are you out of your head?”


  “We don’t need her. We’ll win without her. I—I—” Yes, why hadn’t he scored? It wasn’t Muriel. Muriel was back in butcher—in—Oklahoma City. Damn this headache!


  “Maybe so,” said Hank angrily. “But I wanna be sure. And what about the bonus for setting a record? Ten thousand apiece. And we’re close.” He looked slyly at Willie. “Or—maybe you’ve lost your nerve.


  Wonder what the Commission will say to that?”


  “I’ve got plenty of nerve,” Willie snapped.


  “Prove it!” said Hank quickly. He pointed to the dashboard map slowly tracing their progress. “There. See that village? With the screwy name?


  Wikieup! Off the Thruway. Let’s see you score there!”


  Willie said nothing. He hadn’t lost his nerve, he knew that. He was the best of the Racers. No one could drive like he could; constant top speed, and the stamina it took, the split-second timing, the unerring judgment “Well?”


  “All right,” Willie agreed.


  They hadn’t even reached Wikieup when they spotted the farmer. He didn’t have a chance. “The Bull” came charging down upon him. But in the last moment the car veered slightly. One of the horns ripped the man’s hip open.


  In the rear view screen Willie saw him get up and hobble off the road.


  “You could’ve made it a ill,” Hank growled accusingly. “Why didn’t you?”


  “Bad road,” Willie said. “The wheel slipped on a stone.”


  That’s what must have happened, he thought. He didn’t consciously veer away from the man. He was a good Racer. He couldn’t help a bad road.


  Needles was left behind at 1045 hours, PST. No one had been out. Hank turned on the radio to a Needles station:


  “. . . has just left the city going West. No other Racer is reported within twenty minutes of the city. We repeat: A Racer has just left . . .”


  Hank clicked it off. “Hear that?” he said excitedly. “Twenty minutes. They don’t expect anyone for twenty minutes!” He took hold of Willie’s arm. “Turn around! Here’s where we can get ourselves that Record Score. Turn around, Willie!”


  “We don’t need it.”


  “I do! I want that bonus!”


  Willie made no answer.


  “Listen to me, you two-bit Racer!” Hank’s tone was menacing. “You or nobody else is going to cheat me out of that bonus. You’ve been acting mighty peculiar. More like an Anti-Racer! Ever since you stopped at that Tragi-Acc back there. Yeah! That girl—that Anti-Racer who called you a—a butcher. Listen! You get that Record Score, or I’ll report you to the Commission for having snooped around a Tragi-Acc.


  You’ll never race again!”


  Never race again! Willie’s brain was whirling. But he was a Racer.


  Not a butcher. A Racer. Record Score? Yes—that’s what he had to do.


  Set a record. Be the best damned Racer of them all.


  Without a word he turned the car. In minutes they were back at the Needles suburbs. That building. A school house. And there-marching orderly in two rows with their teacher, a class, a whole class of children . . .


  “The Bull” came charging down the street. Only a couple of hundred feet now to that Record Score . . .


  But what was that—it was . . . they were Muriel—they were all Muriel.


  Terrible, dark eyes. No!—they were children—the child in Muriel’s arms.


  They were all he child in Muriel’s arms! Were they already moaning and screaming? Butcher! Butcher! No! He couldn’t butcher them—he was a Racer—not a butcher. Not a butcher! Deliberately he swung the car to the empty side of the street.


  Suddenly he felt Hank’s hands up on the wheel.


  “You—dirty-lousy—Anti-Racer!” the mechanic snarled as he struggled for the wheel.


  The car lurched. The two men fought savagely for control. They were only yards from the fleeing children.


  With a violent wrench Willie turned the wheel sharply. The car was going 165 miles an hour when it struck the school house and crashed through the wall into the empty building.


  The voices came to Willie through thick wads of cotton—and they kept fading in and out.


  “. . . dead instantaneously. But the Racer is still . . .”


  It sounded like the voice of Muriel. Muriel . . .


  “. . . keeps calling for . . .”


  Willie tried to open his eyes. Everything was milky white. Why was there so much fog? A face was bending over him. Muriel? No—it was not Muriel. He lost consciousness again.


  When he opened his eyes once more he knew he was not alone. He turned his head. A girl was sitting at his bedside. Muriel . . .


  It was Muriel.


  He tried to sit up.


  “It’s you! But—but, how . . .?”


  The girl put her hand on his arm.


  “The radio. They said you kept calling for ‘Muriel.’ I knew. Never mind that now.”


  She looked steadily at him. Her eyes were not terrible—not burning—only dark, and puzzled.


  “Why did you call for me?” she asked earnestly.


  Willie struggled to sit up.


  “I wanted to tell you,” he said, “to tell you—I—I am not a butcher!


  “The girl looked at him for a long moment. Then she leaned down and whispered to him: “Nor a Racer!”


  DEATH-BY-RAIN


  Ray Bradbury


  The rain continued. It was a hard rain, a perpetual rain, a sweating and steaming rain; it was a mizzle, a downpour, a fountain, a whipping at the eyes, an undertow at the ankles; it was a rain to drown all rains and the memory of rains. It came by the pound and the ton, it hacked at the jungle and cut the trees like scissors and shaved the grass and tunneled the soil and molted the bushes. It shrank men’s hands into the hands of wrinkled apes; it rained a solid glassy rain, and it never stopped.


  “How much farther, Lieutenant?”


  “I don’t know. A mile, ten miles, a thousand.”


  “Aren’t you sure?”


  “How can I be sure?”


  “I don’t like this rain. If we only knew how far it is to the Sun Dome, I’d feel better.”


  “Another hour or two from here.”


  “You really think so, Lieutenant?”


  “Of course.”


  “Or are you lying to keep us happy?”


  “I’m lying to keep you happy. Shut up!”


  The two men sat together in the rain. Behind them sat two other men who were wet and tired and slumped like clay that was melting.


  The lieutenant looked up. He had a face that once had been brown and now the rain had washed it pale, and the rain had washed the color from his eyes and they were white, as were his teeth, and as was his hair. He was all white. Even his uniform was beginning to turn white, and perhaps a little green with fungus.


  The lieutenant felt the rain on his cheeks. “How many million years since the rain stopped raining here on Venus?”


  “Don’t be crazy,” said one of the two other men. “It never stops raining on Venus. It just goes on and on. I’ve lived here for ten years and I never saw a minute, or even a second, when it wasn’t pouring.”


  “It’s like living under water,” said the lieutenant, and rose up, shrugging his guns into place. “Well, we’d better get going. We’ll find that Sun Dome yet.”


  “Or we won’t find it,” said the cynic.


  “It’s an hour or so.”


  “Now you’re lying to me, Lieutenant.”


  “No, now I’m lying to myself. This is one of those times when you’ve got to lie. I can’t take much more of this.”


  They walked down the jungle trail, now and then looking at their compasses. There was no direction anywhere, only what the compass said. There was a gray sky and rain falling and jungle and a path, and, far back behind them somewhere, a rocket in which they had ridden and fallen. A rocket in which lay two of their friends, dead and dripping rain.


  They walked in single file, not speaking. They came to a river which lay wide and flat and brown, flowing down to the great Single Sea. The surface of it was stippled in a billion places by the rain.


  “All right, Simmons.”


  The lieutenant nodded and Simmons took a small packet from his back which, with a pressure of hidden chemical, inflated into a large boat. The lieutenant directed the cutting of wood and the quick making of paddles and they set out into the river, paddling swiftly across the smooth surface in the rain.


  The lieutenant felt the cold rain on his cheeks and on his neck and on his moving arms. The cold was beginning to seep into his lungs. He felt the rain on his ears, on his eyes, on his legs.


  “I didn’t sleep last night,” he said.


  “Who could? Who has? When? How many nights have we slept? Thirty nights, thirty days! Who can sleep with rain slamming their head, banging away . . . I’d give anything for a hat. Anything at all, just so it wouldn’t hit my head any more. I get headaches. My head is sore; it hurts all the time.”


  “I’m sorry I came to China,” said one of the others.


  “First time I ever heard Venus called China.”


  “Sure, China. Chinese water cure. Remember the old torture? Rope you against a wall. Drop one drop of water on your head every half-hour. You go crazy waiting for the next one. Well, that’s Venus, but on a big scale. We’re not made for water. You can’t sleep, you can’t breathe right, and you’re crazy from just being soggy. If we’d been ready for a crash, we’d have brought waterproofed uniforms and hats. It’s this beating rain on your head gets you, most of all. It’s so heavy. It’s like BB shot. I don’t know how long I can take it.”


  “Boy, me for the Sun Dome! The man who thought them up, thought of something.”


  They crossed the river, and in crossing they thought of the Sun Dome, somewhere ahead of them, shining in the jungle rain. A yellow house, round and bright as the sun. A house forty feet high by one hundred feet in diameter, in which was warmth and quiet and hot food and freedom from rain. And in the center of the Sun Dome, of course, was a sun. A small floating free globe of yellow fire, drifting in a space at the top of the building where you could look at it from where you sat, smoking or reading a book or drinking your hot chocolate crowned with marshmallow dollops or drinking something else. There it would be, the yellow sun, just the size of the Earth sun, and it was warm and continuous, and the rain world of Venus would be forgotten as long as you stayed in that house and idled your time.


  The lieutenant turned and looked back at the three men using their oars and gritting their teeth. They were as white as mushrooms, as white as he was. Venus bleached everything away in a few months. Even the jungle was an immense cartoon nightmare, for how could the jungle be green with no sun, with always rain falling and always dusk? The white, white jungle with the pale cheese-colored leaves, and the earth carved of wet Camembert, and the tree boles like immense toadstools—everything black and white. And how often could you see the soil itself? Wasn’t it mostly a creek, a stream, a puddle, a pool, a lake, a river, and then, at last, the sea?


  “Here we are!”


  They leaped out on the farthest shore, splashing and sending up showers. The boat was deflated and stored in a cigar-box packet. Then, standing on the rainy shore, they tried to light up a few smokes for themselves, and it was five minutes or so before, shuddering, they worked the inverted lighter and, cupping their hands, managed a few drags upon cigarettes that all too quickly were limp and beaten away from their lips by a sudden slap of rain.


  They walked on.


  “Wait just a moment,” said the lieutenant “I thought I saw something ahead.”


  “The Sun Dome?”


  “I’m not sure. The rain closed in again.”


  Simmons began to run. “The Sun Dome!”


  “Come back, Simmons!”


  “The Sun Dome!”


  Simmons vanished in the rain. The others ran after him.


  They found him in a little clearing, and they stopped and looked at him and what he had discovered.


  The rocket ship.


  It was lying where they had left it. Somehow they had circled back and were where they had started. In the ruin of the ship green fungus was growing up out of the mouths of the two dead men. As they watched, the fungus took flower, the petals broke away in the rain, and the fungus died.


  “How did we do it?”


  “An electrical storm must be nearby. Threw our compasses off. That explains it.”


  “You’re right.”


  “What’ll we do now?”


  “Start out again.”


  “Good Lord, we’re not any closer to anywhere!”


  “Let’s try to keep calm about it, Simmons.”


  “Calm, calm! This rain’s driving me wild!”


  “We’ve enough food for another two days if we’re careful.”


  The rain danced on their skin, on their wet uniforms; the rain streamed from their noses and ears, from their fingers and knees. They looked like stone fountains frozen in the jungle, issuing forth water from every pore.


  And, as they stood, from a distance they heard a roar.


  And the monster came out of the rain.


  The monster was supported upon a thousand electric blue legs. It walked swiftly and terribly. It struck down a leg with a driving blow. Everywhere a leg struck a tree fell and burned. Great whiffs of ozone filled the rainy air, and smoke blew away and was broken up by the rain. The monster was a half mile wide and a mile high and it felt of the ground like a great blind thing. Sometimes, for a moment, it had no legs at all. And then, in an instant, a thousand whips would fall out of its belly, white-blue whips, to sting the jungle.


  “There’s the electrical storm,” said one of the men. “There’s the thing ruined our compasses. And it’s coming this way.”


  “Lie down, everyone,” said the lieutenant.


  “Run!” cried Simmons.


  “Don’t be a fool. Lie down. It hits the highest points. We may get through unhurt. Lie down about fifty feet from the rocket. It may very well spend its force there and leave us be. Get down!”


  The men flopped.


  “Is it coming?” they asked each other, after a moment.


  “Coming.”


  “Is it nearer?”


  “Two hundred yards off.”


  “Nearer?”


  “Here she is!”


  The monster came and stood over them. It dropped down ten blue bolts of lightning which struck the rocket. The rocket flashed like a beaten gong and gave off a metal ringing. The monster let down fifteen more bolts which danced about in a ridiculous pantomime, feeling of the jungle and the watery soil.


  “No, no!” One of the men jumped up.


  “Get down, you fool!” said the lieutenant.


  “No!”


  The lightning struck the rocket another dozen times. The lieutenant turned his head on his arm and saw the blue blazing flashes. He saw trees split and crumple into ruin. He saw the monstrous dark cloud turn like a black disk overhead and hurl down a hundred other poles of electricity.


  The man who had leaped up was now running, like someone in a great hall of pillars. He ran and dodged between the pillars and then at last a dozen of the pillars slammed down and there was the sound a fly makes when landing upon the grill wires of an exterminator. The lieutenant remembered this from his childhood on a farm. And there was a smell of a man burned to a cinder.


  The lieutenant lowered his head. “Don’t look up,” he told the others. He was afraid that he too might run at any moment.


  The storm above them flashed down another series of bolts and then moved on away. Once again there was only the rain, which rapidly cleared the air of the charred smell, and in a moment the three remaining men were sitting and waiting for the beat of their hearts to subside into quiet once more.


  They walked over to the body, thinking that perhaps they could still save the man’s life. They couldn’t believe that there wasn’t some way to help the man. It was the natural act of men who have not accepted death until they have touched it and turned it over and made plans to bury it or leave it there for the jungle to bury in an hour of quick growth.


  The body was twisted steel, wrapped in burned leather. It looked like a wax dummy that had been thrown into an incinerator and pulled out after the wax had sunk to the charcoal skeleton. Only the teeth were white, and they shone like a strange white bracelet dropped half through a clenched black fist.


  “He shouldn’t have jumped up.” They said it almost at the same time.


  Even as they stood over the body it began to vanish, for the vegetation was edging in upon it, little vines and ivy and creepers, and even flowers for the dead.


  At a distance the storm walked off on blue bolts of lightning and was gone.


  They crossed a river and a creek and a stream and a dozen other rivers and creeks and streams. Before their eyes rivers appeared, rushing, new rivers, while old rivers changed their courses—rivers the color of mercury, rivers the color of silver and milk.


  They came to the sea.


  The Single Sea. There was only one continent on Venus. This land was three thousand miles long by a thousand miles wide, and about this island was the Single Sea, which covered the entire raining planet. The Single Sea, which lay upon the pallid shore with little motion . . .


  “This way.” The lieutenant nodded south. “I’m sure there are two Sun Domes down that way.”


  “While they were at it, why didn’t they build a hundred more?”


  “There’re a hundred and twenty of them now, aren’t there?”


  “One hundred and twenty-six, as of last month. They tried to push a bill through Congress back on Earth a year ago to provide for a couple dozen more, but oh no, you know how that is. They’d rather a few men went crazy with the rain.”


  They started south.


  The lieutenant and Simmons and the third man, Pickard, walked in the rain, in the rain that fell heavily and lightly, heavily and lightly; in the rain that poured and hammered and did not stop falling upon the land and the sea and the walking people.


  Simmons saw it first. “There it is!”


  “There’s what?”


  “The Sun Dome!”


  The lieutenant blinked the water from his eyes and raised his hands to ward off the stinging blows of the rain.


  At a distance there was a yellow glow on the edge of the jungle, by the sea. It was, indeed, the Sun Dome.


  The men smiled at each other.


  “Looks like you were right, Lieutenant.”


  “Luck.”


  “Brother, that puts muscle in me, just seeing it. Come on!” Simmons began to trot. The others automatically fell in with this, gasping, tired, but keeping pace.


  “A big pot of coffee for me,” panted Simmons, smiling. “And a pan of cinnamon buns. Boy! And just lie there and let the old sun hit you. The guy that invented the Sun Domes, he should have got a medal!”


  They ran faster. The yellow glow grew brighter.


  “Guess a lot of men went crazy before they figured out the cure. Think it’d be obvious! Right off.” Simmons panted the words in cadence to his running. “Rain, rain! Years ago. Found a friend. Of mine. Out in the jungle. Wandering around. In the rain. Saying over and over, ‘Don’t know enough, to come in, outta the rain. Don’t know enough, to come in, outta the rain. Don’t know enough—’ On and on. Like that. Poor crazy fool.”


  “Save your breath!”


  They ran.


  They all laughed. They reached the door of the Sun Dome, laughing.


  Simmons yanked the door wide. “Hey!” he yelled. “Bring on the coffee!”


  There was no reply.


  They stepped through the door.


  The Sun Dome was empty and dark. There was no synthetic yellow sun floating in a high gaseous whisper at the center of the blue ceiling. There was no food waiting. It was cold as a vault. And through a thousand holes which had been newly punctured in the ceiling water streamed, the rain fell down, soaking into the thick rugs and the heavy modern furniture and splashing on the glass tables. The jungle was growing up like a moss in the room, on top of the bookcases and the divans. The rain slashed through the holes and fell upon the three men’s faces.


  Pickard began to laugh quietly.


  “Shut up, Pickard!”


  “Ye gods, look what’s here for us—no food, no sun, nothing. The Venusians—they did it! Of course!”


  Simmons nodded, with the rain tunneling down on his face. The water ran in his silvered hair and on his white eyebrows.


  “Every once in a while the Venusians come up out of the sea and attack a Sun Dome. They know if they ruin the Sun Domes they can ruin us.”


  “But aren’t the Sun Domes protected with guns?”


  “Sure.” Simmons stepped aside to a place that was relatively dry. “But it’s been five years since the Venusians tried anything. Defense relaxes. They caught this Dome unaware.”


  “Where are the bodies?”


  “The Venusians took them all down into the sea. I hear they have a delightful way of drowning you. It takes about eight hours to drown the way they work it. Really delightful.”


  “I bet there isn’t any food here at all.” Pickard laughed.


  The lieutenant frowned at him, nodded at him so Simmons could see. Simmons shook his head and went back to a room at one side of the oval chamber. The kitchen was strewn with soggy loaves of bread, and meat that had grown a faint green fur. Rain came through a hundred holes in the kitchen roof.


  “Brilliant.” The lieutenant glanced up at the holes. “I don’t suppose we can plug up all those holes and get snug here.”


  “Without food, sir?” Simmons snorted. “I notice the sun machine’s dismantled. Our best bet is to make our way to the next Sun Dome. How far is that from here?”


  “Not far. As I recall, they built two rather close together here. Perhaps if we waited, a rescue mission from the other might—”


  “It’s probably been here and gone already, some days ago. They’ll send a crew to repair this place in about six months, when they get the money from Congress. I don’t think we’d better wait.”


  “All right then, we’ll eat what’s left of our rations and get on to the next Dome.”


  Pickard said, “If only the rain wouldn’t hit my head, just for a few minutes. If I could only remember what it’s like not to be bothered.” He put his hands on his skull and held it tight. “I remember when I was in school a bully used to sit in back of me and pinch me and pinch me and pinch me every five minutes, all day long. He did that for weeks and months. My arms were sore and black and blue all the time. And I thought I’d go crazy from being pinched. One day I must have gone a little mad from being hurt and hurt, and I turned around and took a metal trisquare I used in mechanical drawing and I almost cut his lousy head off. I almost scalped him before they dragged me out of the room, and I kept yelling, ‘Why don’t he leave me alone? Why don’t he leave me alone?’ Brother!” His hands clenched the bone of his head, shaking, tightening, his eyes shut. “But what do I do now? Who do I hit, who do I tell to lay off, stop bothering me, this damn rain, like the pinching, always on you, that’s all you hear, that’s all you feel!”


  “We’ll be at the other Sun Dome by four this afternoon.”


  “Sun Dome? Look at this one! What if all the Sun Domes on Venus are gone? What then? What if there are holes in all the ceilings, and the rain coming in!”


  “We’ll have to chance it.”


  “I’m tired of chancing it. All I want is a roof and some quiet. I want to be alone.”


  “That’s only eight hours off, if you hold on.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll hold on all right.” And Pickard laughed, not looking at them.


  “Let’s eat,” said Simmons, watching him.


  They set off down the coast, southward again. After four hours they had to cut inland to go around a river that was a mile wide and so swift it was not navigable by boat. They had to walk inland six miles to a place where the river boiled out of the earth, suddenly, like a mortal wound. In the rain, they walked on solid ground and returned to the sea.


  “I’ve got to sleep,” said Pickard at last. He slumped. “Haven’t slept in four weeks. Tried, but couldn’t. Sleep here.”


  The sky was getting darker. The night of Venus was setting in and it was so completely black that it was dangerous to move. Simmons and the lieutenant fell to their knees also, and the lieutenant said, “All right, we’ll see what we can do. We’ve tried it before, but I don’t know. Sleep doesn’t seem one of the things you can get in this weather.”


  They lay out full, propping their heads so the water wouldn’t come to their mouths, and they closed their eyes.


  The lieutenant twitched.


  He did not sleep.


  There were things that crawled on his skin. Things grew upon him in layers. Drops fell and touched other drops and they became streams that trickled over his body, and while these moved down his flesh, the small growths of the forest took root in his clothing. He felt the ivy cling and make a second garment over him; he felt the small flowers bud and open and petal away, and still the rain pattered on his body and on his head. In the luminous night—for the vegetation glowed in the darkness—he could see the other two men outlined, like logs that had fallen and taken upon themselves velvet coverings of grass and flowers. The rain hit his face. He covered his face with his hands. The rain hit his neck. He turned over on his stomach in the mud, on the rubbery plants, and the rain hit his back and hit his legs.


  Suddenly he leaped up and began to brush the water from himself. A thousand hands were touching him and he no longer wanted to be touched. He no longer could stand being touched. He floundered and struck something else and knew that it was Simmons, standing up in the rain, sneezing moisture, coughing and choking. And then Pickard was up, shouting, running about.


  “Wait a minute, Pickard!”


  “Stop it, stop it!” Pickard screamed. He fired off his gun six times at the night sky. In the flashes of powdery illumination they could see armies of raindrops, suspended as in a vast motionless amber, for an instant, hesitating as if shocked by the explosion, fifteen billion droplets, fifteen billion tears, fifteen billion ornaments, jewels standing out against a white velvet viewing board. And then, with the light gone, the drops which had waited to have their pictures taken, which had suspended their downward rush, fell upon them, stinging, in an insect cloud of coldness and pain.


  “Stop it! Stop it!”


  “Pickard!”


  But Pickard was only standing now, alone. When the lieutenant switched on a small hand lamp and played it over Pickard’s wet face, the eyes of the man were dilated, and his mouth was open, his face turned up, so the water hit and splashed on his tongue, and hit and drowned the wide eyes, and bubbled in a whispering froth on the nostrils.


  “Pickard!”


  The man would not reply. He simply stood there for a long while with the bubbles of rain breaking out in his whitened hair and manacles of rain jewels dripping from his wrists and his neck.


  “Pickard! We’re leaving. We’re going on. Follow us.”


  The rain dripped from Pickard’s ears.


  “Do you hear me, Pickard!”


  It was like shouting down a well.


  “Pickard!”


  “Leave him alone,” said Simmons.


  “We can’t go on without him.”


  “What’ll we do, carry him?” Simmons spat. “He’s no good to us or himself. You know what he’ll do? He’ll just stand here and drown.”


  “What?”


  “You ought to know that by now. Don’t you know the story? He’ll just stand here with his head up and let the rain come in his nostrils and his mouth. He’ll breathe the water.”


  “No.”


  “That’s how they found General Mendt that time. Sitting on a rock with his head back, breathing the rain. His lungs were full of water.”


  The lieutenant turned the light back to the unblinking face. Pickard’s nostrils gave off a tiny whispering wet sound.


  “Pickard!” The lieutenant slapped the face.


  “He can’t even feel you,” said Simmons. “A few days in this rain and you don’t have any face or any legs or hands.”


  The lieutenant looked at his own hand in horror. He could no longer feel it.


  “But we can’t leave Pickard here.”


  “I’ll show you what we can do.” Simmons fired his gun.


  Pickard fell into the raining earth.


  Simmons said, “Don’t move, Lieutenant. I’ve got my gun ready for you too. Think it over; he would only have stood or sat there and drowned. It’s quicker this way.”


  The lieutenant blinked at the body. “But you killed him.”


  “Yes, because he’d have killed us by being a burden. You saw his face. Insane.”


  After a moment the lieutenant nodded.


  They walked off into the rain.


  It was dark and their hand lamps threw a beam that pierced the rain for only a few feet. After a half hour they had to stop and sit through the rest of the night, aching with hunger, waiting for the dawn to come; when it did come it was gray and continually raining as before, and they began to walk again.


  “We’ve miscalculated,” said Simmons.


  “No. Another hour.”


  “Speak louder. I can’t hear you.” Simmons stopped and smiled. He touched his ears. “My ears. They’ve gone out on me. All the rain pouring finally numbed me right down to the bone.”


  “Can’t you hear anything?” said the lieutenant.


  “What?” Simmons’ eyes were puzzled.


  “Nothing. Come on.”


  “I think I’ll wait here. You go on ahead.”


  “You can’t do that.”


  “I can’t hear you. You go on. I’m tired. I don’t think the Sun Dome is down this way. And, if it is, it’s probably got holes in the roof, like the last one. I think I’ll just sit here.”


  “Get up from there!”


  “So long. Lieutenant.”


  “You can’t give up now.”


  “I’ve got a gun here that says I’m staying. I just don’t care any more. I’m not crazy yet, but I’m the next thing to it. I don’t want to go out that way. As soon as you get out of sight I’m going to use this gun on myself.”


  “Simmons!”


  “You said my name. I can read that much off your lips.”


  “Simmons.”


  “Look, it’s a matter of time. Either I die now or in a few hours. Wait’ll you get to that next Dome, if you ever get there, and find rain coming in through the roof. Won’t that be nice?”


  The lieutenant waited and then splashed off in the rain. He turned and called back once, but Simmons was only sitting there with the gun in his hands, waiting for him to get out of sight. He shook his head and waved the lieutenant on.


  The lieutenant didn’t even hear the sound of the gun.


  He began to eat the flowers as he walked. They stayed down for a time, and weren’t poisonous; neither were they particularly sustaining, and he vomited them up, sickly, a minute or so later.


  Once he took some leaves and tried to make himself a hat, but he had tried that before; the rain melted the leaves from his head. Once picked, the vegetation rotted quickly and fell away into gray masses in his fingers.


  “Another five minutes,” he told himself. “Another five minutes and then I’ll walk into the sea and keep walking. We weren’t made for this; no Earthman was or ever will be able to take it. Your nerves, your nerves.”


  He floundered his way through a sea of slush and foliage and came to a small hill.


  At a distance there was a faint yellow smudge in the cold veils of water.


  The next Sun Dome.


  Through the trees, a long round yellow building, far away. For a moment he only stood, swaying, looking at it.


  He began to run and then he slowed down, for he was afraid. He didn’t call out. What if it’s the same one? What if it’s the dead Sun Dome, with no sun in it? he thought.


  He slipped and fell. Lie here, he thought; it’s the wrong one. Lie here. It’s no use. Drink all you want.


  But he managed to climb to his feet again and crossed several creeks, and the yellow light grew very bright, and he began to run again, his feet crashing into mirrors and glass, his arms flailing at diamonds and precious stones.


  He stood before the yellow door. The printed letters over it said the sun dome. He put his numb hand up to feel it. Then he twisted the doorknob and stumbled in.


  He stood for a moment looking about. Behind him the rain whirled at the door. Ahead of him, upon a low table, stood a silver pot of hot chocolate, steaming, and a cup, full, with a marshmallow in it. And beside that, on another tray, stood thick sandwiches of rich chicken meat and fresh-cut tomatoes and green onions. And on a rod just before his eyes was a great thick green Turkish towel, and a bin in which to throw wet clothes, and, to his right, a small cubicle in which heat rays might dry you instantly. And upon a chair, a fresh change of uniform, waiting for anyone—himself, or any lost one—to make use of it. And farther over, coffee in steaming copper urns, and a phonograph from which music would soon play quietly, and books bound in red and brown leather. And near the books a cot, a soft deep cot upon which one might lie, exposed and bare, to drink in the rays of the one great bright thing which dominated the long room.


  He put his hands to his eyes. He saw other men moving toward him, but said nothing to them. He waited, and opened his eyes, and looked. The water from his uniform pooled at his feet, and he felt it drying from his hair and his face and his chest and his arms and his legs.


  He was looking at the sun.


  It hung in the center of the room, large and yellow and warm. It made not a sound, and there was no sound in the room. The door was shut and the rain only a memory to his tingling body. The sun hung high in the blue sky of the room, warm, hot, yellow, and very fine.


  He walked forward, tearing off his clothes as he went.


  ALONE IN SPACE


  Arthur Tofte


  Arnie looked around at the bare interior of the empty ship . . . empty except for himself. Never had he felt so alone . . .


  It had been a week since his father had died. He tried not to think of it. At first he had refused to believe it. For a ten-year-old boy, it was a terrible thing to be alone on a ship rushing through space.


  It had happened so suddenly. The ship had been hit by a meteorite. His father had gone out to check the damage. He had become entangled in the lifeline, which held him to the ship. In his struggle to free himself, he had opened a hole in his space suit. Almost instantly he was dead. Amie had pulled him back into the ship, but it was too late.


  Then it had taken Arnie a whole day to decide what to do. He knew he couldn’t keep his father’s body in the ship. Sadly, he had put the body into the air lock and had ejected it into space.


  Up to the time of his father’s death, everything had gone so well. Even being allowed to go on the trip had been a wonderful thing, coming as it did so soon after his mother’s death.


  His father had been furnished a ship especially designed to withstand the impact of meteorites and even small asteroids. Extra-strong pods had been built into the ship for their protection. Only in the open cabin did they have to wear space suits.


  They had gone into the heart of the highly dangerous asteroid belt out toward Jupiter. Although their ship had been struck many times, no serious damage had been done to it. Any other ship would have been wrecked.


  Best of all, they had actually landed on one of the largest of the asteroids. They had found a new mineral. Tested in the ship’s nuclear-fusion power plant, it had proved to be extremely heat resistant. It was just what his father, Gregory Gambrill, one of Earth’s leading mineralogists, was looking for.


  With this material, it would be possible to develop better heat shields for ships entering the Earth’s atmosphere. It could be used for heat bottles in nuclear-fusion plants. Heat-resisting metals had a thousand uses.


  Arnie sighed in despair at how close his father had come to success. He looked over at the small canvas bag of samples of the new rock.


  He had not forgotten what his father had said as they started on the return trip.


  “These rock samples,” he had said, “must be delivered to my company. If anything should happen to me, it will be your duty to see that they get there.”


  Then his father had warned him that the greatest danger on the return voyage would come as the ship passed the moon. There were space pirates on the moon who knew of the mission. They would try to get aboard if they could and get the samples.


  Arnie had heard all about the so-called moon pirates—vicious men who preyed on unarmed spaceships.


  Now, a week later, he knew from his father’s timetable that he was already approaching the moon zone. His father had said the danger would probably last only an hour or so. He had also said he hoped they could zip through the danger zone without being noticed.


  Then suddenly it happened!


  The receiver in his headset crackled into action. There was a curt order: “Stand by for boarding!”


  For a moment, Arnie was held motionless in terror. It could be just a regular Earth space patrol checking ships approaching the mother planet.


  . . . or it could be the dreaded moon pirates!


  Looking over at the bag of asteroid rocks, he knew he couldn’t take a chance on having them stolen now. He had to try to hide them.


  But where?


  He knew there was no place to hide anything in the cabin. And there was no time to break into the pods.


  As quickly as he could, he picked out one small sample. It would have to be enough for the tests they would want to make of it. Then he ejected the rest of the samples through the ship’s waste-disposal vent.


  He held the sample he had saved and studied it. For this his father had risked and then lost his life. Where to hide it? The very compactness of the cabin’s interior made it all but impossible to find a good place.


  He looked about frantically.


  Then, as though his father’s voice had directed him, he pushed himself through the airless space to where he kept his personal things. There he had the books and games he had brought with him. They were meant to keep him entertained on the long voyage.


  Yes, there it was—his collection of one hundred Earth rocks and minerals. His father had given him the set to help him learn how to identify them. Each rock piece was held firmly in its own rubber pocket in the box. Each item was carefully labeled. Over the top of the box was a transparent plastic cover.


  He felt a slight bump as the other ship began its coupling operation. He would have to hurry.


  Carefully he slid back the cover. After a quick glance at the rocks, he selected a colorful piece of microcline. It would do as well as any. He put it in the right-front pocket of his space suit.


  Then he slipped the asteroid rock into the hollow where the microcline had been. He slid the cover back on. Then he put the box back with his games and books.


  It was the only thing he could think of. He hoped that among the Earth rocks, the one asteroid rock would not be noticed. At least he was trying his best to follow his father’s wish.


  Hardly had he put the box back into its place when the entry air-lock valve opened. Two space-suited men pushed their way in.


  From the way they glanced around, it was apparent they were surprised to see only a ten-year old.


  The headset intercom buzzed. “Where is your father?” one of the men asked gruffly.


  “He’s dead.”


  The men looked at each other. Then one of them turned to Arnie.


  “Where are the rock samples your father was taking to Earth? Don’t try to fool us. We know all about this mission of your father’s. We need those samples.”


  “Are you the moon pirates?” Arnie asked fearfully.


  From their expressions through their transparent helmets, the boy could see they were amused by his question.


  The man who had spoken first grumbled, “We haven’t any time to waste. Where are the rocks?’


  Arnie gave his body a push and landed next to where he had put his personal things. He pulled out his rock collection.


  “Here are my rocks,” he said. “Is this what you want?


  My father gave me this set before we left Earth. I know all their names now.”


  The leader of the two men came over next to Arnie. The man glared down at the collection.


  Arnie was still talking as he pointed at one rock after another. “That’s a wulfenite,” he said. “And this is a chalcanthite. This is feldspar. This is a piece of coal. It really isn’t mineral at all. And this is a piece of kimberlite. They find diamonds in this kind of rock.”


  The man grabbed up the box and ripped off the cover. His gloved hand raced along the rows of labeled items.


  “These are just a lot of ordinary Earth rocks, just junk,” he stated in disgust. With a sweep of his hand, he threw the box into the corner. In the gravity-free cabin, the hundred pieces went flying in all directions.


  “Now you’ve done it,” the second man exclaimed angrily. “How are we going to find the asteroid samples with all those Earth rocks flying around loose?”


  “Search the boy,” the first man ordered.


  Arnie floated backward.


  The man approached him. In his hand was a long, sharp-pointed knife.


  “You had better tell us,” he said. “If I cut your suit, you’ll be dead in seconds. And we’ll get the asteroid rocks anyway.”


  The man grabbed at Arnie. Without gravity, the two tumbled awkwardly around the cabin. Then both men combined to catch the struggling boy in one corner.


  A moment later the piece of microcline was pulled out of Arnie’s pocket.


  “I’ve got it,” the man cried. He held up the piece of worthless microcline for the other to see.


  “That must be it, all right. Let’s go, before the space patrol gets here. We’ve only got about twenty minutes.”


  He jerked a thumb at Arnie. “What will we do with the kid?”


  The other laughed. “He called us the moon pirates.


  What was it that the old-time pirates used to do—make their prisoners ‘walk the plank’ ? Why don’t we make him walk the plank?”


  “Stop kidding around. We haven’t time to waste. Let’s just take him outside and give him a little push into space. That will take care of him.”


  The man reached out to grab Arnie. The boy squirmed away. The second man lunged to head him off.


  Arnie found himself in a corner. Floating in front of his helmet were two or three of the rock samples from his collection. Almost without thinking, he seized one of them and hurled it with all his might at the pirate.


  The rock hit the man’s metal-and-plastic. space helmet and bounced off harmlessly. But at once Arnie saw his advantage.


  The rocks were sharp edged. If one of them tore even a small hole in the man’s space suit, it would mean instant death.


  The two men apparently realized it, too. One of them edged toward the exit valve.


  “I’m getting out of here,” he cried.


  “Don’t be stupid. Those rocks aren’t sharp enough to cut into our suits.”


  CYBERPUNK


  Bruce Bethke


  The snoozer went off at seven and I was out of my sleepsack, powered up, and on-line in nanos. That’s as far as I got. Soon’s I booted and got—


  CRACKERS/BUDDYBOO/8ER


  —on the tube I shut down fast. Damn! Rayno had been on line before me, like always, and that message meant somebody else had gotten into our Net—and that meant trouble by the busload! I couldn’t do anything more on term, so I zipped into my jumper, combed my hair, and went downstairs.


  Mom and Dad were at breakfast when I slid into the kitchen. “Good Morning, Mikey!” said Mom with a smile. “You were up so late last night I thought I wouldn’t see you before you caught your bus.”


  “Had a tough program to crack,” I said.


  “Well,” she said, “now you can sit down and have a decent breakfast.” She turned around to pull some Sara Lees out of the microwave and plunk them down on the table.


  “If you’d do your schoolwork when you’re supposed to you wouldn’t have to stay up all night,” growled Dad from behind his caffix and faxsheet. I sloshed some juice in a glass and poured it down, stuffed a Sara Lee into my mouth, and stood to go.


  “What?” asked Mom. “That’s all the breakfast you’re going to have?”


  “Haven’t got time,” I said. “I gotta get to school early to see if the program checks.” Dad growled something more and Mom spoke to quiet him, but I didn’t hear much ‘cause I was out the door.


  I caught the transys for school, just in case they were watching. Two blocks down the line I got off and transferred going back the other way, and a coupla transfers later I wound up whipping into Buddy’s All-Night Burgers. Rayno was in our booth, glaring into his caffix. It was 7:55 and I’d beat Georgie and Lisa there.


  “What’s on line?” I asked as I dropped into my seat, across from Rayno. He just looked up at me through his eyebrows and I knew better than to ask again.


  At eight Lisa came in. Lisa is Rayno’s girl, or at least she hopes she is. I can see why: Rayno’s seventeen—two years older than the rest of us—he wears flash plastic and his hair in The Wedge (Dad blew a chip when I said I wanted my hair cut like that) and he’s so cool he won’t even touch her, even when she’s begging for it. She plunked down in her seat next to Rayno and he didn’t blink.


  Georgie still wasn’t there at 8:05. Rayno checked his watch again, then finally looked up from his caffix. “The compiler’s been cracked,” he said. Lisa and I both swore. We’d worked up our own little code to keep our Net private. I mean, our Olders would just blow boards if they ever found out what we were really up to. And now somebody’d broken our code.


  “Georgie’s old man?” I asked.


  “Looks that way.” I swore again. Georgie and I started the Net by linking our smartterms with some stuff we stored in his old man’s home business system. Now my Dad wouldn’t know an opsys if he crashed on one, but Georgie’s old man—he’s a greentooth. A tech-type. He’d found one of ours once before and tried to take it apart to see what it did. We’d just skinned out that time.


  “Any idea how far in he got?” Lisa asked. Rayno looked through her, at the front door. Georgie’d just come in.


  “We’re gonna find out,” Rayno said.


  Georgie was coming in smiling, but when he saw that look in Rayno’s eyes he sat down next to me like the seat was booby-trapped.


  “Good morning Georgie,” said Rayno, smiling like a shark.


  “I didn’t glitch!” Georgie whined. “I didn’t tell him a thing!”


  “Then how the Hell did he do it?”


  “You know how he is, he’s weird! He likes puzzles!” Georgie looked to me for backup. “That’s how come I was late. He was trying to weasel me, but I didn’t tell him a thing! I think he only got it partway open. He didn’t ask about the Net!”


  Rayno actually sat back, pointed at us all, and smiled. “You kids just don’t know how lucky you are. I was in the Net last night and flagged somebody who didn’t know the secures was poking Georgie’s compiler. I made some changes. By the time your old man figures them out, well . . . ”


  I sighed relief. See what I mean about being cool? Rayno had us outlooped all the time!


  Rayno slammed his fist down on the table. “But Dammit Georgie, you gotta keep a closer watch on him!”


  Then Rayno smiled and bought us all drinks and pie all the way around. Lisa had a cherry Coke, and Georgie and I had caffix just like Rayno. God, that stuff tastes awful! The cups were cleared away, and Rayno unzipped his jumper and reached inside.


  “Now kids,” he said quietly, “it’s time for some serious fun.” He whipped out his microterm. “School’s off!”


  I still drop a bit when I see that microterm—Geez, it’s a beauty! It’s a Zeilemann Nova 300, but we’ve spent so much time reworking it, it’s practically custom from the motherboard up. Hi-baud, rammed, rammed, ported, with the wafer display folds down to about the size of a vid casette; I’d give an ear to have one like it. We’d used Georgie’s old man’s chipburner to tuck some special tricks in ROM and there wasn’t a system in CityNet it couldn’t talk to.


  Rayno ordered up a smartcab and we piled out of Buddy’s. No more riding the transys for us, we were going in style! We charged the smartcab off to some law company and cruised all over Eastside.


  Riding the boulevards got stale after awhile, so we rerouted to the library. We do a lot of our fun at the library, ‘cause nobody ever bothers us there. Nobody ever goes there. We sent the smartcab, still on the law company account, off to Westside. Getting past the guards and the librarians was just a matter of flashing some ID and then we zipped off into the stacks.


  Now, you’ve got to ID away your life to get on the libsys terms—which isn’t worth half a scare when your ID is all fudged like ours is—and they watch real careful. But they move their terms around a lot, so they’ve got ports on line all over the building. We found an unused port, and me and Georgie kept watch while Rayno plugged in his microterm and got on line.


  “Get me into the Net,” he said, handing me the term. We don’t have a stored opsys yet for Netting, so Rayno gives me the fast and tricky jobs.


  Through the dataphones I got us out of the libsys and into CityNet. Now, Olders will never understand. They still think a computer has got to be a brain in a single box. I can get the same results with opsys stored in a hundred places, once I tie them together. Nearly every computer has got a dataphone port, CityNet is a great linking system, and Rayno’s microterm has the smarts to do the job clean and fast so nobody flags on us. I pulled the compiler out of Georgie’s old man’s computer and got into our Net. Then I handed the term back to Rayno.


  “Well, let’s do some fun. Any requests?” Georgie wanted something to get even with his old man, and I had a new routine cooking, but Lisa’s eyes lit up ‘cause Rayno handed the term to her, first.


  “I wanna burn Lewis,” she said.


  “Oh fritz!” Georgie complained. “You did that last week!”


  “Well, he gave me another F on a theme.”


  “I never get F’s. If you’d read books once in a—”


  “Georgie,” Rayno said softly, “Lisa’s on line.” That settled that. Lisa’s eyes were absolutely glowing.


  Lisa got back into CityNet and charged a couple hundred overdue books to Lewis’s libsys account. Then she ordered a complete fax sheet of Encyclopedia Britannica printed out at his office. I got next turn.


  Georgie and Lisa kept watch while I accessed. Rayno was looking over my shoulder. “Something new this week?”


  “Airline reservations. I was with my Dad two weeks ago when he set up a business trip, and I flagged on maybe getting some fun. I scanned the ticket clerk real careful and picked up the access code.”


  “Okay, show me what you can do.”


  Accessing was so easy that I just wiped a couple of reservations first, to see if there were any bells and whistles.


  None. No checks, no lockwords, no confirm codes. I erased a couple dozen people without crashing down or locking up. “Geez,” I said, “There’s no deep secures at all!”


  “I been telling you. Olders are even dumber than they look. Georgie? Lisa? C’mon over here and see what we’re running!”


  Georgie was real curious and asked a lot of questions, but Lisa just looked bored and snapped her gum and tried to stand closer to Rayno. Then Rayno said, “Time to get off Sesame Street. Purge a flight.”


  I did. It was simple as a save. I punched a few keys, entered, and an entire plane disappeared from all the reservation files. Boy, they’d be surprised when they showed up at the airport. I started purging down the line, but Rayno interrupted.


  “Maybe there’s no bells and whistles, but wipe out a whole block of flights and it’ll stand out. Watch this.” He took the term from me and cooked up a routine in RAM to do a global and wipe out every flight that departed at an :07 for the next year. “Now that’s how you do these things without waving a flag.”


  “That’s sharp,” Georgie chipped in, to me. “Mike, you’re a genius! Where do you get these ideas?” Rayno got a real funny look in his eyes.


  “My turn,” Rayno said, exiting the airline system.


  “What’s next in the stack?” Lisa asked him.


  “Yeah, I mean, after garbaging the airlines . . . ” Georgie didn’t realize he was supposed to shut up.


  “Georgie! Mike!” Rayno hissed. “Keep watch!” Soft, he added, “It’s time for The Big One.”


  “You sure?” I asked. “Rayno, I don’t think we’re ready.”


  “We’re ready.”


  Georgie got whiney. “We’re gonna get in big trouble—”


  “Wimp,” spat Rayno. Georgie shut up.


  We’d been working on The Big One for over two months, but I still didn’t feel real solid about it. It almost made a clean if/then/else; if The Big One worked/then we’d be rich/else . . . it was the else I didn’t have down.


  Georgie and me scanned while Rayno got down to business. He got back into CityNet, called the cracker opsys out of OurNet, and poked it into Merchant’s Bank & Trust. I’d gotten into them the hard way, but never messed with their accounts; just did it to see if I could do it. My data’d been sitting in their system for about three weeks now and nobody’d noticed. Rayno thought it would be really funny to use one bank computer to crack the secures on other bank computers.


  While he was peeking and poking I heard walking nearby and took a closer look. It was just some old waster looking for a quiet place to sleep. Rayno was finished linking by the time I got back. “Okay kids,” he said, “this is it.” He looked around to make sure we were all watching him, then held up the term and stabbed the RETURN key. That was it. I stared hard at the display, waiting to see what else was gonna be. Rayno figured it’d take about ninety seconds.


  The Big One, y’see, was Rayno’s idea. He’d heard about some kids in Sherman Oaks who almost got away with a five million dollar electronic fund transfer; they hadn’t hit a hangup moving the five mil around until they tried to dump it into a personal savings account with a $40 balance. That’s when all the flags went up.


  Rayno’s cool; Rayno’s smart. We weren’t going to be greedy, we were just going to EFT fifty K. And it wasn’t going to look real strange, ‘cause it got strained through some legitimate accounts before we used it to open twenty dummies.


  If it worked.


  The display blanked, flickered, and showed:


  TRANSACTION COMPLETED. HAVE A NICE DAY.


  I started to shout, but remembered I was in a library. Georgie looked less terrified. Lisa looked like she was going to attack Rayno.


  Rayno just cracked his little half smile, and started exiting. “Funtime’s over, kids.”


  “I didn’t get a turn,” Georgie mumbled.


  Rayno was out of all the nets and powering down. He turned, slow, and looked at Georgie through those eyebrows of his. “You are still on The List.”


  Georgie swallowed it ‘cause there was nothing else he could do. Rayno folded up the microterm and tucked it back inside his jumper.


  We got a smartcab outside the library and went off to someplace Lisa picked for lunch. Georgie got this idea about garbaging up the smartcab’s brain so that the next customer would have a real state fair ride, but Rayno wouldn’t let him do it. Rayno didn’t talk to him during lunch, either.


  After lunch I talked them into heading up to Martin’s Micros. That’s one of my favorite places to hang out. Martin’s the only Older I know who can really work a computer without blowing out his headchips, and he never talks down to me, and he never tells me to keep my hands off anything. In fact, Martin’s been real happy to see all of us, ever since Rayno bought that $3000 vidgraphics art animation package for Lisa’s birthday.


  Martin was sitting at his term when we came in. “Oh, hi Mike! Rayno! Lisa! Georgie!” We all nodded. “Nice to see you again. What can I do for you today?”


  “Just looking,” Rayno said.


  “Well, that’s free.” Martin turned back to his term and punched a few more IN keys. “Damn!” he said to the term.


  “What’s the problem?” Lisa asked.


  “The problem is me,” Martin said. “I got this software package I’m supposed to be writing, but it keeps bombing out and I don’t know what’s wrong.”


  Rayno asked, “What’s it supposed to do?”


  “Oh, it’s a real estate system. Y’know, the whole future-values-in-current-dollars bit. Depreciation, inflation, amortization, tax credits—”


  “Put that in our tang,” Rayno said. “What numbers crunch?”


  Martin started to explain, and Rayno said to me, “This looks like your kind of work.” Martin hauled his three hundred pounds of fat out of the chair, and looked relieved as I dropped down in front of the term. I scanned the parameters, looked over Martin’s program, and processed a bit. Martin’d only made a few mistakes. Anybody could have. I dumped Martin’s program and started loading the right one in off the top of my head.


  “Will you look at that?” Martin said.


  I didn’t answer ‘cause I was thinking in assembly. In ten minutes I had it in, compiled, and running test sets. It worked perfect, of course.


  “I just can’t believe you kids,” Martin said. “You can program easier than I can talk.”


  “Nothing to it,” I said.


  “Maybe not for you. I knew a kid grew up speaking Arabic, used to say the same thing.” He shook his head, tugged his beard, looked me in the face, and smiled. “Anyhow, thanks loads, Mike. I don’t know how to . . . ” He snapped his fingers. “Say, I just got something in the other day, I bet you’d be really interested in.” He took me over to the display case, pulled it out, and set it on the counter. “The latest word in microterms. The Zeilemann Starfire 600.”


  I dropped a bit! Then I ballsed up enough to touch it. I flipped up the wafer display, ran my fingers over the touch pads, and I just wanted it so bad! “It’s smart,” Martin said. “Rammed, rammed, and ported.”


  Rayno was looking at the specs with that cold look in his eye. “My 300 is still faster,” he said.


  “It should be,” Martin said. “You customized it half to death. But the 600 is nearly as fast, and it’s stock, and it lists for $1400. I figure you must have spent nearly 3K upgrading yours.”


  “Can I try it out?” I asked. Martin plugged me into his system, and I booted and got on line. It worked great! Quiet, accurate; so maybe it wasn’t as fast as Rayno’s—I couldn’t tell the difference. “Rayno, this thing is the max!” I looked at Martin. “Can we work out some kind of . . .?” Martin looked back to his terminal, where the real estate program was still running tests without a glitch.


  “I been thinking about that, Mike. You’re a minor, so I can’t legally employ you.” He tugged on his beard and rolled his tongue around his mouth. “But I’m hitting that real estate client for some pretty heavy bread on consulting fees, and it doesn’t seem real fair to me that you . . . Tell you what. Maybe I can’t hire you, but I sure can buy software you write. You be my consultant on, oh . . . seven more projects like this, and we’ll call it a deal? Sound okay to you?”


  Before I could shout yes, Rayno pushed in between me and Martin. “I’ll buy it. List.” He pulled out a charge card from his jumper pocket. Martin’s jaw dropped. “Well, what’re you waiting for? My plastic’s good.”


  “List? But I owe Mike one,” Martin protested.


  “List. You don’t owe us nothing.”


  Martin swallowed. “Okay Rayno.” He took the card and ran a credcheck on it. “It’s clean,” Martin said, surprised. He punched up the sale and started laughing. “I don’t know where you kids get this kind of money!”


  “We rob banks,” Rayno said. Martin laughed, and Rayno laughed, and we all laughed. Rayno picked up the term and walked out of the store. As soon as we got outside he handed it to me.


  “Thanks Rayno, but . . . but I coulda made the deal myself.”


  “Happy Birthday, Mike.”


  “Rayno, my birthday is in August.”


  “Let’s get one thing straight. You work for me.”


  It was near school endtime, so we routed back to Buddy’s. On the way, in the smartcab, Georgie took my Starfire, gently opened the case, and scanned the boards. “We could double the baud speed real easy.”


  “Leave it stock,” Rayno said.


  We split up at Buddy’s, and I took the transys home. I was lucky, ‘cause Mom and Dad weren’t home and I could zip right upstairs and hide the Starfire in my closet. I wish I had cool parents like Rayno does. They never ask him any dumb questions.


  Mom came home at her usual time, and asked how school was. I didn’t have to say much, ‘cause just then the stove said dinner was ready and she started setting the table. Dad came in five minutes later and we started eating.


  We got the phone call halfway through dinner. I was the one who jumped up and answered it. It was Georgie’s old man, and he wanted to talk to my Dad. I gave him the phone and tried to overhear, but he took it in the next room and talked real quiet. I got unhungry. I never liked tofu, anyway.


  Dad didn’t stay quiet for long. “He what?! Well thank you for telling me! I’m going to get to the bottom of this right now!” He hung up.


  “Who was that, David?” Mom asked.


  “That was Mr. Hansen. Georgie’s father. Mike and Georgie were hanging around with that punk Rayno again!” He snapped around to look at me. I’d almost made it out the kitchen door. “Michael! Were you in school today?”


  I tried to talk cool. I think the tofu had my throat all clogged up. “Yeah . . . yeah, I was.”


  “Then how come Mr. Hansen saw you coming out of the downtown library?”


  I was stuck. “I—I was down there doing some special research.”


  “For what class? C’mon Michael, what were you studying?”


  It was too many inputs. I was locking up.


  “David,” Mom said, “Aren’t you being a bit hasty? I’m sure there’s a good explanation.”


  “Martha, Mr. Hansen found something in his computer that Georgie and Michael put there. He thinks they’ve been messing with banks.”


  “Our Mikey? It must be some kind of bad joke.”


  “You don’t know how serious this is! Michael Arthur Harris! What have you been doing sitting up all night with that terminal? What was that system in Hansen’s computer? Answer me! What have you been doing?!”


  My eyes felt hot. “None of your business! Keep your nose out of things you’ll never understand, you obsolete old relic!”


  “That does it! I don’t know what’s wrong with you damn kids, but I know that thing isn’t helping!” He stormed up to my room. I tried to get ahead of him all the way up the steps and just got my hands stepped on. Mom came fluttering up behind as he yanked all the plugs on my terminal.


  “Now David,” Mom said. “Don’t you think you’re being a bit harsh? He needs that for his homework, don’t you, Mikey?”


  “You can’t make excuses for him this time, Martha! I mean it! This goes in the basement, and tomorrow I’m calling the cable company and getting his line ripped out! If he has anything to do on computer he can damn well use the terminal in the den, where I can watch him!” He stomped out, carrying my smartterm. I slammed the door and locked it. “Go ahead and sulk! It won’t do you any good!”


  I threw some pillows around ‘til I didn’t feel like breaking anything anymore, then I hauled the Starfire out of the closet. I’d watched over Dad’s shoulders enough to know his account numbers and access codes, so I got on line and got down to business. I was finished in half an hour.


  I tied into Dad’s terminal. He was using it, like I figured he would be, scanning school records. Fine. He wouldn’t find out anything; we’d figured out how to fix school records months ago. I crashed in and gave him a new message on his vid display.


  “Dad,” it said, “there’s going to be some changes around here.”


  It took a few seconds to sink in. I got up and made sure the door was locked real solid. I still got half a scare when he came pounding up the stairs, though. I didn’t know he could be so loud.


  “MICHAEL!!” He slammed into the door. “Open this! Now!”


  “No.”


  “If you don’t open this door before I count to ten, I’m going to bust it down! One!”


  “Before you do that—”


  “Two!”


  “Better call your bank!”


  “Three!”


  “B320-5127-OlR.” That was his checking account access code. He silenced a couple seconds.


  “Young man, I don’t know what you think you’re trying to pull—”


  “I’m not trying anything. I did it already.”


  Mom came up the stairs and said, “What’s going on, David?”


  “Shut up, Martha!” He was talking real quiet, now. “What did you do, Michael?”


  “Outlooped you. Disappeared you. Buried you.”


  “You mean, you got into the bank computer and erased my checking account?”


  “Savings and mortgage on the condo, too.”


  “Oh my God . . . ”


  Mom said, “He’s just angry, David. Give him time to cool off. Mikey, you wouldn’t really do that, would you?”


  “Then I accessed DynaRand,” I said. “Wiped your job. Your pension. I got into your plastic, too.”


  “He couldn’t have, David. Could he?”


  “Michael!” He hit the door. “I’m going to wring your scrawny neck!”


  “Wait!” I shouted back. “I copied all your files before I purged! There’s a way to recover!”


  He let up hammering on the door, and struggled to talk calm. “Give me the copies right now and I’ll just forget that this happened.”


  “I can’t. I mean, I did backups in other computers. And I secured the files and hid them where only I know how to access.”


  There was quiet. No, in a nano I realised it wasn’t quiet, it was Mom and Dad talking real soft. I eared up to the door but all I caught was Mom saying ‘why not?’ and Dad saying, ‘but what if he is telling the truth?’


  “Okay Michael,” Dad said at last. “What do you want?”


  I locked up. It was an embarrasser; what did I want? I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Me, caught without a program! I dropped half a laugh, then tried to think. I mean, there was nothing they could get me I couldn’t get myself, or with Rayno’s help. Rayno! I wanted to get in touch with him, is what I wanted. I’d pulled this whole thing off without Rayno!


  I decided then it’d probably be better if my Olders didn’t know about the Starfire, so I told Dad first thing I wanted was my smartterm back. It took a long time for him to clump down to the basement and get it. He stopped at his term in the den, first, to scan if I’d really purged him. He was real subdued when he brought my smartterm back up.


  I kept processing, but by the time he got back I still hadn’t come up with anything more than I wanted them to leave me alone and stop telling me what to do. I got the smartterm into my room without being pulped, locked the door, got on line, and gave Dad his job back. Then I tried to flag Rayno and Georgie, but couldn’t, so I left messages for when they booted. I stayed up half the night playing a war, just to make sure Dad didn’t try anything.


  I booted and scanned first thing the next morning, but Rayno and Georgie still hadn’t come on. So I went down and had an utter silent breakfast and sent Mom and Dad off to work. I offed school and spent the whole day finishing the war and working on some tricks and treats programs. We had another utter silent meal when Mom and Dad came home, and after supper I flagged Rayno had been in the Net and left a remark on when to find him.


  I finally got him on line around eight, and he said Georgie was getting trashed and probably heading for permanent downtime.


  Then I told Rayno all about how I outlooped my old man, but he didn’t seem real buzzed about it. He said he had something cooking and couldn’t meet me at Buddy’s that night to talk about it, either. So we got off line, and I started another war and then went to sleep.


  The snoozer said 5:25 when I woke up, and I couldn’t logic how come I was awake ‘til I started making sense out of my ears. Dad was taking apart the hinges on my door!


  “Dad! You cut that out or I’ll purge you clean! There won’t be backups this time!”


  “Try it,” he growled.


  I jumped out of my sleepsack, powered up, booted and—no boot. I tried again. I could get on line in my smartterm, but I couldn’t port out. “I cut your cable down in the basement,” he said.


  I grabbed the Starfire out of my closet and zipped it inside my jumper, but before I could do the window, the door and Dad both fell in. Mom came in right behind, popped open my dresser, and started stuffing socks and underwear in a suitcase.


  “Now you’re fritzed!” I told Dad. “I’ll never give you back your files!” He grabbed my arm.


  “Michael, there’s something I think you should see.” He dragged me down to his den and pulled some bundles of old paper trash out of his desk. “These are receipts. This is what obsolete old relics like me use because we don’t trust computer bookkeeping. I checked with work and the bank; everything that goes on in the computer has to be verified with paper. You can’t change anything for more than 24 hours.”


  “Twenty-four hours?” I laughed. “Then you’re still fritzed! I can still wipe you out any day, from any term in CityNet.”


  “I know.”


  Mom came into the den, carrying the suitcase and kleenexing her eyes. “Mikey, you’ve got to understand that we love you, and this is for your own good.” They dragged me down to the airport and stuffed me in a private lear with a bunch of old gestapos.


  I’ve had a few weeks now to get used to the Von Schlager Military Academy. They tell me I’m a bright kid and with good behavior, there’s really no reason at all why I shouldn’t graduate in five years. I am getting tired, though, of all the older cadets telling me how soft I’ve got it now that they’ve installed indoor plumbing.


  Of course, I’m free to walk out any time I want. It’s only three hundred miles to Fort McKenzie, where the road ends.


  Sometimes at night, after lights out, I’ll pull out my Starfire and run my fingers over the touchpads. That’s all I can do, since they turn off power in the barracks at night. I’ll lie there in the dark, thinking about Lisa, and Georgie, and Buddy’s All-Night Burgers, and all the fun we used to pull off. But mostly I’ll think about Rayno, and what great plans he cooks up.


  I can’t wait to see how he gets me out of this one.


  THE PIT OF DEATH


  Don Wilcox


  What strange horror lay below the trapdoor in Laboratory II? Blaine Rising thought he knew, but how could he prove it . . .


  


CHAPTER I


  Laboratory Eleven


  Blaine Rising opened his eyes and stared. Where was he? Lying in a strange bed in a strange white room—apparently in a hospital ward. But how did he get here? How long had he been here?


  He scanned the wall. There was a small calendar too far away to be read. He could only discern the puzzling figures “2 0 8 9.” The number was unfamiliar. A telephone number perhaps.


  Blaine’s eyes fell shut. A torrent of thoughts rushed through his mind and at once a single overpowering emotion surged to the surface—revenge! He’d kill Borden Keohane, who had pitched the girl he loved into the icy Pit of Death. Pretty Marcella Kingman—in that pit of horrors!


  Blaine tried to leap out of bed but fell back helpless. A terrific pain was shooting through his head. Again be closed his eyes. The face of the heartless Keohane rose before him—the drooping eyelids, the gray blotch on the cheek, the sneering lips. A burning fever swept through Blaine’s prone body. It was his surging, fighting, driving will—to live—to kill!


  The will to live—to kill a beast! What else had he to live for now? His scientific career had been shattered, his experiments riddled, and—most tragic of all—his sweetheart, the brilliant dark eyed Marcella, had been sent to the pit of death, a lifeless pillar of ice. Was there anything left in life except revenge? He wondered. As his hazy thoughts cleared, one ray of hope entered his tortured mind. Perhaps one of his experiments would yet prove that there is such a thing as temporary death—perhaps—


  As Blaine lay quietly, the events of his conflict with Borden Keohane passed through his feverish brain . . .


  When Blaine Rising first went to work at the Keohane Laboratories everything was lovely—all the equipment he wanted—a free hand to experiment as he pleased—efficient assistants. One of them, Marcella Kingman, was not only an able chemist but also a skillful recorder. For ten weeks Blaine made rapid progress with his two long-dreamed-of experiments—the extension of life, and the suspension of life.


  And then one morning the picture changed. Blaine looked up from his desk to see the president of the laboratories standing before him.


  “Mr. Rising,” the president said crisply, “you are making fine progress. Your genius seems to bum very brightly. However, you should not be burdened with business matters. Your time is too valuable.”


  “But one of my assistants, Miss


  Kingman, is very efficient along this line—”


  The president paid no attention to the protest. “I am adding a new official to your laboratory staff, Mr. Rising. I have a nephew who has volunteered to take over the records and business end of this laboratory. I’m sure you two will work together well. He already knows of your experiments, and his own scientific ability should prove useful. His official title will be Superintendent of Laboratory Eleven.”


  “Superintendent?” Blaine’s steel blue eyes turned on the president sharply. “Does that mean he is coming in as my superior?”


  “I trust there will be no occasion for that question, Mr. Rising, but if there should be—yes. You are subject to his orders.” The president left.


  Blaine’s heart sank. Could he preserve his newly found scientific paradise under these conditions? His question was soon answered, for the superintendent turned out to be a long forgotten classmate and worst enemy, Borden Keohane—of all people! Somehow he had never associated Borden’s name with the Keohane Laboratories.


  He took the jolt in silence but inwardly he was deeply angered. It was plain Borden Keohane had tricked his uncle into making him superintendent so he could steal Blaine’s ideas. Yes, steal them—for that was exactly the way he had coasted through four years of engineering college. At graduation Blaine had breathed a sigh of relief, thinking he was at last through with Borden for life, and now—


  “I’m sure you’re glad to see me,” said Borden with contemptuous sarcasm as he extended a pulpy hand. He had grown heavier and a little whiter in the five years since college. Blaine looked into his eyes. They were the same—expressionless, half covered by drooping eye-lids. The blotch on his left cheek was barely visible—a blotch reminiscent of Borden’s foolhardy experiments in chemistry. Blaine shuddered to think what Borden’s rash ways would do for the fine atmosphere of scientific precision of Laboratory Eleven.


  Blaine was tempted to say, “I can’t hope to carry on scientific investigations under your scrutiny. I quit!” But he held his tongue. After all, Laboratory Eleven was still his big chance.


  At their first conference Borden abruptly asked, “How soon do you expect to apply the life-suspension principle to human life?”


  “Perhaps in ten years. Perhaps twenty,” said Blaine.


  “I see no reason to wait.”


  “We wouldn’t care to have our first experiment with humans go wrong,” said Blaine.


  Borden sneered. “Human life is cheap. Already seven convicts have written us offering themselves as subjects. If they’re willing to take a chance, why shouldn’t we be?”


  “I’ll take no chances with convicts or anyone else,” Blaine asserted, “until I have experimented further with animals. Of course it is well known in the scientific world that instantaneous freezing is not injurious to living tissue. A swift plunge into liquid air will turn a fish into frozen stone on the instant. Those seven convicts doubtless know that the fish thaws out and returns to life as soon as it is tossed back into the fish bowl. But that doesn’t prove that we could succeed in a similar experiment with humans.”


  Borden’s lip curled slightly. “And why not?”


  “There may be several reasons. At least it seems likely that a large animal can’t be frozen as readily as a small one. Of course, as far as we can detect, a fish and a cat and a small monkey all turn to ice in the same split second, when immersed in our most potent freezing mixture—but can we hope that an elephant, for example, would do the same?”


  Borden’s face colored and the blotch on his cheek showed pale blue. Blaine’s cool scientific caution always burned him up.


  “Oh, that’s it,” he said caustically. “You won’t try it on humans because you’re afraid it won’t work on elephants. Nice logic! However—” here he leveled his eyes at Blaine, “—I notice you’ve made your trap door big enough to admit a full grown man.”


  Blaine did not deny this. All the apertures in his recently constructed unit for instantaneous freezing were of ample size, for there was no telling what the demands of the future might be. This freezing equipment was built in a vertical arrangement. At the top was the small “Trap Room,” located in one corner of Laboratory Eleven, with a swift action trap door in the floor. This trap opened into a shaft that descended straight down through the building to the so-called “Pit of Temporary Death” concealed deep in the earth.


  Thus, an animal driven to the inner corner of the Trap Room would drop through the trap door and plunge downward. On its descent, after gaining a good speed from the acceleration of gravity, it would pass through a bath of liquid air and would turn instantaneously into a chunk of ice.


  Photo-electric cells operated the system of valves through the shaft and set into motion the automatic receiver and distributor at the foot of the shaft. This mechanism couched the fall of each frozen object, to prevent breakage, and carefully deposited each in the next available space of the pitch-dark Pit of Death, where a temperature of nearly absolute zero was constantly maintained.


  After a careful testing of all mechanisms, Blaine had seen to it that the Pit of Death was securely sealed. He realized that the sight of long rows of frozen cats, dogs, and monkeys might create an unfavorable sentiment among some outsiders. Besides, a strong lock would guarantee that Time would have a chance to do its work without the interference of meddlers.


  Time! That was another thing which galled Borden Keohane. He complained:


  “Why drag it out to ten or twenty years? We already know these monkeys stay the same over weeks and months. What can a longer experiment prove?”


  “Perhaps nothing,” said Blaine. “But on the other hand it may bring to light some unforeseen troubles. After all, since we can’t reduce our subjects to absolute zero we know their molecules are not completely at rest. Are the conditions we have created good for a period of years? Will even the delicate brain tissues come through unaltered? We think so, but we won’t be sure until time has done its worst. If those trained monkeys now lying in a frozen state in the Pit of Death will come back to life and do their same tricks twenty years from now, then I’ll be convinced we could take a man who is trying to catch a train, freeze him and leave him in cold storage for ten centuries, and when he comes out of it he’d still make a bolt for that train. But for the present we need to be patient—and cautious.”


  “You’re too damned cautious,” said Borden sullenly.


  


CHAPTER II


  What Is Keohane Doing?


  The police appeared one morning, three weeks after Borden’s arrival, in search of a missing boy—an orphan lad who was thought to have applied for work at the Keohane Laboratories. No one in Laboratory Eleven could offer any helpful information. Borden Keohane had interviewed thirty applicants for the position of office boy and had chosen one, but he denied having any particular recollection of the orphan lad. The incident passed over.


  However, Blaine’s distrust of the “superintendent” sharpened. He slackened his work and spent his daytimes over his desk in a moody study. The assistants grew idle. The word got about that Blaine and Borden were watching each other like hawks because of a long existing professional jealousy. Marcella came to Blaine and said: “We’re ready to go ahead with your work, Mr. Rising, if—”


  “Why are you reporting to me? I’m not your superintendent,” said Blaine without looking up.


  “That makes no difference to us,” said Marcella. Her reassuring words helped to clear the atmosphere for Blaine, as they often had in the past. She continued, “Listen to me, Blaine Rising—”


  Her eye caught Blaine’s and he realized at the instant what a close understanding had developed between the two of them in the past three months. He knew that somewhere in the back of his mind there lurked a hidden hope that someday he would share his scientific honors with this beautiful, brilliant, dark-eyed girl. She made no attempt to conceal her honest devotion as she spoke.


  “Blaine, are we going to let a mere superintendent spoil the work we have started? Don’t you know how eager your assistants are to carry your experiments forward? We have implicit faith—”


  In the private conference that followed, Blaine swiftly laid before Marcella his plans for the coming weeks. He instructed her to order a new supply of guinea pigs and monkeys and told her how to go ahead with a completely new series of tests. This was his second long-dreamed-of experiment—the extension of life—to be attempted through a culture of hormones that might prolong the favorable balance between the constructive and the degenerating forces in the living tissues of animals—or humans.


  “By all means keep these first serums out of Borden’s hands,” said Blaine, grinning. “He’d be wild to pour them down a human throat just to see what would happen—and they’re a bit too stout for that!”


  As she was about to leave, Marcella asked, “But what of your first experiment—the suspension of life through freezing? Are you going to cease work on it entirely?”


  Blaine rose abruptly and said, “Come with me.”


  They walked across the end of the laboratory through a pathway among tables full of bottles and beakers toward the solid little room in the corner—the Trap Room.


  “Securely locked,” said Blaine. “Good. We’ll leave it that way. For the present we’ll do nothing more in the freezing line. The Pit of Death already has nearly a hundred specimens—enough for a fair ten-year test. We’ll leave the rest to time. The Pit is securely sealed and it wouldn’t be an easy job to cut into it. But this trap room must also be kept locked day and night. Otherwise that trap door might do mischief.” In a significant tone he added, “We don’t want to lose any more office boys.”


  Marcella gave a start. “Then you think—”


  “You know what happened as well as I do,” said Blaine quietly. “I haven’t the slightest doubt that the missing Jimmie Brayton, who applied to Borden for work, is two hundred feet beneath us at this moment—a frozen rock on the floor of the Pit of Death.”


  A thrill of terror went through Marcella. Blaine, touching her lightly on the arm, sensed the shudder that passed through her body. She was a girl of strong nerves—this Blaine knew—but this implication of treachery was a frightful thing. He tried to soothe her. But it was difficult to speak optimistically of Jimmie Brayton’s chances.


  “How do you think Borden got away with it?” she asked.


  “He probably had the boy come back late at night to go to work. There’s hardly ever anyone here at night. When the boy came, no doubt the rest was easy—for one of Borden’s stripe. He probably rapped the lad over the head to lay him out, and then removed his clothes and tossed him onto the trap door—and the rest was automatic. He knows there would be a better chance for a perfect freeze if the clothes were first removed. Then he no doubt destroyed the evidence to the last shoe nail. I’ve searched the ashes of the laboratory furnace but never found a trace.”


  “Why do you think he chose Jimmie Bray ton?”


  “Because he was homeless. No family to stir up a fuss. The only thing that puzzles me is—how did he get into the Trap Room? It is usually locked, and you and I have the only keys.” Marcella shuddered. “I’m going to turn my key back to you this very minute for safe keeping.”


  She opened the inner compartment of her compact, and gave a stifled cry. “It’s gone,” she gasped.


  “Lose something valuable, Miss Kingman?” came a sarcastic voice from a nearby doorway. It was Borden Keohane. He had just stepped in.


  “A powder puff,” said Marcella quickly as she snapped shut her compact.


  “Too bad,” said Borden, “but perhaps your kind friend Mr. Rising will get you another—particularly if it was your brass powder puff.”


  Blaine stepped toward Borden, clenching his fists and biting his words. “You find Miss Kingman’s key and be quick about it!”


  Borden grew red with anger, but there was no need to threaten him for he was already extending the key.


  “You should be more careful with your property, Miss Kingman. It might fall into dangerous hands,” he said with mock politeness, and walked off.


  Blaine muttered. “Ten to one he’s had a duplicate made. It’s a sure cinch there’s trouble ahead.”


  


CHAPTER III


  The Life Serum


  The trouble Blaine had predicted was not long in coming to a climax. A few swift months passed in which rapid progress was made in the second of the two great experiments—the extension of life. The staff members worked under the pressure of their own enthusiasm as they saw the rapid results they were achieving. Naturally there was some waste motion at first, for there were no easy paths to follow in working with hormones. But out of Blaine’s insight came competent directions, and before long a new hormone serum was being tried on the mice, monkeys, and guinea pigs.


  It was a very stimulating medicine. Many of the subjects died during the early days of experimental treatment from excessive heart action. But those that did not die responded favorably in many ways and gave signs of carrying on the functions of life with more than normal vigor. This was a development in the right direction, Blaine said, but the serum was too shocking in its effects upon the constitutions of the subjects.


  “Moreover,” he explained to the assembled staff, “we have by no means achieved a balanced concoction. This serum may stimulate a favorable metabolic balance in certain types of tissues and still fail to do the same for other types. From our present results, I believe the duration of life of the mice may be doubled or tripled—except for the fact that the composition of the bone appears to suffer. Our effects are not well proportioned. To use a mechanical illustration, our best subjects still have the failing of some of the automobiles of a few years ago, whose engines were more powerful than their framework.”


  Blaine concluded his staff meeting by calling for questions. Algo Walderstein, one of the most enthusiastic members of the group, spoke up.


  “Isn’t our underlying purpose to be able to extend the normal life span of human beings?”


  “That is our ultimate purpose,” said Blaine.


  “Then I have a suggestion,” said Walderstein. “Although our most dilute serums are too concentrated for some of our animal subjects, are they necessarily too strong for humans? I think not.”


  Blaine shot a glance at Borden Keohane, who did not look up. Blaine felt certain this idea had come from him, and he hated to see Walderstein taking up these crackpot notions. Walderstein was a fine fellow and a promising scientist.


  “Continue,” said Blaine.


  “Well, I—for one—have perfect confidence in this serum and I’m ready to give it a try—on myself.”


  There was an instant of tense silence which Blaine quickly broke. “Walderstein, are you mad? This medicine might kill you!”


  Walderstein smiled. “And if it doesn’t—I might live to be a hundred and fifty—and the Keohane Laboratories may become world famed for—”


  “You’re talking wildly,” interrupted Blaine. “Why rush into the jaws of death? We’ve plenty of time to go on perfecting our hormone treatments. What’s gotten into you to make you say these things? Who’s been talking to you?”


  Borden Keohane felt all eyes turn on him. He jumped to his feet and snarled, “Mr. Rising, I resent that question. As superintendent of Laboratory Eleven I have a right to expect results—as rapidly as they can be achieved. I admire Walderstein for his willingness to take a chance. He’s no coward. And let me tell you, Blaine Rising, I’m no coward either. Bring me some of that serum and I’ll take it this instant—and live to see the rest of you buried and forgotten. Bring it on. I’ll show you I mean it!”


  Blaine remained cool under Borden’s heated glare. He knew Borden was no coward. He was simply a fool—a fool for quick results. Blaine spoke quietly.


  “I appreciate your confidence in the serum. But let me remind you, I am the only one who knows just what its composition is. I have a fair idea of what it might do for the human body. For your own good, Mr. Keohane, I shall do my best to keep it out of your hands until it has been greatly improved. If I allowed you to take it in its present state—and you died—your uncle, the president of these laboratories, would quickly put an end to all our efforts. I’ll take no chances. My staff are hereby ordered to report to me their disposal of every drop of this medicine.”


  As the staff dispersed Borden was still watching Blaine with sullen, half closed eyes. Blaine tightened his lips, tossed his head back confidently, and strode back to work. But he was more worried than ever. He could see that Borden’s appeal to scientific courage had made a deep impression on three or four of his assistants, and he foresaw that as the serum improved they would be more easily impressed. Borden had taken to fraternizing with them. This, to Blaine, was a sure sign of treachery.


  That week, before Blaine had found a plan to avert the impending crisis, the first blow was struck. A telephone call announced that Algo Walderstein was dead. He had died suddenly as he was starting to work. The coroner’s verdict was heart failure.


  Laboratory Eleven paid its respects to a beloved member and returned to work. A chill spirit pervaded the days that followed. Blaine’s orders became cold and harsh. Marcella’s cheery smile was withheld. Borden’s obvious efforts to whip up a congenial spirit were mere mockery. For Algo Walderstein was dead. He had taken a long chance and lost.


  If Blaine had any written formulas for the new serum, no one knew where they were kept. He now went on a new schedule, working through the nights and catching a little sleep through the daytimes. In the mornings when his assistants arrived he presented each with the materials they needed and with a sheet of explicit orders for the work of the day. There was very little talk. It was as if the assistants were working under the silent system of a prison—but in spite of the silence there was one thing that every member of the staff knew: The serum was improving daily. The reactions of the animal subjects were proving that.


  


CHAPTER IV


  Keohane’s Plans


  Marcella missed Blaine’s companionship terribly. Once a few days ago he had kissed her for the first time. It had happened at the close of a long day, after the rest of the staff had gone. She and Blaine had stood at one of the windows watching the snow float down upon the roofs below them and the lights from the streets sparkle through the falling snow. They had exchanged confidences about their hopes and dreams of life, and several breathless kisses had passed between them.


  Those moments were to have happened again and again—and then—Walderstein’s death—and this frigid atmosphere had suddenly swept down upon everyone. Now Marcella refrained from searching Blaine’s eyes for a reassuring look. If his genius could withstand the threatening pressures from Borden that was all she could hope for at present. But through the nights she would awaken and gaze from her apartment window toward the tiny squares of green light many blocks away where she knew Blaine was at work in Laboratory Eleven—and in such sleepless hours she dared to dream that those enraptured moments would soon return.


  “All employees of the Keohane Laboratories are invited to attend an informal party on the evening of Saturday, February 27, eight o’clock, at the Morse Hotel. This party is given in observance of the thirty-third anniversary of the founding of the Keohane Research Laboratories. There will be dancing throughout the evening in the grand ball room, while elsewhere there will be several demonstrations and lectures, including a lecture on “Scientific Courage” by Borden Keohane, Superintendent of Laboratory Eleven. Come and enjoy—and inform—your self!—President R. H. Keohane.”


  Blaine tossed the invitation and other items of the morning mail to one side of his desk and prepared to leave. Marcella came to him hastily. He read anxiety in her face.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  “Borden Keohane.”


  Blaine was alarmed. “What has he done now?”


  “He asked me to go with him—to the party.”


  “Oh. What did you tell him?”


  “That I’ve already promised to go with you. I—I hope you won’t be angry.”


  Blaine pressed her hand. “You did the right thing. I wouldn’t have you go out with that devil for a million dollars.”


  “Thank you, Blaine.”


  “I’ll come by for you at any time you say. It will be my first night away from this laboratory for weeks, but under the circumstances it seems the best thing to do. Things will be safe here as long as Borden is at the party.”


  Blaine and Marcella arrived at the party late. The few moments together in the taxi meant far more to them than the festivities, but they knew it was well to be present as a matter of form.


  “Are your worries all brushed aside for the evening?” Marcella asked. Blaine smiled at her. She was a gorgeous thing in her yellow evening dress, her dark, liquid eyes smiling at him. It would have been only too easy to brush aside all cares and worries—to forget the bitter fight he was having to wage every minute of his life to protect his scientific dreams.


  “Almost,” he said, taking her into his arms and gliding onto the floor among the other dancers. “If you’ll forgive one little precaution—I’ll feel perfectly at ease as soon as I’m sure Borden is here and not somewhere else.”


  They danced to the far end of the room and walked over to one of the doors. The sign beside it announced continuous lectures throughout the evening by Borden Keohane. And the echo of Borden’s voice coming through the loud speaker could be heard at the door.


  “There,” said Marcella with charming reassurance. “No more worries for the evening.” Yet even as she spoke she felt a fear that her words would mock her before the evening was past. An hour later when the party was in full sway she urged that they pause before the door of the lecture room again. Blaine was only too willing. His growing suspicion was evident. They listened. Borden’s voice could be heard as before.


  “I’m not convinced,” said Blaine. “Let’s go in.”


  The doorman stopped them saying, “This lecture is almost finished. Wouldn’t you rather come back in ten minutes for the next one?”


  Ten minutes later they were seated on the front row in the lecture room. The house lights went off. The murmurs of the scattered audience hushed. As the curtain rose, the figure of Borden Keohane was already standing there, perfectly motionless, at one side of the stage in a very dim light. There appeared to be a microphone nearby. At once the pictures flashed onto the screen and Borden’s voice accompanied them.


  “Now see what we’ve let ourselves in for,” Marcella whispered. “We’ll have to listen for thirty minutes—or will we?”


  Several seconds passed before Blaine answered. Then:


  “Have you seen him move yet?”


  “I haven’t noticed.” They watched intently. “It’s too dark to see his face,” Marcella whispered.


  “Then watch closely,” said Blaine, drawing a small flashlight from his pocket. Light shot upon the figure. “Did you get it?”


  “A dummy,” Marcella gasped. “What we hear must be a recording.”


  “A hoax on me,” said Blaine, setting his teeth. “It’s a thousand to one he’s going through my formulas this very minute. I’ve got to get out of here!” They bolted for the nearest exit.


  A taxi spun them across the city toward the Laboratories. Soon they caught sight of the building.


  “Don’t I see a dim light in the windows?” said Blaine.


  “Yes. Laboratory Eleven.”


  “Then he’s there. I’ll drop you off at your apartment. You mustn’t get mixed up in this.” He called to the driver to stop.


  “No!” cried Marcella. “I’m going with you. He’ll be desperate.”


  “I can take care of myself in any fair fight,” said Blaine.


  “Fair fight! You’re not talking about Borden! No, I won’t get out! I’m coming with you!”


  The taxi stopped at Marcella’s address and Blaine lifted her out even though she was sobbing her protests.


  “Don’t go up there alone, Blaine, please—”


  “I’ve got to stop him—before he ruins everything—”


  Marcella was clutching toward him frantically but he pushed her arms away. He jumped into the taxi and sped off.


  Marcella stood there helpless. There were no other taxies in sight. A storm was gathering overhead. Thunder was crackling and heavy raindrops were beginning to spatter.


  


CHAPTER V


  Baffle in Laboratory Eleven


  The elevators at the Keohane Laboratories were not running at that hour of the night. Eleven floors to climb. Blaine’s heart was racing as he gained the last flight of stairs. In the dark corridor there was a weak gleam of light from the large laboratory beyond. He stopped and listened. He could hear nothing except a slight rustle from a nearby room that contained guinea pigs. A flurry of lightning revealed only an empty corridor before him.


  He started to switch on the lights—then stopped. Sounds were reaching him from the laboratory—footsteps—the turning of a stout lock—the opening of a heavy door. He knew those sounds perfectly. Borden had opened the door to the Trap Room.


  What could that mean? Only one thing. Another victim for the Pit. Had Borden interpreted Blaine’s approaching footsteps as the arrival of the victim? Blaine wondered.


  It was plain that Borden had planned this night carefully. He had kept a key to the Trap Room and bided his time for a chance to use it. He had schemed the party to have Blaine safely out of the way. What other preparations had he made? How desperate would he dare to be if Blaine confronted him coolly and ordered him out? Blaine had plunged blindly into this dangerous situation—unarmed. With jaw set and eyes alert he moved toward the open door from which the dim light issued.


  He stopped in the doorway. His eyes took in the laboratory at a glance. The only light in the large room came from the desk light at his own desk. His files had been opened and his notes were scattered. Near the outer edge of the circle of dim light he could discern the bottle of hormone serum on a work table. The seal over its stopper had not been broken. Beyond, at the far corner of the room deep in the shadows, the door to the Trap Room stood open. Borden was standing near it with his face turned toward Blaine.


  “What’s up?” said Blaine sharply.


  “Come in,” said Borden. “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “You needn’t wait any longer,” said Blaine, marching over to his desk. “What’s the meaning of this mess?” Borden advanced a step. Blaine could see a fanatic gleam in his eyes.


  “I’ve been waiting for you,” he repeated in an evil tone.


  “You’ll kindly lock that Trap Room before you go,” said Blaine. “You’ve no business opening it.”


  “Oh, is that so?” said Borden mockingly. “Who is the superintendent here anyway?” He advanced another step, then another—stealthily—like an animal approaching his prey. He stopped before the work table and placed his hand upon the bottle of serum.


  “I was on the verge of using this when I heard you coming. You’re late. I expected you an hour ago. Surely that electrical recording didn’t keep you fooled all this time. It must have been the girl friend—”


  “Be careful how you talk,” Blaine snapped. He was now standing at the opposite side of the work table glaring at Borden with eyes that flashed like a steel blade.


  “Now that you’ve finally come, you and I are going to talk business, Mr. Rising. As your superintendent I have decided it’s time for you and me to show our colors. It’s time to prove our experiments. It’s time to prove we’re not cowards—or if we are—to find it out.”


  Blaine laughed in disgust. “You’re a fool, Keohane.”


  Borden’s face heated with anger. “I’m in authority here,” he rasped, “and you’re going to listen to me.” He swung the bottle upward in his clenched fist as he gestured in fury.


  “Put that down!” Blaine roared.


  “I’ll put it down all right,” Borden snarled. “I’ll put it to good use in about two minutes. But first, my dear Mr. Rising, you have a little duty to perform.” He made a gesture of mock graciousness toward the open door of the Trap Room. “You may come back and see us in a few years—maybe ten—maybe twenty. There’s no great hurry in matters of this kind,” he added sarcastically, placing the bottle of serum in his coat pocket. Then suddenly changing to a violent manner he whipped out a small revolver. “Will you go to the Pit like a man—or must I drive you in with this? Get out of those clothes!”


  Blaine did not move.


  “Get out of them before I fill you full of lead.”


  “You wouldn’t shoot,” said Blaine, glaring across the table. “You wouldn’t get any pleasure out of sending a dead man to the Pit.”


  “You underestimate the pleasure I would get out of killing you. Get over there! GET OVER THERE!” Blaine remained motionless. He was wondering how long Borden had been insane and whether he was not a paranoid—suffering from delusions of persecution—building up in his mad mind a plot to extinguish his associates of Laboratory Eleven who so obviously distrusted him.


  “All right!” screamed Borden, “you can have it!”


  Blaine’s fist shot out. The revolver barked. The bullet went wide, splintering some glass beakers. A shower of broken glass and chemical solutions splattered over Blaine’s open desk a few feet away.


  Borden was staggering backward from the blow, but the revolver was still in his fingers. As Blaine leaped over the table toward him he pulled the trigger again. Click! The weapon had jammed. Blaine was upon him. Again the gun clicked. It was dead. Borden swung it at Blaine’s head. Blaine caught his wrist in mid-air and the revolver flew from his hand, crashing into the light at the desk. There was a dazzling flash and a puff of smoke as the chemicals on the desk exploded, and suddenly there was near-darkness in the room.


  Under the rain of Blaine’s blows Borden had gone down in a heap. He was the heavier of the two but he was no match for Blaine. There was a dim flickering light now. Blaine did not have time to see where it was coming from, for Borden was coming up again. Blaine pulled him to his feet, dodged his wide swing, and struck him down again with a cooling blow. He made no effort to rise.


  Now Blaine turned to more important business—the source of the flickering light. The explosion had set fire to the papers on his desk and the flames were licking over the files and the scattered notes, consuming data that represented years of labor—papers that held secrets of science nowhere else recorded. Blaine tore off his coat and lashed the flames frantically. With every slashing stroke the room grew darker.


  Before extinguishing the last flame Blaine looked toward Borden who was still lying on the floor as if helpless. Blaine snapped the last flame out and groped through the darkness toward a light switch. He reached for his flashlight only to discover it had been broken in his pocket.


  He stopped short. Footsteps were sounding on the stairs. He knew those footsteps. They were Marcella’s.


  “Blaine,” she called, “are you all right?”


  A flurry of lightning revealed her as she stepped inside the doorway at the opposite side of the room.


  “Yes,” Blaine answered. “Give me a light.”


  She snapped the switch. “They’re off,” she called.


  Blaine tried a nearby switch with the same negative result. “We’ve blown a fuse.”


  Now Borden was stirring. It was too black to see him, but Blaine could hear him moving stealthily at a little distance. On the instant he realized what a dangerous situation was at hand. A mad scientist in a black room, bent on seizing a human victim. The terror of the situation was redoubled by Marcella’s presence. A moment ago Blaine had been whipping the flames as if there was nothing more worth saving than his formulas. Now at the sound of Marcella’s frightened voice he knew there was something more important to him. No greater danger could befall this girl than to enter the present scene of violence. For the door to the Trap Room was still yawning hungrily, and the violent Borden was moving about somewhere in the blackness.


  “Get out of here, Marcella! Quick I Get out of the building! You’re in danger! Don’t ask any questions! Hurry!”


  He started toward Marcella’s side of the room. There was a brilliant flash of lightning. For an instant he saw the girl standing near the doorway—a beautiful figure in her evening dress. So vividly did the purple lightning reveal every detail of the picture that Blaine caught sight of her wind blown hair and the splattered mud on her slippers and her dress. So she had run through the storm to come to him! But before the flash of lightning was gone he saw the courage in her eyes giving way to terror. He whirled to try to catch a glimpse of Borden. Too late.


  Again there was nothing but thick blackness.


  “Look out!” Marcella screamed. “He’s throwing something!”


  


CHAPTER VI


  Into the Pit


  A flying object whizzed through the black air. Blaine leaped in the dark but the missile found its mark. He took the blow across the head and went down, the sound of his fall drowned in a roar of thunder.


  “Blaine! Blaine!” Marcella called in vain. The only answer was more crashing thunder, and after it died away—the sound of Borden’s swift footsteps. Marcella called again in a terrified voice. No answer.


  But for her strong nerves she would have been wild with fright and would have given way to her impulse to scream at the top of her voice. She was thinking fast. Could she reach a telephone? There would be none operating in this part of the building. Should she run for help? No, for she had glimpsed the open Trap Room and understood. It was up to her to fight off Borden until Blaine regained consciousness—or was he dead? She listened.


  Click! Borden was locking her in. Now he was only a few feet back of her, making a round of all the doors. She groped her way swiftly and silently among the tables toward the middle of the room. Click. Borden was locking the farthest door. Now his footsteps were coming toward her. His voice sounded through the darkness. It was his sneering laugh. He was gloating in his capture.


  “Well, well, how fortunate that you have joined us, Miss Kingman. I’m sorry our lights are off so I can’t see to greet you, but I think I know where to put my hands on a flashlight . . . Yes, here we are.”


  Marcella slid under a table and pulled the folds of her evening dress after her—barely in time. Borden flashed the beam of a sickly flashlight about the room.


  “Oh, you’re hiding from me, are you? That’s all right. Just so you don’t go away. We’re going to have a nice little party right away—just the three of us. If you’ll only come out like a nice girl, we’ll get your part of it over before the boy friend wakes up.” Marcella held her breath. It seemed that her thumping heart would betray her place of hiding. Borden started across the room. She watched sharply as the light from the waving flashlight skipped along the aisle toward the table under which she crouched. As Borden came abreast of her she thought the beam of light surely caught the corner of her dress. But Borden evidently did not see it, for he marched on across the room, talking as he went.


  “So you prefer to stay hid, do you? A nice little game of hide and seek? That’s all right. It will give me time to swing a cord around your boy friend’s hands and feet—just to make sure he cooperates. He might wake up and change his mind.”


  Now Marcella could see Blaine lying in a heap. At least he was breathing, but his head was seeping blood. Borden was examining him cautiously. A mess of ruins lay a few feet from them in the edge of the light—several broken beakers and half burned formulas and—Marcella’s heart leaped at the sight—a small revolver. Cautiously she slipped from one table to the next.


  Already the terrorist had bound Blaine securely and he was taking pains with the knots. He was being deliberate now, as if confident that he could proceed with his little party in his own way—now that Blaine was out. He put his head down to listen to the breathing of his victim.


  “Yes, it’s a good thing I wrapped you up, old man. You’re feeling pretty good. In another minute or two you’ll be popping your eyes open and wanting to fight, but I think you’ll just lie quiet in your hobbles until we get this over with. It won’t take long. I’ll have you ready for refrigeration right away. By the way, what’s happened to the girl friend?”


  He shot the light around. Marcella’s heart beat loudly as she crouched in the shadows. She knew that the light would not catch her unless Borden went down to look under the tables. If he did—she would make a break for the revolver.


  “All right, sweetheart,” he goaded, “just stay out of sight till I’m ready for you. And you’d better turn your head for I’m about to deprive your boy friend of his clothes. We don’t want any half-way freezing jobs.”


  He laid the dimly burning flashlight down on the floor and began removing Blaine’s shoes. Blaine stirred.


  “Don’t wake up, my genius friend,” Borden soliloquized in a sarcastic vein—and Marcella knew he was speaking for her benefit. “Don’t wake up. In three minutes you’ll have the rare pleasure of being converted into human ice, and you’ll never know what happened—or how anxious your girl friend was to follow you down the shaft. You can both have a good long sleep without being disturbed. And when you wake up twenty or thirty years from now, drop in and see me. I think you’ll find me in the bloom of health and youth.”


  Borden hesitated as if a question had interrupted his chain of happy thoughts. He patted his hands against his coat pocket. He was making sure the bottle of serum had come through the recent fight unbroken. Satisfied, he resumed his monologue.


  “Yes, I think you’ll find me in the bloom of—”


  “Hands up!” cried Marcella.


  Borden whirled about. There was a revolver pointing at him from out of the deep shadows. His hands obeyed the command. He gazed at the dim figure of Marcella—her keen eyes piercing him—her wild hair—her mud-splattered evening dress.


  “So you thought you’d pull a fast one on me, did you?” he snarled. “Since when did you go in for firearms?”


  He was aware that Marcella was fearless. There was no reason she shouldn’t shoot to kill. But where had she gotten that revolver? He backed up a step. His eye scanned the floor and he was convinced. Now the cards were all his if he played his hand swiftly. The deck had been stacked in his favor. With a cynical smirk he said, “Is that any way to treat your superintendent?”


  His hands came down in a gesture of mock politeness.


  “Put ’em up!” Marcella commanded, “or I’ll shoot you on the spot!”


  “Not with that gun, sweetheart!”


  She pulled the trigger. Click! Again. And a third time. With each snap of the trigger she retreated farther back into the shadows. The gun was dead. Her heart sank. It was obvious now that she stood no chance against the heartless Borden. There would be no use trying to talk past him. He had waited too long for just such a moment. His half closed eyes shifted from her to the open Trap Room and back to her again, and his mouth spread in a grin of insidious victory.


  “Don’t go away,” he said. “I’m changing the order. I’ll let you be first. Ladies first, you know. You’ll find everything all ready for you—a nice cool plunge into liquid air—”


  “Don’t come near me, you brute!”


  “Be calm, my dear. The easiest way would be for you to step into the Trap Room, close the door like a lady, and slip out of your clothes before you walk across the trap. That would assure you a clean-cut freeze—and I hate to see experiments bungled, especially with such prize subjects.”


  “Get away from me!”


  Through the dim light she darted across the room to her only hope—the fire escape. A blaze of lightning helped her pick her path, but before the thunder struck full force the mad Borden had cornered her. She fought like a panther. Borden caught her wrists—lost them—caught them again—dragged her across the floor toward the Trap Room. She kicked and squirmed and fought. The slippers lost off her feet.


  Blaine had begun to mumble. He was returning to a hazy consciousness.


  “Shut up!” Borden roared at him. “I’ll get to you in a minute!”


  Blaine’s eyes grew wide as he began to realize where he was and what was happening. The mad man was dragging the fighting body of Marcella past him. He wriggled in his bonds helplessly. He was powerless to interfere.


  There was no lightning to illuminate the brutality of the next few seconds, but Blaine’s eyes following the struggling, shadowy figures could not mistake what happened. Borden swiftly pulled the writhing girl into the Trap Room, hurled her down upon the trap door, and ripped the dress off her body as she fell out of sight.


  Click! The automatic trap was shut. Blaine heard a muffled “O-o-o-o-oh!”


  —a cry of terror but not a scream. The pitch of her cry lowered as her fall accelerated. Then it was cut off and only its hollow echoes reverberated through the shaft.


  That cry left Blaine incredibly weak. He ceased to struggle. He was appalled. Keohane emerged from the Trap Room. He picked up Marcella’s slippers. Her rent clothes were under his arm. He took the articles to the laboratory furnace, thrust them in, and turned the blast on full. He returned for Blaine’s shoes.


  “Don’t be impatient, Rising,” he called as he thrust them into the furnace. “I’ll get to you in just a moment. But shoes are devilish slow to burn, and I don’t want to be here all night finishing up. Besides, I’ve got myself to work on yet, you know.”


  He patted his coat pocket again and registered satisfaction.


  “Fortunately, our serum has come through safe and sound.”


  He removed his coat, put it out of the way, and came down to where Blaine was lying.


  “And now I’ll ask you to cooperate like a gentleman while your superintendent prepares you to drop down and join your girl fr—”


  His speech was cut short. Blaine, bound though he was, rolled into him with such violence that he toppled to the floor. With a scared shriek he barely scrambled out of reach of Blaine’s clutching fingers. Even when bound Blaine seemed a dangerous adversary. If Borden had any more taunting remarks, he withheld them. He was pale with fright. Still he was possessed by the flaming madness to finish the murderous business he had started. His movements became swifter, more nervous—his eyes more insane.


  He snatched up the dying flashlight and sought out the piece of lead pipe he had hurled at Blaine’s head a few minutes before.


  Blaine saw him advancing and knew his time had come.


  A second later all lights went out for Blaine and the rumbling thunder was no longer audible to him.


  


CHAPTER VII


  Strange Revenge


  In his hospital bed Blaine pondered these events. His memory could not carry him beyond that second blow on the head. What had happened then? Had someone intruded upon the scene and stopped the insane Borden? Had an ambulance come for him to bring him to this hospital? He did not know. He only knew that he burned to wreak a swift revenge upon the mad Keohane. He would act—as soon as his physical condition would permit.


  With this decision he relaxed into a deep, restoring sleep, and when he awoke many hours later the pain in his head had eased. There was food on the stand beside his bed which he ate with a vigorous appetite. His strength was returning. He got out of bed, slipped into a lounging robe, and walked over to the window. There was a glorious view before him—a most beautiful city with futuristic towers, elevated highways, and swiftly moving traffic. Strangely, he could not hear a sound, nor could he see any smoke.


  There were bullet-nosed cars speeding along the broad highways. Above the buildings the air was dotted with what appeared to be individual helicopters that were hopping about from rooftop to rooftop as cunningly as birds. High overhead were thin streams of air traffic shooting in different directions at different levels. It was unbelievable—this magic picture before him.


  He rubbed his eyes. Could it be—A nurse entered the room. She greeted him and expressed her surprise to see him walking about. “You seem to be gaining rapidly,” she said, after taking his pulse and his temperature.


  “Yes,” said Blaine. “Where am I? What’s the meaning of all this? Am I seeing things or—”


  “You’d better get back in bed and rest some more. There will be several physicians coming in to visit you as soon as you are a little stronger so you’d better save your questions for them. They’ll have several to ask you, too.” She started to leave.


  “Wait,” Blaine called. “There’s something I want you to tell me. Do you know a Borden Keohane?”


  The nurse looked at him quizzically. “You mean—the famous Borden Keohane? Why, of course I know him. Everybody in the medical world knows about him, but we in this hospital are particularly fortunate in being able to observe him. He is one of the most unique cases on record, you know.”


  “Did you say you observe him?”


  “Certainly. We have a special room for him at the further end of this floor. Physicians come here from all over the world to—”


  “He’s here—in this building?” Blaine grew tense. The heat of revenge swept through him. “I must see him!”


  “Perhaps later—after you are stronger—but now you must rest. Remember, many eminent men of science will wish to interview you as soon as you are able—Oh, I almost forgot to tell you, I’m allowing you one visitor this morning—a young lady. Here she comes now.”


  The nurse left. Blaine stood bewildered. What was the meaning of the curious things she had said about Borden Keohane? Why should he be suddenly famous in the medical world? Was it possible that—


  His thoughts were cut short. Before him in the doorway stood a young, darkeyed girl, radiantly beautiful. “Marcella!” he gasped.


  “Blaine!”


  They were in each other’s arms.


  “I can’t believe it, Marcella. Has it really happened? You’ve gone through the Pit of Death and come out alive?”


  “Yes, Blaine,” said Marcella, glowing with happiness. “We’ve both gone through the Pit of Death, and here we are—just as we were before. My, you’re looking wonderful, Blaine, for one who has been dead a century and a half!”


  “What?”


  “Yes, Blaine. It was a hundred and fifty years years ago that you and I—”


  “Why, it’s incredible!”


  “That’s exactly what the other scientists are saying. But they know it’s true. And Blaine, we’re not a day older. There’s a new world waiting for us to explore. Hurry up and gain your strength back. I’ve been back to life for three days now—and I’m getting anxious to see this new world—as soon as you’re ready to go with me. Those injuries on your head were pretty bad. You haven’t come out of it so easily.”


  “I feel strong,” said Blaine. Marcella looked at him sharply. There was an ominous sound in his voice. “I’m strong enough for the first task I must do.”


  “What’s the matter, Blaine?” Marcella spoke with alarm.


  “Do you know that Borden Keohane is still alive? Do you think I’m going to plunge into life again until I’ve first settled my score with him? There isn’t room in the world for the two of us. Not until I’ve crushed out his miserable life can I look the world in the eye. And the quicker I act the better.” Blaine was already striding down the hallway.


  “No, Blaine, you mustn’t!” Marcella cried as she tried to force him back. “You don’t understand. We’ve nothing to fear. That’s all gone. A century and a half in the past.”


  But her pleading could not halt Blaine. The fires of violent hatred engendered in his breast on the night of Borden’s insane brutality had not been extinguished by the icy interlude of one hundred and fifty years. His tense fingers gathered strength for a choking death grip as he bolted toward the farthest room. Marcella followed him crying, “No, no, no, Blaine you don’t know what you are doing!” But he would not listen.


  He entered the open door at the end of the hallway, Marcella following. An attendant confronted him.


  “Is Borden Keohane here?” he demanded.


  “Yes,” said the attendant with a gesture toward the object at the center of the room. Blaine looked. It was a bed with high sides that hid the occupant from view. The air of the room was heavily laden with incense that was almost stifling, as if mingled with fetid odors. The effect was somewhat subduing to Blaine’s fury. The walk had been too strenuous for him. He spoke less brusquely.


  “You mean—he’s a patient here?”


  “Certainly,” said the attendant. “He has been for about seventy-five years.”


  “Oh.” Blaine breathed heavily.


  “I was trying to tell you—” said Marcella at his side.


  Blaine broke in anxiously. “Will he—live—long?”


  The attendant smiled. “That’s the very question that has all the physicians baffled. He seems to be so near death—and yet he lives on, year after year.”


  “I must see him,” said Blaine.


  “Let me warn you that the sight is extremely repulsive,” said the attendant. “You see, his bones have been completely decomposed. Why—nobody knows, although the theory is that he must have used some sort of hormone serum earlier in his life, the formula of which is a mystery.”


  “I understand,” said Blaine quietly.


  “Doesn’t he give any explanation for his own condition?” Marcella asked.


  “Not to my knowledge. Of course he has been unable to talk for many years. As his bones were eaten away he became a formless mass with almost no use of his voluntary muscles. Even his breathing is cared for mechanically. It is very difficult to move him, even in his bed, without injuring him. For his eyes no longer have any protective sockets and of course his brain is inclosed in nothing but a covering of loose skin and hair. No jaws. No teeth. Only loose flesh. If you wish to see him, you may. But don’t expect him to look like a human being.”


  Blaine and Marcella glanced over the high sides of the bed at the curious mass of aged, wrinkled flesh before them—the exposed upper half of a shapeless human body, partially encased in instruments. The misshapen eyes were closed. The object did not move. There was only one familiar detail—a gray-white blotch on what had once been a cheek.


  One look was enough. Marcella and Blaine walked out in silence.


  “You were speaking of—revenge?” Marcella asked.


  “Yes,” said Blaine quietly, “but I had never intended anything so horrible as Borden has brought upon himself.” They stopped at a window and looked down upon the glorious picture—a futuristic city gleaming in the morning sunshine.


  “It’s a new world,” Marcella said.


  “A new world,” said Blaine, smiling at her, “and we have life before us.”


  WHEELS WITHIN WHEELS


  F. Paul Wilson


  I


  Peter J. Paxton marveled as he moved his old body through the brand-new offices of Interstellar Business Advisers. He had played no small part in the genesis of the organization, but in the old days he and Joe Finch had operated out of a small, rented office on the far side of the city. IBA now owned the building in which it was located and many others. The firm had come a long way.


  He was on his way to the top office to see Josephine Finch. She had been a teen-ager the last time he had been on this side of Ragna; she’d be in her late twenties by now.


  “May I help you, sir?” the receptionist asked politely from behind her pearly desk.


  “Yes. Is Miss Finch busy at the moment?”


  She answered his question with another. “Do you have an appointment?” Her day book was open and her pencil was poised to check off his name.


  “No, I’m afraid not. You see—”


  “I’m very sorry,” she said, closing the book with an air of finality. “Miss Finch can see no one without an appointment.”


  Paxton rested a gnarled hand on the desk and leaned toward the girl. “Listen, dearie. You just tell her Old Pete is here. We’ll worry about appointments later.”


  The receptionist hesitated a second or two, then shrugged and pressed a button. A simple click acknowledged her call.


  “Someone named Old Pete demands to see you, Miss Finch,” she said.


  “Is this a joke?” a tiny speaker replied.


  “I really couldn’t say,” the girl answered nervously.


  “Send him in.”


  The receptionist rose to show him in, but Paxton waved her back to her seat and strode toward an ornate door of solid Maratak firewood that rippled with shifting waves of color; the name Josephine Finch was carved in the wood at eye-level and its color shifts were out of sync with the rest of the wood.


  A young woman opened the door as he reached it. She wore an azure clingsuit that highlighted the blue of her eyes and the curves of her body. Short, raven hair framed a full-lipped, fine-featured face.


  “Hello, Jo,” said Paxton, eying her up and down. “You’ve grown a bit since I saw you last.”


  The girl examined him closely, then smiled with delight. “Old Pete! It’s really you!”


  “It’s me all right,” he said as he stepped into the office and glanced around. “You’ve really taken over, haven’t you?”


  “Why not? I own controlling interest and I happen to enjoy the work.” She moved behind her desk and sat down. “But how about you? You’ve been retired and tucked away on an island in the Kel Sea for the past eight years. What brings you to IBA?”


  Old Pete smiled as he settled himself into a chair. “Beating around the bush never was a Finch trait.”


  Jo shrugged. “As second largest stockholder you should know that IBA’s being plagued with a host of imitators. You can’t beat around the bush and stay on top.”


  “True, true. So I’ll get to the point. Jo, what do you know about the Restructurist Movement?”


  She paused before answering and regarded her visitor. Why would an aging man travel halfway, around a planet just to ask her what she knew about the Restructurists? A simple call would have accomplished the same purpose with much less difficulty. Something was up.


  “It’s a political group that wants to change the Federation,” she replied. “Elson deBloise is their current leader, I believe. They want to broaden the powers of the Federation to include planetary affairs.”


  Paxton nodded slowly. “To say, `change the Federation’ is to understate their purposes by a long shot—turn the Fed inside-out is more like it! The Federation was designed to keep the lid on interplanetary affairs, but that’s not enough for the Restructurists. They think the Fed should be some sort of equalizer between planets; they want to regulate trade and aid underdeveloped planets.”


  Jo was unconcerned. “They’ll never get anywhere. The Federation Charter severely limits its activities.”


  “But there’s an emergency clause in the Charter that allows for a temporary increase in powers should the Fed, or its planets, be threatened.”


  “I’m aware of that,” Jo said. “But they’ve tried to invoke that clause many times and every time they’ve been voted down. And even if they did invoke it, so what? It’s only temporary.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Jo,” Paxton said gravely. “If you look at the history of old Earth, you’ll find that very seldom is any increase in governmental power temporary. The emergency clause is the key to Restructurist control; once they invoke it they’ll have their foot in the door and the Federation may never be the same again. I don’t want to see that happen, Jo. Your grandfather and I were able to make IBA a growing concern because the Federation’s policy toward a legally operating business has been strictly ‘hands off.’ We humans have got as far as we have as fast as we have because of that policy. I don’t want to see that changed. I don’t want the Federation turned into an empire, and I see the word ‘Empire’ looming in the future if the Restructurists get their way.”


  “But they won’t.”


  “I wouldn’t be too sure of that, my dear. Many of the Restructurists may be starry-eyed idealists but not a few of them are crafty plotters with power as their goal. I’ve made a study of the movement and Elson deBloise is by far its most dangerous member. He’s after empire, I’m sure of it. He’s a capable man—a mere planetary delegate ten years ago, he’s now a sector representative. And something is cooking in his circle. I don’t know exactly what it is, but a connection has been made between deBloise and a certain physicist named Denver Haas. If deBloise thinks Haas can further his aims, then both Haas and the Federation had better be on guard!”


  “Well, why not go directly to the Federation?” Jo said.


  “For the simple reason that deBloise’s affairs need looking into and to obtain the information we want we need secrecy. The Fed is a wonderful organization, but it’s too open and aboveboard in its maneuverings. A Fed investigation of deBloise would be pointless because he’d be ready when they came. But IBA has contacts as far flung as the Federation’s. I think we can move on our own to find out the connection between Haas and deBloise and then go to the Fed.”


  Jo was silent a moment. “But it’s always been a policy of IBA to stay out of politics. It’s one of our bylaws, as a matter of fact.”


  “I know,” Paxton replied, his face creasing into a smile. “I wrote it.”


  “Then why the sudden change of heart?”


  “Well, I could say it’s for the good of the company—and it is—but it goes deeper than that.” He hesitated. “You never really knew your grandfather, did you?”


  Jo’s mouth twisted. “I hardly knew my own father. But when he was still around I remember you two talking a lot about Joe, Sr. He must have been quite a man.”


  “Oh, he was!” Paxton enthusiastically agreed. “We both started out from Earth when the Federation was young and growing by leaps and bounds. The Earth government was very big, very bureaucratic then. Starting a new business was no easy matter on Earth in those days, that’s why Joe and I came to Ragna—that and, uh, other reasons. As I guess you know, your grandfather already had a successful book publishing company under his belt, though how he made it work I’ll never know. The sale of Finch House gave us enough capital to leave Earth and come to Ragna to start IBA. Yes, your grandfather was quite a man. Why . . .”


  Jo tuned the old man out momentarily and considered the situation. Joe Finch, Sr. and Old Pete had been the shrewdest pair of businessmen in the galaxy in their day; their counsel had pulled countless businesses out of the red and had started just as many others on their way. But Joe was long dead and Old Pete had carried that moniker for as long as Jo could remember. Was the current structure of the Federation really in danger, thereby endangering IBA, or was Old Pete suffering from a touch of senile paranoia?


  “I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” she said, interrupting Paxton’s reminiscent monologue. “I’ll have someone run a check on this Denver Haas character. If we can learn something about Haas, maybe we can get an idea of what deBloise has in mind and go from there.” Catching a nod of approval from Old Pete, she went on. “We have a suite of rooms upstairs for visiting clients, it’s empty now and you can use it for as long as you like. We’d be honored to have you as a guest.”


  Jo pressed a button as she finished speaking and the receptionist came through the multi-hued door. “Take Mr. Paxton to the guest suite,” she told her. “He’ll be with us for a while.”


  “Let me know as soon as you hear anything,” Old Pete remarked, rising.


  “You’ll know as soon as I do,” Jo assured him.


  When she was alone, Jo sat behind her desk and stared at the two-dimensional painting of Joe Finch, Sr. that hung from the wall.


  “I hope your old partner is wrong, Gran’pa,” she muttered.


  II


  Old Pete appeared somewhat shaken when he entered Jo’s office a few days later.


  “I just saw a man,” he said, “walking down the hall with what looked like a space rat on his shoulder.”


  Jo smiled. “That’s just what it was. His name is Sam Orzechowski and it seems he’s tamed the space rat. I’m trying to help him work up some commercial uses.” She pointed to a chair. “Sit down. We’ve got some information on Haas and deBloise.”


  Old Pete leaned forward. “What have you found?”


  “I don’t know just yet,” Jo replied. “I put one of the best investigators in the sector on the job. He just called to say that he’s got some interesting information.”


  “Why didn’t he tell you when he called?”


  “Larry Easly rarely says anything of interest when there’s a possibility that the wrong ears might hear it.”


  “Well, then, when does he arrive?” Pete asked.


  Jo shook her head. “He doesn’t. He never comes to this building. IBA uses his services quite often and frequent visits would give away the relationship. We’re to meet him tonight at the Casino.”


  “Why there?”


  “Because it’s a perfect meeting place. I make it a practice to visit the Casino once a week and he stops in whenever he’s on Ragna; that way no one thinks it’s strange when we run into each other now and then—especially since we’re both avid pokochess players.”


  “I hope you’ve included me in your plans tonight,” Old Pete said. “I haven’t had a really good game of pokochess in years.”


  “Of course you’re included,” Jo told him. “I want you along to question him on his information since you seem to have made a private study of deBloise and his activities.”


  “Just his public life. I know nothing of his private affairs.”


  “That’s a start,” Jo said.


  Later that night, as they flittered toward the Casino, Jo turned to Old Pete. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you for a long time,” she said.


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s about my father. You were the last person on Ragna to see him and were closest to him except for my mother. What kind of a man was he?”


  Old Pete studied her for a moment. “You’re a lot like your grandfather,” he said finally. “Junior—your father—was different. He was never a very happy person; he was a born achiever, but his major problem was that he was born at the top, the heir apparent to IBA. He tried his best to make it with the company while your grandfather was alive, but after Joe died he became increasingly restless.” Old Pete’s mind drifted back to the day of Junior Finch’s departure.


  “But where are you going?” Paxton asked.


  Joe Finch, Jr. shrugged. “I haven’t really decided yet. It’s only for a year, Pete, and I’m sure IBA won’t miss me. You’ve been running the show ever since Dad’s death anyway.” He put his hand on Pete’s shoulder. They were close—Junior had called him “Uncle Pete” as a kid—and Pete now and then tended to take on a fatherly attitude. “I’m a big boy now, Pete. I’m thirty-three, I have a wife who understands and a ten-year-old daughter who’ll miss me but who’ll somehow survive a year without me.”


  “I know what’s eating you, Joe,” Pete said gravely. “But can’t you climb a mountain, or something?”


  Junior laughed. “I’ve no desire to be a mountain goat. I just don’t feel a part of IBA, that’s all. It’s not my company. I had nothing to do with its growth, or founding . . . it was just handed to me.”


  “But the company has a lot of growing to do,” Pete said. “You could be part of that. Its future will ultimately depend on you, you know.”


  “IBA’s present momentum will carry it another ten or twenty years with little help from anyone. I’ve got no qualms about taking out a year to go somewhere.”


  “And do what?”


  “I dunno . . . something.” He stuck out his hand. “Good-bye, Pete. I’ll contact you when I get where I’m going.”


  Peter Paxton watched him walk off in the direction of one of the shuttle ramps, a man in the shadow of his father, the only son of Joe Finch trying to prove to himself that he was worthy of the title.


  Junior didn’t know why he picked Jebinose. Maybe he had heard about their minor racial problem once and had tucked it into the back of his mind for future reference. Maybe he was drawn to situations in flux. Jebinose was in minor flux.


  Jebinose was one of those mistakes that blot the early history of man’s interstellar colonization. In the old days of the splinter colonies, exploration teams were sent out to find Earth-class planets and now and then one of these teams became a little careless. A major criterion for colonizable classification was the absence of an “intelligent” native species. No one was quite sure just exactly what was meant by “intelligent” but tool-making was the favorite rule of thumb for dividing the intelligent from unintelligent. The Jebinose fiasco had nothing to do with interpretation of the rules. The fact of the matter is that Jebinose was given an “M” classification (Earth-type, suitable for settling) after the most cursory of examinations. The colonists were indeed surprised when they found out that they were sharing the planet with a tribe of primitive humanoids.


  No one knows too much about the early colonial history of Jebinose. The splinter colony that landed there was conspicuous only by reason of its particular ineptitude at the task of colonization. But for the Vanek, not a single member would have survived a decade.


  The Vanek are an alien enigma. They are quiet, humble, peaceful, fatalistic. They are few in number, in tensely religious and welcomed all newcomers to their fold. They are humanoid with blue-gray skin and long spindly arms. Their civilization had reached a plateau in its development and they were quite willing to let it remain there. They swallowed up the colonists.


  The cross-breeding phenomenon between human and Vanek has yet to be explained. There are many theories but not one has received general acceptance. No matter . . . it worked. The Jebinose colony, as in the case of many other splinter colonies, was completely forgotten until the new Federation tried to order the chaos of the omnidirectional human migration. By the time it was rediscovered, human and Vanek genes had been pooled into a homogeneous mixture.


  Much heated debate ensued. Some argued that since the original colony had been completely absorbed, resettlement would, in effect, be interference with an alien culture. Others argued that the Vanek were now part human and thus had a right to Terran technology . . . and besides, Jebinose was favorably situated in regard to the emerging trade routes.


  Jebinose was resettled.


  The Vanek had settled in one of the agricultural regions and it was through this area that Junior wandered. Eventually he came upon the town of Danzer. It was a tiny place consisting of eight buildings, a general store-restaurant among them. Locals and Vaneks peopled the dirt street that ran down the middle of the town. On each side of the street ran a raised wooden boardwalk; Junior found a shady spot on one of these and sat down.


  He had been walking for days and was bone weary. A cool breeze helped evaporate the sweat beading his face. A middle-aged man glanced at him from across the street and then came over for a closer look.


  “You’re new around here, I believe,” he said to Junior, as he stuck out his hand. “I’m Marvin Heber and I like to know everyone around.”


  Joe shook the hand. “My name’s Junior Finch and I’m very new around here.”


  “Just moved in, huh?”


  “No, I’m just wandering around the region to see what I can see.” The man was friendly but nosey so Junior decided to play it safe and be as oblique as possible. “Lot of virgin land left around here.”


  Marvin Heber nodded and eyed the newcomer. “If you want to settle, I’m sure we can find a place for you.”


  As Junior was trying to think of what to say next, an elderly, spindle-armed beggar in a dusty robe came up to him and asked for alms. His skin was bluish gray. Junior dropped a few small coins in the proffered alms bowl. “Wheels within wheels, bendreth,” said the beggar.


  “Was that a Vanek?” he asked as the beggar walked away. “I’ve heard they’re common in this region, but that’s the first one I’ve seen since I arrived.”


  “They keep pretty much to themselves and only come into town to buy supplies now and then. There’s always a beggar or two about, however.”


  Junior said nothing but looked sincerely interested. He recognized Heber for a talker and was quite ready to prove a willing audience.


  “They spend most of their time fooling around on their reservation, meditating and carving their little statues.”


  “What little statues are those?” Junior asked.


  Heber took this opportunity to sit down and share Junior’s shade. “You won’t see any around here. Some company in the city buys them up as fast as the Vanek can turn them out and sells them as curios—‘Handmade by alien half-breeds.’ They’re pretty popular over most of the settled galaxy. The Vanek have no financial worries, no, sir.”


  “Then why do they beg?”


  Heber shrugged. “It’s somehow mixed up in their religion which nobody really understands. You heard him say, ‘Wheels within wheels’ after you gave him some coins.”


  “Yeah,” Junior said. “Then he said, `bendreth: What does that mean?”


  “Not much. Bendreth is the Vanek equivalent of `sir’ or `madam.’ They say that to just about everybody. `Wheels within wheels’ has something to do with their religion. According to tradition, a wise old Vanek philospher with an unpronounceable name came up with the theory that the universe was a conglomeration of wheels, wheels within wheels within wheels within wheels. It got to the point where the only answer, or comment, he would make about anything was a simple ‘Wheels within wheels.’ It’s a very fatalistic philosophy; they believe that everything works out in the end so they rarely take any decisive action. They figure the wheels will turn full circle without their help.” He paused.


  “Did you notice the crack in the begging bowl, by the way?”


  Junior nodded. “Looked like it had been broken and then glued back together.”


  “That’s part of the religion, too. You see, that old philosopher went to a banquet once—this was in the ancient days when the Vanek were rather barbaric—and the chief of the tribe sought to question him on his philosophy. Of course the only answer he could get was ‘Wheels within wheels.’ This annoyed the chief but he contained his anger until they all sat down at the eating table. During the meal it is said that the old philosopher uttered his favorite phrase over two hundred fifty times. The chief finally flew off the handle and broke a heavy earthen salad bowl over the old man’s head, killing him. So now all the Vanek beggars carry an earthen salad bowl that they have broken and then repaired as a sign that the old man did not die in vain.”


  Junior shook his head in wonder. “They must be strange folk. Do the local Terrans get along with them?”


  “I guess ‘get along’ is about the only way you could put it,” Heber admitted. “There’s no open animosity between the two groups, but there’s no friendship either. The Vanek float in and out of town and have no effect on the Terrans. I guess there are cases where the Vanek are discriminated against by the Terrans, but it’s a passive thing. Most Terrans have little or no respect for the Vanek because the Vanek don’t seem to care about respect and do nothing to engender it.


  “It’s not racial enmity as many outsiders might think.” He cast a significant glance at Junior as he said this. “The fact that the Vanek are partially alien has little to do with it; that’s a minor difference. There’re other differences.”


  “Like what?” Junior asked.


  “For one thing there’s no first-person singular pronoun in the Vanek language. Some people thought this was a sign of group consciousness but that was disproved. It’s just that they don’t think of themselves as individuals. This makes it hard for Terrans to relate to them as individuals and thus it’s hard to respect them as individuals.”


  “So it comes right back to a lack of respect again,” Junior observed.


  “Right! But try to convince the legislators in the capital about that! They’re getting together a bill to combat the so-called discrimination against the Vanek, and it looks like it’ll pass, too. But that won’t make Terrans respect the Vanek and that’s where the real problem lies.” He kicked a stone out into the middle of the street. “Damn fools in the capital probably don’t even know what a Vanek looks like! Just trying to make political names for themselves!”


  “But if it helps the Vanek get more equality—” Junior began.


  “Lip-service equality!” Heber declared angrily. “A forced equality that might well cause resentment on the part of the Terran locals. I don’t want to see that. No, Mr. Finch. If equality’s going to come to Danzer and other places like it, it’s gotta come from the locals, not from the capital!”


  Junior made no comment. The man had a good point, but one could never know whether it was sincerely meant or just an excuse to oppose some legislation that interfered with his racial prejudices. He noted that Heber made no alternative proposals.


  Heber glanced at the sun. “Well, time for me to get back to my job,” he said.


  “What’s that?”


  “I’m the_government in town, you might say . . . mayor, sheriff, judge, notary, and so on.” He smiled. “Nice to have met you, Mr. Finch.”


  “Nice to have met you, Mr. Heber,” said Junior. And he meant it


  Heber was a pleasant man, but Junior wondered why he had taken so much time to explain the TerranVanek situation to him. Politics, maybe. If enough outsiders could be turned against the pending Integration Bill, maybe it wouldn’t pass. Whatever his reasons, Heber had been very informative.


  Junior walked across the dusty street to the general store. A land-rover passed close behind him as he crossed. Ground transportation was common here, possibly because flitters were too expensive to buy, run and service. It was hard work living off the land on Jebinose and the rewards were minimal. The farmlands were a depressed area as far as economics went. That would help explain a part of the poor TerranVanek relations; the Terrans were in control as far as numbers and technology were concerned and they owned all the businesses. But the Vanek held a superior economic position through the sale of their crude little statuettes. The Terrans broke their backs to keep their heads above water, while the Vanek did quite well by merely sitting around and whittling. The situation was tailor-made to generate resentment.


  He approached the general store-restaurant building. The foodstuffs and supplies piled out front in their shiny, colorful plastic, or alloy, containers struck an odd contrast to the weather-beaten wood of the store. All the buildings in Danzer were handmade of local wood; prefab probably cost too much.


  A hand-lettered sign proclaiming that Bill Jeffers was the proprietor hung over the doorway and Junior’s nostrils were assailed by a barrage of smells as he passed under it. Everything from fertilizer to frying food vied for the attention of his olfactory nerve.


  His retinas had not yet adjusted to the diminished light of the store interior and Junior bumped into someone just inside the door. Straining his eyes and blinking, he saw that it was a young Vanek.


  “Sorry,” he said. “Can’t see too well in here just yet.” He made his way to the main counter in the back, not noticing the intense gaze he was receiving from the Vanek.


  “Yes, sir!” said the burly bear of a man behind the counter. “What can I do for you?”


  “I’d like something to eat. What’s on the menu?”


  The big man winked. “You must he new around here. You don’t get a meal here, you get the meal: local beef, local potatoes and local greens.”


  “All right then,” Junior said with a shrug. “Let me have the meal.”


  “Good. I’m Bill Jeffers, by the way,” the man said and stuck out a paw.


  Junior shook hands and introduced himself.


  “Staying around here long, Mr. Finch?” Jeffers asked.


  Junior shook his head. “No. Just wandering about the area.” Again the questions about who you were and how long you were staying.


  Jeffers nodded and then looked over Junior’s shoulder. “What’ll it be?”


  “The meal, bendreth,” said a sibilant voice behind him. Junior turned to face the Vanek he had accidentally jostled on his way in.


  “Hello,” he said with a nod.


  “Good day, bendreth,” replied the Vanek. He was young and slight with piercing black eyes.


  “How are you today?” Junior asked in a lame effort to make conversation. The Vanek interested him and he wanted very much to get into a conversation with one. But finding a common ground for a discussion was no easy matter.


  “We are mostly well,” came the reply. Junior noted the plural pronoun and remembered what Heber had told him. It might help to open a conversation.


  “ ‘I’ve heard that the Vanek always use the word ‘we’ in the place of ‘I’ and I’ve been wondering why that is so.”


  “It is the way we are,” came the impassive reply. “Our teachers say we are all one on the Great Wheel. Maybe that is so, we do not know. All we know is that we have always spoken thus and no doubt we always shall. There is no Vanek word for a single man.”


  “That’s too bad,” Junior said without thinking.


  “Why do you say that, bendreth?” The Vanek was showing some interest now.


  Junior would have to come up with a tactful yet honest answer. “Well, I’ve always thought that a race progressed through the actions of individuals. The progress of the Vanek seems to have been terribly slow. I mean, you’ve gone nowhere in the past few centuries. Maybe that’s the result for having the word `I’ absent from your functional vocabulary.”


  The Vanek eyed him closely and was about to speak when the meals arrived. Each paid for his meal and Junior expected the Vanek to follow him to one of the small tables situated in the corner. Instead the alien turned toward the door.


  “Where are you going?” Junior asked.


  “Outside. To eat.”


  “It’s too hot out there. We’ll sit at one of these tables.”


  The Vanek hesitated and glanced around. The store was empty and Jeffers had disappeared into the back. Wordlessly, he followed Junior to a table.


  Both were hungry and once seated they began to eat. After swallowing two mouthfuls, Junior said, “Now, what were you about to say?”


  The Vanek looked up and chewed thoughtfully. “You may be right. Once we might have said that we have progressed as far as we desire but that doesn’t hold true any more. The Vanek seem to have proved quite willing to accept the benefits of a civilization technologically far superior to their own. So perhaps it has not been by desire that our culture has been stagnated. But it is our culture and—”


  “Hey!” came a shout from behind the counter. “What’s he doing in here?” It was Jeffers. He was pointing to the Vanek.


  Without looking around, the Vanek picked up his plate and walked out the door. Junior watched in stunned silence.


  “What was that all about?” he asked. “I was talking to him!”


  “We don’t allow any Vaneks to eat in here,” Jeffers told him.


  “Why not?”


  “Because we don’t, that’s why!”


  Junior could feel himself getting angry. He tried to put a lid on it. “Just who are the ‘we’ you’re referring to?”


  “Me!” said Jeffers as he came around from behind the counter and approached Junior’s table. “It’s my place and I’ve got a right to call the shots in my own place!”


  “Nobody said you didn’t only . . . only you could treat him with a certain amount of human dignity.” He winced at the triteness of his word.


  “He’s a half-breed!”


  “Then how about half the amount of dignity you’d accord a human? How’s that sound?”


  Jeffers’s eyes narrowed. “Are you one of those meddlers from the capital?”


  “No,” Junior said, dropping his fork into his mashed potatoes and lifting the plate. “I arrived on the planet about a week ago.”


  “Then you’re not even from Jebinose!” Jeffers laughed. “You’re a foreigner!”


  “Aren’t we all,” Junior remarked as he walked out the door.


  The Vanek was seated on the boardwalk finishing his meal. Junior sat down beside him but put his own plate aside. He was choked with what he knew to be self-righteous anger and couldn’t eat. He tried to cool himself back to rationality.


  “Is it always that way?” he asked finally.


  The Vanek nodded. “Yes, but it is his store.”


  “I know it’s his store,” Junior said, “but we’re going to change his attitude and I think I know just the way.”


  The Vanek gave him a questioning glance.


  “You’re going to take me to your tribe, or camp, or whatever it’s called and we’re going to put some pressure on Mr. Jeffers.” Junior was speaking of economic pressure, of course. Economic pressure was a household word as far as the Finch family was concerned.


  And so it began. Junior had found something unexpected in the young Vanek’s attitude, had read it in the flick of a gaze, the twist of a mouth. For all their outward indifference, their detached air, the Vanek were keenly aware of the discrimination they faced daily in the Terran towns. Junior had seen through the facade and this gave him an incentive to do something about the situation.


  He convinced the young Vanek to take him to the local Vanek leaders so he could present his plan. The scheme was simplicity itself. If Jeffers would not allow a Vanek to eat in his store, then no Vanek should spend a cent in that store. Since the Vanek made up a good fifty percent of the local buying public, they could cripple Jeffers’ profits in no time.


  The Vanek leaders quickly agreed to the plan and a very self-satisfied Junior Finch spent the night in a nearby field. The morning held some surprises, however, when he returned to town; for as he approached Jeffers’s store, two Vanek emerged carrying sacks of foodstuffs.


  Junior had overlooked one simple fact: Jeffers’s store was the only place within a twenty-mile radius where you could buy food. He would have to think of another way to put pressure on Jeffers.


  There were two options: the Vanek could either open their own store, or they could find a way to buy food from a store twenty miles away. The first was out; the Vanek were not cut out for shopkeeping. That left buying in another town as the only solution.


  Junior started walking. It took him over six hours to reach Zarico, the nearest town. As he entered the town he had an intense sensation of deja vu; it was as if he had traveled in a tremendous circle and wound up right back in Danzer. The buildings were amazingly similar to those in Danzer; there was even a general store-restaurant.


  The attitudes were similar, too. Vincent Peck, the owner, allowed no Vanek to eat in his store. But Junior changed his mind . . . it took two hours of hard talking, a half-gallon of local wine and endless repetitions of Junior’s promise to incease sales by at least fifty percent if only he’d let the Vanek eat lunch in his store.


  Peck finally agreed. He wasn’t exactly crazy about the Vanek, but he was a businessman first and increased sales meant increased profits. This was the plan: Junior would use Peck’s lorry to ferry the Vanek back and forth from Danzer for a two-week trial; if the plan turned out to be worth his while, Peck would continue to cooperate.


  Apparently Peck found it very worthwhile for after the trial period he offered Junior a salary to keep on driving the lorry. Jeffers and many other Danzer citizens resented this intrusion into their affairs by an outsider, but Marvin Heber was overjoyed; he went so far as to inform the news media.


  This was a mixed blessing: it resulted in the anonymous donation of a bus for transport of the Vanek from Danzer to Zarico and back, but it also heightened the local resentment toward Junior—the people of Danzer felt that the rest of the planet was laughing at them. And one night a couple of locals in their cups administered a mild beating to Junior. But there was no real harm done.


  Finally, one of the legislators from the capital paid a visit to Junior and invited him to speak before the legislature on behalf of the Integration Bill. As Junior turned him down—explaining that the success of his venture in Danzer would prove the bill unnecessary—Bill Jeffers walked up and capitulated. He had tried to hold out but it was useless; he was beaten. His business could not survive without the Vanek and so they could eat lunch in his store from that day forward.


  Junior and Jeffers left the legislator to his own devices while they went off to drink to harmony and higher profits in Danzer.


  Next morning, Junior was found lying in the alley next to Jeffers’s store. He was dead, a Vanek ceremonial dagger implanted in his heart.


  No one for a moment believed that the Vanek were responsible for the act, even when they confessed to it. No Vanek had ever been known to lie, but this instance was considered an exception, especially since they buried Junior themselves with full rights and honors, a ceremony accorded only to the wisest and most beloved of their own race. They were not killers and certainly wouldn’t kill a man they loved so. Marvin Heber came to the conclusion that the Vanek were lying out of fear and so he looked for a human agent. He found none.


  And as is so often the case, the ghost of Junior Finch was tearfully used to obtain enough votes to pass the Integration Bill, the very bill he had tried to prove unnecessary.


  “IBA sent out its own investigators, of course,” Old Pete said as they pulled into the Casino, “but they could uncover nothing new. Either the murderer was a human, who did a perfect cover-up job, or your father actually was killed by the Vanek—a highly unlikely possibility.


  “And, as you know,” he concluded, “we left your father’s body in its grave on Jebinose. It somehow belonged there.”


  Jo nodded. She had not asked for a full recounting of the events on Jebinose, but Old Pete had obviously made a careful investigation and the details had given her a fuller picture of her father’s character than she had ever got from her mother. She was glad she had asked.


  Alighting from the flitter they were greeted by an elaborately costumed doorman to whom Jo was obviously a familiar figure. He bowed them into the front entrance.


  The Casino consisted of a number of large rooms, each devoted to particular games of chance. Jo headed directly for the pokochess parlor. This was her favorite game, a game of chance and skill in which each player was “dealt” a king, three pawns and five other randomly selected pieces. The two players could place wagers on the outcome at any point during the course of the game. Pokochess was not very popular with the Casino because the house could make money only when a guest played the house “pro.” But the game was the current rage on Ragna and a pokochess parlor was found to be a good draw; patrons could use the Casino’s parlor for a small fee per game.


  Larry Easly was sitting at one of the tables with an associate. Easly could have been a very distinguished looking man if he had wanted to be, but the nature of his profession demanded a somewhat nondescript appearance. And so he made certain that his clothes, his posture, the cut of his hair, everything about him invited anonymity. He was a detective and very, very good at his work.


  He looked up and saw Jo and Old Pete approaching. With a smile, he rose and greeted them. Introductions were made all around and the four of them seated themselves around the table. After a bit of polite conversation, Easly’s assistant, Deggs, excused himself to make a call.


  “What’s the news, Larry?” Jo asked. “We’ll discuss that first and then I’ll give you a rematch at pokochess . . . and I hope you do better this time.”


  Easly nodded. “O.K. First off, I found out a good deal about this Denver Haas you’re interested in. He’s a physical engineer who has recently developed something he calls a ‘warp gate’ and he’s ready to go into production.”


  Noting the questioning stares, he explained. “It seems that Haas has eliminated the necessity for an individual warp unit on every interstellar ship. He’s also found a way to make trips of almost any distance in one jump. All you have to do is set up two gates—one at each end—and go through one and come out the other.”


  “Teleportation!” Old Pete exclaimed.


  “Not at all,” Easly said. “The ship in question travels in warp just like ships do now, but the advantage lies in the fact that the ship merely follows a beam between the gates in a single hop. It’s quicker and you can send ships through one after the other and the ships need be equipped only with tube drive. Do you realize what this will do for interstellar trade?”


  Pete frowned. “I know what it can do . . . but I also see some problems.”


  “I see them, too,” Jo said.


  Easly was puzzled. “What do you mean?” he asked, looking to Jo.


  “I’m talking about getting the product off the ground.” Old Pete nodded in agreement with Jo. She continued. “The device is a definite fortune-maker, but it will take a while before it starts to pay off. You see, every single ship in every merchant fleet is equipped with its own warper, so a warp gate is of no value to those fleets, at least not yet. They won’t start buying warp gates until they start replacing some of their ships.”


  Old Pete summed it up. “In other words, the warp gates will be phased in only as fast as the individual warpers can be phased out.”


  “And that may not be fast enough for Mr. Haas’s little company,” Jo added.


  “And what does that mean?” Easly asked.


  “Star Ways,” was the extent of Jo’s reply but Easly understood.


  “But what’s the connection between Haas and deBloise?” Pete asked.


  “Money,” Easly said. “DeBloise is financing Haas but for some reason he wants his name kept out of it; he’s gone to an awful lot of trouble to cover any connection between Haas and himself. The same goes for the others who are in on the deal.”


  “Who are they?” Paxton asked. “The list reads like a who’s who of the Restructurist movement. The cover job has been excellent, by the way. I couldn’t prove to any court that deBloise is behind Haas. My informants have assured me that they’ll deny every word they’ve said if they’re brought into court.”


  “Well, at least we know he’s behind it,” Jo mused. She turned to Old Pete. “What do you think? I’d be tempted to forget the whole thing except for the cover-up; that makes me suspicious.”


  Paxton shook his head. “I really don’t know what to do next. Maybe Mr. Easly could send one of his men to Jebinose to just sort of sniff around and—”


  “Jebinose!” Jo exclaimed. “What’s Jebinose got to do with this?”


  “Didn’t you know?” Old Pete said with surprise. “That’s deBloise’s home planet.”


  Jo was shocked. “I knew he represented that sector, but I never dreamed he was from Jebinose itself.”


  “Yes, he was born there. As a matter of fact, he was principal sponsor of the Integration Bill when your father was there. As another matter of fact, he pleaded for the bill’s passage with the cry that Junior Finch must not have died in vain!”


  Jo shook her head. “I never realized . . .” Her face suddenly hardened, “Larry, I want you to go to Jebinose personally and look into deBloise and see what you can find, if anything. And you might check out a town named Danzer while you’re at it.”


  “I thought you didn’t want to get IBA involved in any political matters,” Old Pete remarked in a slightly bantering tone.


  “This political matter just might become a personal matter,” Jo replied.


  Old Pete leaned back in his chair and tried unsuccessfully to prevent a very satisfied smile from creasing his face.


  III


  Jo decided to pay Denver Haas a personal visit. The man had ignored all the literature forwarded to him and had refused to see any IBA representatives. Jo hated interstellar travel, hated that wave of nausea that occurs each time the ship comes in and out of warp, but Haas was located on Dil and that was only two jumps away. That wasn’t too bad and maybe a personal visit from IBA’s number-one officer would have some effect on the man. She hoped it would be worth it. He had promised to see her when she arrived.


  Haas lived and worked in a converted warehouse not too far from the spaceport. The most vital and innovative aspects of his warp gate were now covered by Federation patents and so security was no longer of great importance. Still, Jo had to be cleared twice before she was allowed to enter the building.


  Haas was obviously not out to impress anybody. The inside of the building was as dingy as the outside and a lone, harried receptionist-secretary occupied the single desk in the cluttered foyer.


  Jo presented the girl with her clearance sheet. “Josephine Finch to see Mr. Haas,” she said.


  The girl took the sheet without looking up, checked the appointment book and nodded. She pressed a button and said: “Miss Finch is here.”


  “Send her in,” replied a gruff voice.


  The girl pointed to a nondescript door with a simple “Haas” printed on it. Jo knocked and entered.


  The office was an unbelievable clutter of filing cabinets, diagrams, blueprints and miscellaneous notes and drawings on scraps of paper. Denver Haas, a feverish little man, was bent over his desk, reading and making notes, looking like a gnome king ensconced among his treasures. He looked up as he heard the door, close.


  “Ah, Miss Finch,” he said, smiling tightly. “You’ve come. This is quite an honor even if it is a waste of time for both of us. He rose, gathered some papers off a chair and threw them on the floor. Pushing the chair around to the front of the desk, he said, “Please sit down.”


  Jo did so and waited for the little man to regain his seat. He was older than she had imagined with an unruly shock of graying hair and, of all things, a beard. With all the permanent depilation techniques available, facial hair was an unusual sight.


  “Well, what is it you wanted to see me about?” he demanded.


  “Your new product,” Jo said simply. “I think it has good potential and I’m here to convince you that IBA can help you get the most out of it.”


  He smiled with what he thought was slyness. “And what makes you think I need any help from IBA at all?”


  “The very nature of the warp gate,” she stated. “It’s major advantage is the simple fact that once you have a pair of them set up, shipping over any distance will become quicker, easier and dirt cheap. That’s fine for the major companies along the major trade routes, but that won’t sell too many gates for you. I don’t know what it will cost to purchase one, but I’m sure they won’t be cheap.”


  Haas nodded in agreement and Jo continued.


  “And don’t forget that all the freighters currently in use are equipped with individual warpers. It would be of little use for a company to send these ships through a gate when they can go by themselves. And what about the smaller companies that may have trouble meeting your price—”


  Haas held up his hand. “I’ve thought of that and it’s all taken care of. If we get an initial flood of orders—and I’ve no doubt we will—we’ll be able to produce the subsequent gates at a lower price because we’ll be able to increase production scale.” He leaned back with a what-do-you-think-of-that? look on his face.


  “I figured on that,” Jo said. “But what about Star Ways?”


  “What about it?”


  “Competition. Star Ways is the biggest conglomerate in the galaxy and the individual warper is their meat-and-potatoes product. You don’t think they’re just going to sit still and let you make their primary product obsolete, do you? They’re going to cut their prices down—way down—until you fold. And when you go out of business, they’ll come along and buy up the rights to the warp gate. The royalties you’ll receive from them will give you enough money to last you three lifetimes, of course, but your company will be gone. IBA can prevent that from happening, or at least give SW a battle the likes of which it’s never seen.”


  “No,” Haas said, shaking his head, “that will never happen. SW will never get the rights to the gate because I own them completely—completely. And I’ll never sell: I’m not after money . . . it’s something more than that. The warp gate is my life, I’ve worked on nothing else for as long as I can remember. Only recently have I been able to devote my full time to it, but it has been with me always. I’ve worked as an engineer, an architect, even a technician when times weren’t so good, but I’ve always come home to the game. It’s part of me now . . . I would no sooner lease the gate to another company than I would lease my right arm to another man. The Haas company will only lease the rights from me and if the Haas company can’t sell the gate, no one will.”


  Jo smiled inwardly. She wondered if deBloise was aware of Mr. Haas’s plans for his invention; this monomaniac was just asking for financial ruin.


  “I wonder what your backers would say if they knew this?” she asked.


  “They know and they’re with me one hundred percent!”


  Jo was taken aback by this statement; it didn’t make sense.


  “And just who are your backers?”


  “I can’t tell you. It seems they wish to remain anonymous which is strange, but none of my concern. I’ve searched long and hard to find men with vision such as these. We are in complete accord and everything is legal so I really don’t care if they want to remain anonymous.” He rose. “And now I must get back to my work. But I do want to thank you for stopping in; I’ve had the utmost confidence in the gate but you’ve managed to boost it even higher.”


  “How’s that?” Jo asked, puzzled.


  “I was, at first, a little surprised that you knew about the gate but then I realized that IBA has far-reaching contacts. The fact that you were interested enough in the gate to come here and try to get ‘in on the kill’ is proof that its success is guaranteed. IBA rarely takes on losers.”


  Jo was tempted to say that IBA had a reputation for turning losers into winners but decided it wasn’t worth the effort to explain. She merely shrugged. IBA could have done a lot for him but under no circumstances could she work with a man such as Haas. She merely shrugged and headed for the door.


  “And there’s one thing you forgot,” Haas said with a gloat in his voice.


  Jo gave him a questioning glance.


  “Military contracts! You forgot about military contracts! The gate is perfect for supply and personnel transport on a military scale!”


  She wanted to laugh in his face. The Federation forces would, of course, be glad to know that such a thing as the warp gate was available, but they’d need very few in peacetime and the prospect of a war was highly unlikely.


  “Yes,” he went on, beaming, “I don’t think there will be any problem in getting those initial orders. We’ll just have to sit back and watch them roll in.”


  Jo left the warehouse in a daze. How did people like Haas get into business? He was, no doubt, a brilliant designer and theorist—the existence of the gate proved that—but he had no idea of the economic forces he would be up against. IBA could have helped, could have mounted a campaign to convince the backwater planets to purchase their own gates to cheapen import costs. This might have got Haas over the hump; but without the man’s cooperation such a plan was out of the question. As things stood now, SW would wipe the company off the map in no time and deBloise and his circle would lose a pile of money.


  But according to Haas, deBloise was well aware of this idiocy. That didn’t make sense. She had done some research on deBloise and he had proven to be an extremely crafty man who planned well and covered all exits. Involvement in this fiasco-to-be was highly out of character and that bothered Jo, bothered her very much.


  Returning to Ragna, Jo filled Old Pete in on the details and he was none too happy with the situation either.


  “It doesn’t fit, Jo,” he said. “I’ve been watching deBloise carefully ever since he made political hay out of Junior’s death and this isn’t like him at all. I don’t like it.”


  “Well, there are only two possible answers,” Jo sighed. “He has either made a big mistake this time and completely underestimated the situation, or he knows something we don’t know.”


  “Don’t worry about making a choice, Jo; the answer is simple: he knows something we don’t—he must!” The old man shook his head and smiled ruefully. “Imagine Denver Haas thinking that military contracts would pull him through! Ha! There’s no one to fight! I mean, who are we going to go to war with, the Tarks?”


  Jo had been reaching for the handle of one of her desk drawers but froze at the mention of the Tarks. Old Pete noted the arrested movement.


  “Don’t be silly, Jo,” he said. “The Federation may not be on the best terms with the Tarks but there’s no war in sight. There are economic and territorial disputes and it may eventually come to blows but not in the near future.” He turned toward the door. “And deBloise and his faction are nowhere near powerful enough to start one. That’s a blind alley, I’m afraid.’


  Jo smiled and nodded. “I guess you’re right. I’ll see you later.” But when he was gone her demeanor changed. She leaped upon the intercom. “Find William Grange—tell him to drop whatever he’s doing and get to my office immediately.” She cut off without waiting for a reply.


  The Tarks were the key. Old Pete had been right about the war aspect: there was no way deBloise could start a war. But the pieces had suddenly fallen together for Jo—at least she hoped they had—and what she saw was a most ingenious, devious plan. Denver Haas had given her all the pieces and Old Pete had brought in the catalyst: the Tarks.


  She couldn’t help but smile with admiration as she considered all the delicate aspects of the insidious plot. This deBloise character was a truly remarkable man. The Restructurists were lucky to have him on their side. But the Federation had Josephine Finch.


  Grange came in then. “You wanted to see me, Miss Finch?”


  “Yes, Bill. I need some quick information on SW.”


  Grange visibly relaxed at this statement and took a seat. He knew more about Star Ways than many of its board members. The company had been the first to develop a commercial interstellar warp unit and quickly changed its name from Heller Technical to the more picturesque Star Ways Corporation. Through innovative marketing and financial maneuvers and the tried and true business practice of hiring the best and making it worth their while to stay on, Star Ways had securely placed itself in the number one spot as far as gross income was concerned. The corporation had never needed the services of IBA.


  “What specifically do you want to know? I could talk all day.”


  “I know you could,” Jo replied with a smile. “But I want to know SW’s two top subsidiaries—not necessarily the most active but the ones most important to the gross income.”


  “The first is easy: their tube-drive company. When they acquired that they really began to move because they could outfit ships for both interstellar and peristellar travel. They have a number of fair-sized competitors . . . Fairgood is giving them the best fight they’ve had in years.” He beamed as he said this; Fairgood was an IBA account.


  “The second most important subsidiary is a debatable choice. General Trades generates a lot of income on luxury items but there’s that pharmaceutical company they acquired a while back—Teblinko Drugs—that’s been a thorn in their side. They had to pour a lot of money into it but things seem to be paying off at last. Latest figures show that it’s pulled up behind Opsal Pharmaceuticals which makes it the number two drug firm. So I’d say that Teblinko and General Trades are of equal importance at the moment, but once Teblinko consolidates its gains its well-being will be somewhat less crucial to overall profits.”


  Jo nodded and made a few notes.


  “What’s this all about?” he asked. Jo had decided to keep her counterplan to herself. She was debarking on a precarious course of action, the repercussions of which might well reverberate throughout the whole galactic economic structure; the fewer who knew about it the better.


  “Just working out a theoretical problem,” she replied. “You’ve been a big help. May I call on you again if I need you?”


  “Sure,” Grange replied, taking the hint and rising. He was too canny to be fooled by Jo’s lame explanation—you weren’t told to drop everything and get up to the head office because of a theoretical problem—but he was confident of being filled in on all the details if and when he came to be involved.


  When he had gone, Jo ordered the complete files on Fairgood Drive and Opsal Pharmaceuticals; both were long-standing IBA accounts. She began poring over them as soon as they arrived.


  With the Fairgood file was an envelope with new information: a natural deposit of Leason crystals had been found on the second planet of the Rako system—the Tarks, however, were also claiming the find since Rako occupies a place along the mutual expansion border. To further complicate matters, consent for export had to be obtained from the inhabitants—a group of senile savages.


  Jo shook her head and put the file aside. That would take a very careful evaluation. Now to look at Opsal. Opsal and Teblinko were in a pitched battle for the galactic pharmaceutical trade. The two companies were about equal in product quality but Opsal had a slight advantage in distribution since it was slightly older. Teblinko, however, was closing the gap.


  What was clearly needed was a new product and both companies were vying for the rights to a certain grain rust on the planet Lentem. Again, the only thing holding them up was the native intelligent race. For the Tarks wanted the same item and the natives were holding out, hoping to use their commodity as a bargaining point between the two interstellar races.


  Jo frowned. The Tarks were popping up more and more lately. There would be a clash someday—a big one. The Tarcan Empire was ruthless and active and no doubt took the Federation’s laissez-faire attitude as a sign of weakness, or poor organization. One day they would overstep their boundaries to test the Federation’s mettle. That would be a fatal mistake for the Tarks.


  She fed the Opsal data into the computer and asked for a few correlations and information on any existing variables which she might be able to manipulate. The machine gave her a number of items, among them was the fact that the Tarcan representative was due for another visit to Lentem in quest of the grain rust rights. Also, there emerged a short biography on a man named James Rondo, a terran and the only “alien” allowed permanent residence on Lentem.


  She immediately sent an urgent message to the president of Opsal telling him to send a man to Lentem as soon as possible and to place one thousand shares of Opsal stock under the name of one James Rondo, resident of Lentem. She could give no reasons now but asked the president to trust her . . . IBA had done well for them in the past and was trying to do so now.


  Now for Fairgood: that company had followed IBA’s advice by sending out exploration teams to any star systems which showed spectroanalytic traces of Leason crystals. It was an expensive undertaking which had yielded only analogues until last year when a motherlode of true, natural Leason crystals had been found on Rako II. Leason crystals were the major lining of peristellar drive tubes and until now could only be obtained through an expensive, low-yield synthesis; a large natural deposit was priceless.


  However, the Tarks were claiming the planet, too. A major incident was avoided—luckily—by the discovery of a dying, semi-savage race on the planet. By mutual agreement, Tark and Terran had agreed not to exploit any planet with intelligent natives without the permission of those natives. These natives wanted rejuvenation of their race in return for the crystals, and both the Fairgood company and the Tarcan Empire had research teams at the site trying to solve the problem. No one was meeting with any success. A public-relations expert was clearly indicated here—only the “public” in this case would be a group of aliens.


  Jo thought she knew the firm which could supply the right man; if he was free at this time and the firm could be convinced to send him, Andy Tella was the man. She got a message off to Fairgood and virtually insisted that they send one Andrew Tella off to Rako II—and be sure to give him plenty of incentive, she added.


  These preparations completed, Josephine Finch could only sit and wait. If her plan was successful, deBloise would be countered. That was all that mattered. As far as she was concerned, this was merely an economic move with political implications. She was using her economic influence to preserve a political system she believed in.


  She was totally unaware of what Larry Easly would find on Jebinose and had no idea that her detachment toward deBloise was about to be transformed into a very personal involvement.


  IV


  After two fruitless weeks on Jebinose, Easly went to Danzer to contact the local Vanek group. He still had his suspicions about Junior’s death and wanted confirmation directly from the mouth of a Vanek. For Vaneks never lie.


  It was easy enough to find one. The Vaneks had made a sort of shrine out of the place where Junior had died and there they mounted a constant vigil. In the fatal alley, in the center of a crude circle of stones, sat a lone Vanek beggar, humming and jiggling his broken salad bowl.


  “Wheels within wheels,” he said as Easly approached.


  “Sure,” said Easly, stopping outside the circle. “Uh, can I speak with you a minute?”


  “Speak, bendreth.”


  Easly squatted and looked at the Vanek. Pupils dilated from a long watch in the shade of the alley looked out at him from beneath hooded eyelids. The blue-tinted skin of his face was wrinkled and dusty. This was one of the older Vaneks.


  “I want to know about Junior Finch.”


  The Vanek smiled. “He was our friend.”


  “But he was killed.”


  The smile remained. “Wheels within wheels, bendreth.”


  “But who killed him?” Easly asked.


  “We did.”


  “But why?”


  “He was our friend.”


  Easly was getting annoyed. “But why did you kill a man who was your friend?”


  “He was different.”


  “How was he different?”


  The Vanek shrugged. “Wheels within wheels, bendreth.”


  “But why did you kill him?”


  “He was our friend.”


  “Oh, hell!” Easly muttered, rising and dusting off his knees. He realized he was wasting his time and turned away without giving alms. Damned if I’ll give them a cent.


  How could you figure a bunch of alien half-breeds who kill the man who’s trying to help them, and then make a shrine out of the place where they murdered him?


  He growled to himself and headed for his flitter. He had an appointment with Elson deBloise himself later in the afternoon and he didn’t want to be late. His favorite and most successful cover—that of an author researching a book—had paid off again. DeBloise was no different from any other public figure . . . he couldn’t pass up the chance of having his name used as a source.


  He spent most of the early afternoon going over his plan of attack. He expected to get little information from deBloise but at least he’d be able to size the man up in person. Larry Easly’s job was people and he could get a lot out of a personal conversation, even if the subject was the weather. And Josephine Finch wanted to know about deBloise and what he knew about her father.


  He arrived at the plush home planet offices of the Sector Representative a little early and sat eying the receptionist until it was time for his appointment.


  Elson deBloise gave him a warm greeting. “Well, Mr. Easly, what do you think of our fine planet?” He was a big, puffy-looking man, but Easly immediately sensed a core of steel.


  “Very nice,” Easly lied as he took the indicated seat.


  “I understand you’re doing a book about Joe Finch, Jr.”


  Easly nodded. “I was hoping I could get a personal glimpse of the man from your viewpoint.”


  “I’m afraid I didn’t know him at all, never met him.”


  “But that was quite an impassioned speech you made about him on behalf of the Integration Bill.”


  “I didn’t have to know him to say what I did,” deBloise replied with a faint smile. “I knew what he was trying to do. He was trying to bring equality to those less fortunate and he was trying to give the Vaneks a little dignity. He was going out on a limb for his fellow man. I understood him perfectly and I’m willing to bet that if he were alive today he’d be very active in the Restructurist Movement.”


  Easly doubted that very much but kept his opinion to himself. “What about that Integration Bill, Mr. deBloise? Would it have passed without Mr. Finch’s death?”


  “Definitely—not with such resounding unanimity, of course, but it would have passed. That bill, by the way, was pending before he even arrived on Jebinose. I was its main sponsor.”


  “And on the reputation you earned with that bill, you went on to successfully run for Planet Rep to the Federation, isn’t that correct?”


  DeBloise paused and scrutinized his interviewer. “Is this book about me, or about Finch?”


  “It’s about Finch, of course,” Easly said, flashing the most disarming smile in his repertoire. “But I want to get into the long-range effects of his stay and consequent demise on Jebinose.”


  “Of course,” deBloise said, somewhat mollified. He had the distinct feeling of being under a microscope. This writer, Easly, had a manner about him which deBloise did not like. He’d have to run a check on the man.


  The intercom buzzed and deBloise accepted the call with some annoyance. “I said I wasn’t to be disturbed during the next few minutes!”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” said the receptionist, “but Mr. Proska is here and wishes to see you.”


  The casual observer would have noticed nothing, but Larry Easly’s attention became riveted on deBloise.


  At the mention of the name “Proska,” every muscle in deBloise’s body had stiffened and there was the slightest blanching of the skin, the slightest tightening of the mouth. The man’s body was transmitting fear, acute fear. His voice, however, was calm when he spoke.


  “Tell him I’ll be with him in a moment.” He released the button and turned to Easly. “I’m sorry, but some urgent business has just come up and I’m afraid we’ll have to cut this interview short. I’m leaving for Fed Central tonight but I should be back in a few weeks; please make another appointment with my secretary.”


  Easly said he’d be sure to do so. As he reentered the waiting room, he saw only one occupant besides the receptionist. A small, sallow, balding man sat with his hands on his knees. Easly was about to classify him as a timid nonentity until he caught a look at the man’s eyes. There was not a hint of timidity or even mercy to be found there. This was no doubt the Mr. Proska who struck such fear into the heart of Elson deBloise, powerful, secure, influential Elson deBloise. Mr. Proska must have some sort of hold over deBloise, something that terrified the man. Larry Easly suddenly became very interested in finding out just what it was. He started with the records at the Planet Center.


  When the human race broke its Earth-shackles and reached out for new stars and the virgin planets that circled them, its fertility apparently trebled and its numbers grew in a geometrical progression. With interplanetary travel commonplace and interstellar travel a routine, planet-hopping became the rule rather than the exception and it was virtually impossible for one individual to find another. The problem was easily solved with the introduction of planetary record centers. Vital, identifiable statistics of all natives were kept on record, usually in a place near the major spaceport. Data such as date of birth, parents, education, employment record, present location and so on were kept in a file open to the public. Some people grumbled about the records as an invasion of privacy, but most realized that with billions upon billions of humans strewn about the galaxy, they were necessary.


  It was to these files that Easly hurried as soon as he was out of the deBloise office complex. It was a slim chance, but Proska just might have been born on Jebinose. If so, Easly would at least have a starting point. In the Planet Center, he found a free computer station and punched in Proska’s name. There were only two people on record with that name. The first was deceased; the second had been born forty-four years before and still resided on the planet.


  That was the one—at least the age was right. Easly checked down the list and noted that Cando Proska had attended the Jebinose psi school as a boy but had dropped out at the age of ten. That in itself was strange because people with psi talents are always in demand; even those with the most mediocre abilities are assured a good income for the rest of their lives. Proska must have talent or else he would never have been admitted to the school. Why did he drop out? He had held a routine office job until about fifteen years ago when he quit. No employment since then. Also strange.


  That was the end of the record. Not much information, but Easly felt somewhat satisfied. Something had clicked in the back of his mind as he reviewed the information; he couldn’t place it right now—his mind often made correlations without immediately informing him—but he knew from experience not to push it. Sooner or later it would come to the surface.


  He decided to take a look at Proska’s home and wrote down the address. It was a nice day so he rented an open flitter and punched in the address. To his surprise, the flitter took him to the outskirts of the city and into the center of an exclusive well-to-do neighborhood. It hovered over a large home of elaborate design and a red light flashed a warning that clearance was required from below before it could land. Easly took a closer look at the grounds and his trained eye picked up traces of a very effective and very expensive protective system.


  “Not bad for a guy who’s been out of work for fifteen years,” he muttered.


  He was about to start a slow circle for a better look when he noticed another flitter approaching. He took control of his own vehicle and moved off at an unhurried pace. The other flitter was closed with the windows opaqued. He watched it land in front of the Proska house and cursed himself for his carelessness in renting an open flitter. If deBloise had been in that flitter and had recognized him, Easly’s cover was in jeppardy. His policy in a situation such as this was to assume the worst. That being the case, he would have to hurry and make another inquiry and then, possibly, get off-planet immediately.


  Easly had obtained another address before leaving the Planet Center, that of Jacob Howell. He now punched that address and gave his flitter full throttle. Howell had been in charge of the Jebinose Psi School at the time Proska had dropped out. Maybe he could supply another piece to the puzzle.


  Howell was retired now and lived off his pension in a small apartment in the city. He seemed to be a lonely old man and welcomed Easly openly. Any company, even that of strangers, was better than sitting alone.


  Easly decided on a direct approach. “Do you remember a student named Proska, Mr. Howell? About thirty-four years ago, at the age of ten, he dropped out of the Psi School.”


  Howell wrinkled his brow. “Proska?”


  “Cando Proska.”


  Howell nodded. “Yes, I believe I do remember him. The name isn’t familiar but it’s so rare that someone drops out of the school that I believe I know who you mean; Nasty business, that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, little Proska got into an argument with another boy whose name escapes me—it was in the psychokinesis lab, I think—and the other boy died right there on the spot. Proska blamed himself and would not return to the school.”


  “What did the other boy die of?”


  Howell shrugged. “We don’t know. His parents were from the farm region and were devout members of the Heavenly Bliss sect—we have a lot of them on Jebinose, you know—and they refused to allow an autopsy. It’s part of the Heavenly Bliss canon that the human body not be willfully mutilated. It was known that the boy had some sort of congenital heart defect and that was assumed to be the cause of death. It was probably the excitement of his argument with little Proska that brought it on, but Proska could not be blamed. You couldn’t convince him of that, however. He considered himself responsible and never wanted to come back.”


  Easly was interested. “Congenital heart defect? But that’s ancient history! Nobody walks around with that sort of condition anymore!”


  “They do when the parents refuse to consent to surgery,” Howell said. “Mutilation, you know. If the same thing happened today there would be an autopsy, Heavenly Bliss sect or no. But we weren’t as well organized then as we are now. I wish we had insisted on an autopsy. Then little Proska would have been spared such a burden of guilt. It was a shame to lose him. I seem to remember that he showed promise.”


  Easly’s mind turned this new information over a few times and looked for correlations. None. He rose and thanked Howell for his help. The man virtually insisted that he stay for dinner, or at least for a drink. Easly begged off and left feeling guilty for not repaying the man for his information with a little companionship. But time was too short, and instinct was prodding him to leave Jebinose immediately.


  He shrugged it off. He was interested now, too interested to give up just yet. He had a tantalizing feeling that all the pieces were there; all he had to do was arrange them in the proper light. He started laying them out for examination. It was important to Jo to stop, or delay, deBloise and this Mr. Proska might well supply the lever with which she could apply some pressure.


  First of all, deBloise was terrified of Proska. Proska was a psi who might possibly have caused the death of a boy at school as a child. He had never returned because of guilt. Why so much guilt? Unless he knew he had killed the other boy!


  Could Proska kill with his mind?


  Proska had a hold over deBloise and a big, expensive, well-protected house . . . and he hadn’t worked for the past fifteen years. Fifteen years . . . the Integration Bill was passed almost fifteen years ago . . .


  The subconscious correlation his mind had made back at the Planet Center suddenly came to the surface: it was fifteen years ago that Junior Finch had been killed on this planet! And it was possible that Proska could kill with his mind . . . and Proska quit work fifteen years ago! And he had a hold over deBloise.


  But that didn’t fit. The Vaneks killed Junior; they admitted it openly. And Vaneks never lie. And it was generally conceded that Junior’s death merely increased the margin by which deBloise’s pet Integration Bill was passed. So deBloise had nothing to gain from Junior’s death. Or had he?


  Against his better judgment, Easly decided to pay another visit to the alley where Joe, Jr. had been killed. Perhaps the same Vanek would still be there. He would no doubt be as reticent as he had been earlier in the afternoon so Easly made a stop at his hotel room. This time he would be better prepared; all he needed now was the tiniest bit of cooperation from the beggar.


  The sun was well below the horizon when he landed in Danzer and he made his way quickly through the darkened streets hoping that he would find the same beggar in the alley.


  He did, Easly wanted an older beggar, one who might have known Junior personally.


  “Wheels within wheels, bendreth,” the beggar greeted him. “Have you come again to meditate on our friend, Junior Finch?”


  Easly nodded. “I would also like to meditate on someone else. His name is Proska.”


  The beggar’s eyes remained impassive. “We know Mr. Proska but we do not fear him. We are not completely human and so his power is ineffective against us.”


  “What power?” he asked with a start. He hadn’t expected such a direct answer.


  “There are many powers in the Great Wheel,” the Vanek said. “Mr. Proska possesses quite an unusual one.”


  “Yes, but just what is his power?”


  The beggar shrugged. “Wheels within wheels, bendreth.


  Easly knew right then that he would get little more out of the Vanek without some help. The evening breeze had yet to rise so he had to act now. He withdrew a cigar from his pocket and took his time lighting it. By the time the tip was glowing a bright red, he and the beggar were enveloped in a cloud of aromatic smoke. This was the effect Easly had wanted. He had a tiny vial of gas in his hand. He opened the nozzle and let it stream toward the Vanek. The gas worked as a highly effective tongue-loosener on humans but was not entirely odorless and colorless. Thus the improvised smoke screen. He could only hope the Vanek nervous system was still sufficiently humanoid for the gas to work.


  It took only a few seconds for the vial to empty and Easly casually slipped it back into his pocket, allowing himself to breath again.


  “What is Proska’s power?” he repeated.


  “Wheels within wheels, bendreth,” came the standard reply.


  Easly cursed and was about to get to his feet when he noticed the beggar begin to sway.


  “I am dizzy, bendreth. I fear it is the smoke you make.”


  “I’m very sorry,” Easly said with the slightest trace of a smile. A mild dizziness was the drug’s only side effect. He ground the cigar out in the dirt.


  “Maybe you didn’t understand my question,” he said carefully. “I want to know what kind of power Mr. Proska possesses.”


  “It is a power of the mind,” the Vanek said, putting a finger to his forehead.


  Now we’re getting somewhere, Easly thought with mental relish.


  It was fully an hour later when Easly returned to his flitter and took to the air. Even with the help of the gas it had been hard work to pull any concrete information out of the beggar. The Vanek think in such a circumspect manner that you almost have to start thinking like them in order to get the answers you want. But Easly had his answers now and he wasn’t even going to stop at his hotel. First stop was the spaceport.


  His expression was grim as he flew through the night. The mystery of Joe’s death and Proska’s diabolical talent had been cleared up. He shuddered at the thought of running into Proska now. The little man couldn’t kill with his mind as Easly had originally suspected. No, what Proska could do was much worse.


  At the spaceport, Easly dropped the flitter off at the rental area and headed directly for the shuttle desk. He couldn’t afford to wait for a direct route to the sector in which Ragna was located. His immediate concern was to get off Jebinose; he could worry about getting to Ragna later.


  On the way to the shuttle area he passed the subspace communication area and thought it might be a good idea to get a message off to Jo . . . just in case something happened to him. He entered one of the large, glass-enclosed booths, closed the door behind him and seated himself at the console. The information computer informed him that it was midday in Calmer City on Ragna. That would mean there was a good chance of catching Jo in her office. Easly put his identifying card in the slot and gave the desired destination of his call. A staggering price flashed on the screen but he pressed the “Accept” button immediately. This would go on the expense account.


  Jo was surprised when she learned that she had a subspace call from Larry Easly. He would make such a call only under emergency conditions so he must have something important to say. Yet in all the time she had known him, Easly had never said anything important unless it was face to face. She started to smile as his face appeared on the screen and then remembered that he could neither see nor hear her—subspace calls were strictly one-way affairs.


  “Jo?” he said. “I hope that’s you on the other end. The indicator says it is, but I can’t be sure so please excuse the cryptic nature of what I’m about to say. First of all, as to your father’s end, there’s more here than meets the eye. The man you sent me here to investigate may well be involved, but there’s a new factor: a psi talent who . . . who—”


  As Easly’s voice faltered, Jo noticed his face go slack. He swayed in front of the screen, seemingly engaged in a battle to keep his balance. Utterly helpless, Jo had to sit and watch in horror as his eyes rolled up into his head and he sank from view.


  Picture transmission was not interrupted, however, and Jo anxiously watched the passers-by, hoping one of them would glance in and realize that something was wrong with Easly. One man did stop and look in the glass. He was small, sallow and balding. His hard little eyes seemed to rest on the spot where Easly had fallen, but he registered no surprise, made no move to help.


  He merely smiled and turned away.


  V


  Jo arrived on Jebinose the next day with Old Pete. She would have liked to have confronted deBloise but he was well on his way to Fed Central for a meeting. She made a call, then hired a flittercab to take them to the offices of the company that leased the sub-space phones to the spaceport.


  “Aren’t you going to the hospital first?” Old Pete asked.


  “Not yet. I just called them and he’s still in a coma.” Larry was in good hands. As soon as Jo had been sure that he would not be getting up off the floor of the call booth, she had placed a call of her own to the local hospital to have Larry placed in an intensive care unit immediately. Every possible thing that could be done for him was to be done and all bills would be paid by the sector account number she gave them.


  They arrived at the offices of the booth leasers. A tall, hawkish man greeted them.


  “May I help you?”


  “Yes,” Jo said. “I’d like to speak to someone about the call booths you lease.”


  The hawkish man’s face brightened. “Ah! You wish to lease some?”


  “No. I just want some information.”


  “Oh,” the man said with sudden sullenness. He handed Jo a brochure. “All the information you need is in here.”


  Jo flipped the brochure back in his face. “Listen, you!” she said. “One of my employees, who happens to be in perfect health, went into a coma in one of your booths and whether or not you find yourself up to your ears in a lawsuit depends on the answers I get from you right now!”


  The man was suddenly quite agreeable. “You must mean the unfortunate incident last night. I assure you, our booth had nothing to do with that. Every piece of equipment is of the finest quality and everything is insulated and shielded. Why, we even have a psi shield around each and every—”


  “Psi shield?” Jo said with heightened interest. “Why a psi shield?”


  “Well, as you know, a telepath can’t read a nontelepath . . . unless the nontelepath is speaking; and then he can only read what’s being verbalized, so it’s not very useful. Unless you want to know what is being said in a soundproof booth.”


  “Such as one of your call booths,” Jo added with a nod.


  “Correct. So we fit each booth with a psi shield which sort of dampens all psi transmissions.”


  “In either direction?” Jo asked. The man paused and considered this. “Yes, come to think of it, it acts as a wall and so interference would be met in either direction.”


  “Thank you,” Jo said. “That’s all I want to know.” She wheeled and stalked out to the street. A bewildered Peter J. Paxton followed.


  “What was that all about?” he asked as they regained their seats in the flittercab.


  “Larry mentioned something about a psi talent before he collapsed. I’m just wondering if maybe Larry was supposed to die in that booth but the shield somehow dulled the effect.”


  “You mean a psi killer?” Old Pete scoffed. “That’s a fairy tale!”


  Jo was pensive. “Wouldn’t all the psi killers in the galaxy like you to think so? I mean, there’s no way you can prove that a man has been killed by a psionic thrust, and surely no one’s going to admit that he has such an ability because there’s only one way he could know about it: murder.”


  “I see your point, Jo, but it’s pretty farfetched. It’s clear that Larry stumbled onto something and deBloise tried to silence him. But I doubt that he’s the victim of a psi killer. I wish he were conscious so we knew what deBloise is up to.”


  “I already know deBloise’s plan,” Jo said. “I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out yet.”


  “What do you think it is?” he asked.


  “I’ll tell you this much: “I made an all-out effort to obtain the Rako II Leason crystals for Fairgood and the hassa rust for Opsal and it paid off. Both contracts have been landed although the operatives took some steep risks to get them.”


  “I can see what a natural supply of Leason crystals will do for Fairgood and I congratulate you for helping them get it—they’ll leave the competition behind in no time. But I’m not familiar with this hassa rust.”


  “Hassa is a grain that grows on Lentem; it’s commonly afflicted by a peculiar rust that has turned out to be the pharmacological find of the century. Every known kind of bacterium becomes addicted to the hassa rust should enough of it be ingested by the host; and if you remove the rust from the host’s diet, the bacteria die.”


  “Even the enterics?”


  Jo nodded. “Every single one in the body. The patient is then reinfected with his everyday, nonpathogenic bacteria and sent on his way, cured.”


  “But why do you need a contract?” Old Pete asked. “I’m sure some hotshot botanist could grow his own hassa.”


  “It’s been done already,” Jo said. “But no one has had the slightest bit of luck in getting the rust to grow. It seems to be highly sensitive . . . and it grows wild on Lentem.”


  Old Pete shook his head in wonder. “I’m proud of you, Jo. In two moves you’ve put two IBA accounts into the top of their respective fields.”


  “And countered deBloise in the process,” she added.


  “I still don’t see how,” Old Pete mused. He watched his young female companion closely. He had thought it unfortunate when he had learned that Josephine Finch had taken administrative control of IBA.


  Her stock holdings entitled her to it, but she had seemed such a girlish thing when he had retired. She was a woman now and more like her grandfather than Old Pete had imagined anyone could ever be; she had his take-command attitude, his coolness, his decisiveness, his ability to deal practically with abstract situations. Yet her femininity was ever apparent and, somehow, enhanced by these qualities. IBA had been in her hands for five years now and was flourishing. Old Pete wished he were about fifty years younger.


  His reverie was interrupted by their arrival at the hospital. There they learned that Larry had nothing physically wrong with him. All tests had come up negative.


  “About the only thing I can suggest,” the doctor told Jo as they stood beside Larry’s bed, “is that this may be a psychogenic coma. It almost seems as if the mind induced this state upon itself but for what reason I can’t imagine.”


  “Protection?” Jo suggested.


  “Possibly, but from what?”


  “That remains to be seen,” Jo muttered.


  Later, when the doctor had gone and Old Pete was out attending to hotel accommodations, Jo sat alone in the darkened room and watched Larry Easly’s peaceful face. She fervently hoped that Larry’s prognosis was as favorable as the doctor had indicated. And she wasn’t thinking of the secret now sealed within him.


  Three years of close association had formed a close bond between the two of them, a bond that might well grow into something more if they would only momentarily slow the pace of their individual lives. Larry was stopped in his tracks now; maybe if Jo decelerated a little . . .


  There was a noise behind her and Jo turned to see five cloaked figures filing through the door. Wrinkled, blue-gray faces peered out from their hoods. Vanek. Jo’s feelings toward the Vanek were ambivalent. She couldn’t believe that they had killed her father, yet there was the fact of their confession to the crime. She waited for them to speak.


  “We came to see the daughter of Junior Finch, our friend,” said one.


  “How do you know who I am?” Jo said, springing to her feet. She had carefully hidden her identity on this trip, even to the point of using an account listed under a phony name to pay for Larry’s medical care.


  “Vanek eyes are everywhere,” came the enigmatic reply.


  “What do you want here?” she asked.


  “We wished to pay you homage,” said the speaker. The five Vaneks bowed toward her.


  “Wheels within wheels, bendreth,” they chorused. Then, in complete silence, they filed out.


  Jo hesitated a moment, then rushed to the door and peered out. The Vaneks were gone. She flagged a nurse who was rounding the corner to her left.


  “Where did those five Vaneks go?” she asked.


  The nurse smiled. “Did you say five Vaneks? Dear, I’ve worked in this hospital for nearly ten years and I’ve never seen one Vanek set foot inside this building. They have their own medicine, you know.”


  “I guess I was mistaken,” Jo lied after the slightest pause and closed the door again. Jebinose was proving to be a very strange planet.


  On Jo’s order, a small psi-shielding device was placed in Easly’s room and hidden under the bed. She didn’t know exactly what had happened before but was quite sure there had been an attempt on Larry’s life and she wanted to be prepared in the event the assassin returned to finish the job. A psi shield might be the reason Larry was alive now and she wanted to take no chances.


  The doctor returned and told her that the latest test results indicated a progressive shallowing of the coma; Easly was expected to regain consciousness within the next six or eight hours.


  Jo placed a call to Old Pete. She stood at the window and stared at the last rays of sunset as she waited for the connection. Old Pete’s face appeared on the screen.


  “I’m staying here tonight,” she told him. “I’ll call you as soon as there’s something to call about.”


  Old Pete nodded from his hotel room. “O.K. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.”


  Jo broke the connection and sat down beside the bed. She sat there with her thoughts and didn’t bother to turn on the room lights as night crept in. Consequently, she was startled when the night nurse popped in and threw the switch.


  “Just checking up on him,” she said with a pleasant smile. She walked over to the vital signs indicator on the bed, glanced at the readings and nodded. “He’s coming along fine,” she said and departed.


  The door opened again a few hours later. It was an orderly, a short, balding man in white.


  “You’ll have to step out a minute, Miss, while I prepare him for some final tests,” he said in a rasping voice. “Sorry, but that’s the rule.”


  Jo stood up. “Going to finish the job you bungled in the call booth?” she said through tight lips.


  The orderly turned on her with blazing eyes. “Who are you?”


  “I’m the person who was on the other end of that sub-space call when you tried to kill him,” Jo told him. “I saw you on the screen.”


  Calmer now, Proska nodded. “So it seems I made two mistakes last night: not only did I forget about the psi shield on the booth but I carelessly got in range of the pick-up, too.” He shook his head. “Not as careful as I used to be. But I’ll tie up all the loose ends tonight. But before I do, tell me about this man. What was he after?”


  Jo hesitated, not sure of what to do. There was a little red button on the visiphone for instant contact with the police. A single push would bring them immediately. She wanted to see this man in the hands of the police—although how they’d handle him was beyond her—but more than that, she wanted information. He obviously planned to kill her along with Larry so it might not be too difficult to get him to open up. Then she’d press that button.


  “He’s a detective I sent here to get some information on Elson deBloise,” Jo said.


  “What kind of information?” “Something that might be of political use,” she replied.


  Proska’s eyes gleamed. “Blackmail, perhaps?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “We thought it might be something like that. He had an interview with deBloise, then he was seen hovering over my house, then he went to Danzer and spent a long time talking to a Vanek. We didn’t like that; and then the speed with which he headed for the spaceport convinced us that he knew something, something dangerous.” He moved toward the bed. “But now it doesn’t matter what he knows.”


  Jo reached for the red button on the visiphone but never made it. Her vision blurred as nausea and vertigo swept over her. She found herself sprawled flat on her back on the floor.


  Proska’s teeth were clenched. “That was a futile move! I sensed a psi shield the moment I entered the room but your detective’s condition should be proof enough that a shield only dulls my powers.” He stopped speaking suddenly and eyed Jo as she slumped on the floor, eyed her sprawled legs, the curves of her body accentuated by the clingsuit.


  “You know,” he said as he came around and sat on the edge of the bed, “it would be a shame to waste you.” His gaze roved her body again. “You could be very entertaining.”


  Jo propped herself into a sitting position and laughed in his face.


  “Don’t be so smug, my dear!” he flared. “You’re talking to Cando Proska and he can do unheard of things with his mind! I discovered as a child that I could kill with thought and it terrified me. But after years of being pushed about by people with power and money and being treated like any other worthless slob, I decided I’d had enough. I began experimenting with my powers and I learned, I learned. A fair number of people are dead or worse because of those experiments but I finally knew my capabilities.”


  He glared at her, ego blazing in his eyes. “So do not laugh at a threat from Cando Proska! I could take your mind and purge it of all cognitive ability. That no doubt would make you quite entertaining for a while—completely mindless, of course, but quite responsive! It’s no idle boast . . . I’ve done it before.” A thought suddenly struck him and he glanced at Easly.


  “Come to think of it, that’s probably what your detective discovered.


  I `purged’—that’s my own little name for it—an off-worlder some years ago in Danzer. His name was Finch; you might have heard of him.”


  Jo’s body froze with shock and rage. She managed to speak with only the greatest effort of will.”I’d heard he was murdered.”


  “Oh, he was. But not by me. You see, Finch’s success at integrating the town of Danzer was threatening to kill a bill on which Elson deBloise had staked his political future. I merely went to deBloise and told him I could help him if he’d meet me in my apartment. He was desperate by then so he came and I offered to stop Finch cold without the slightest use of force, or violence . . . for certain considerations, of course. He had learned that Finch was on the verge of success so he agreed. I merely went to Danzer and relieved Finch of all his cognitive abilities. He was a drooling vegetable when I left him in that alley.”


  “But the knife,” Jo said.


  Proska nodded. “One of his Vanek friends came along and saw his condition. He conferred with other Vaneks and they decided to kill him. They practically worshiped Finch and felt he would prefer to be dead than allowed to live on as a mindless blob of flesh. It all worked out rather well, actually. The Integration Bill passed with an impressive majority and I’ve been bleeding deBloise dry ever since.” He smiled at Jo’s questioning glance. “That’s right. I made a recording of our little ‘business conference’ in which he promised to pay me for stopping Finch. And if I should happen to die in a manner that is in anyway suspicious, a copy of that recording will go directly to the Federation Ethics Council and deBloise’s political career will be finished.


  “And anytime I want to put pressure on him, I threaten him with Finch’s fate. It’s a perfect setup: he’s scared to death of me and yet he doesn’t dare do a thing to get rid of me. He’ll do just about anything I tell him to . . . it’s amazing how some people fear being a vegetable more than they fear dying.” He turned his gaze on Jo. “And now it’s your turn.”


  “The shield!” she warned, hoping to deter him.


  “That’s no problem. I know it’s hidden in this room and after you’re unconscious I’ll find it and disconnect it.”


  As Jo struggled to her feet, Proska fixed his eyes upon her and she felt the vertigo and nausea again. But this time she was ready for it and resisted.


  “You’re strong,” Proska commented. “Finch was strong, too, but eventually he was defeated.”


  Jo’s knees suddenly buckled and she fell to the floor but kept resisting. “It must run in the family,” she said.


  Proska must have been somewhat surprised, or puzzled, by this statement for the indescribable pressure on Jo’s consciousness lessened momentarily. She took advantage of the lapse.


  “He was my father!” she screamed.


  Not being psionic, Jo could never know, understand or explain what happened then. Proska recoiled—mentally and physically—at this revelation and at the intensity with which it was uttered. And in doing so he left open a channel between himself and the girl. Something flashed across that gulf, all the concentrated hatred, rage and disgust that had collected while Jo had listened to this horrid little monster of a man cold-bloodedly recount the murder of her father, the fury, resentment and repressed self-pity that had waited fifteen years for an object found one and channeled along the waiting path.


  Proska twisted in agony and clawed at his eyes. He opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came forth. Unconscious, he crumbled to the floor.


  Relief and reaction flooded Jo and she felt her own consciousness dimming. But before everything went black, she thought she saw the door to the room open and a hooded blue-gray face poke itself inside.


  She was brought back to consciousness by the night nurse. “Feeling better now?” the woman asked. “I think you’d better take to a bed, Miss; you look awfully tired. You might have been on the floor for hours more if I hadn’t got the buzz.”


  Jo was fully alert now and looked around the room for Proska. “Buzz?” she asked.


  The nurse beamed. “Yes. Mr. Easly snapped out of his coma a few moments ago, saw you on the floor and rang for me.”


  “Larry!” Jo cried, leaping to her feet. He lay there in the bed, smiling and looking perfectly healthy.


  “Hi, Jo,” he said. The nurse quietly slipped out.


  “Where’s Proska?” Jo said with no little agitation once they were alone.


  Easly was surprised. “You know about Proska?”


  “He came here tonight to finish you off, Larry. Wasn’t he here when you came to?”


  “No,” Easly said, totally bewildered. “What are you talking about? And what were you doing passed out on the floor when I woke up? The nurse explained what she knew about what happened to me, but what happened to you?”


  Jo placed a call to Old Pete and then proceeded to tell Larry all she knew. When she told him what Proska had said, he nodded.


  “That’s what I found out from that Vanek in Danzer,” he said. He shook his head. “They consider him the most dangerous man in the universe but were just sitting around waiting for the Great Wheel to bring him his due. Frankly, it scares the hell out of me to know he’s running around loose!”


  Old Pete arrived then and Jo re lated the events of the night again. “Did you say his name was Proska?” Old Pete asked.


  Jo and Larry nodded in unison.


  “Well, then, you have nothing further to worry about. As I came in I found the hospital in an uproar over the body that had been found outside the city. He had been wearing an orderly’s uniform but his name was Proska and no Proska had ever been employed by the hospital. I would have ignored the whole story except for the bizarre way the man had been killed.”


  “You mean he’s been murdered?” Jo asked.


  “Yes, almost ritualistically. It seems some person or persons nailed him to a tree, sawed off the top of his head, scooped out his brain and smashed it at his feet.”


  “The Vanek!” Jo said.


  “Not a chance,” Old Pete declared. “The Vaneks never take any decisive action on their own behalf, or on behalf of anyone else.”


  “Maybe they’ve learned something,” Larry mused. “Maybe Junior Finch taught them that a little initiative is better than waiting for the Great Wheel. Maybe they didn’t want the daughter of their honored Junior to go the same way as her father and decided to do something.”


  There was a pause, then: “For beginners, they sure don’t kid around,” said Old Pete with a visible shudder.


  “This means deBloise is finished,” Jo said with satisfaction. “Proska’s recording should be on its way to the


  Federation Ethics Council by now. That’s where he said it would go if his death had anything suspicious about it.”


  “That stops deBloise,” Old Pete concurred, “but what about the Haas plan? The other Restructurists can carry it through without him.”


  Jo smiled. “That remains to be seen.” She turned to the visiphone and placed a call to the Jebinose brokerage house.


  “I’d like to buy some stock in Op-sal Pharmaceuticals and Fairgood Drive,” she said as a man’s face appeared on the screen.


  “You and everybody else,” he said with a smirk. “I’ve been trying to get a bid in on those two issues all night. The Galactic Board has gone wild!”


  “How about Teblinko, or Star Ways Drive?”


  The man’s eyes lit up. “As much as you want! Good prices, too!”


  “I’ll think about it,” Jo said. “Thank you.” She turned to Old Pete and Larry. “Well, that’s the end of deBloise’s plan.”


  “I still don’t understand,” Old Pete said.


  Jo moved away from the phone and slumped into a chair. “DeBloise was planning on SW running Haas out of business. He knew it would happen; and when it did he expected to go before the Federation and plead that further development of the warp gate is vital to the security of the Fed and will be needed on that inevitable day when we clash with the Tarks. He’d claim that unregulated competition was depriving the Federation of the gate, and he’d demand invocation of the emergency clause so that the Fed could intervene against SW.”


  “That’s it!” Old Pete cried with dancing eyes. “If the plan succeeded, the Restructurists would have had a foothold in one of their prime target areas: regulation of trade!”


  Easly was still somewhat puzzled. “How can you be so sure this is the plan?”


  “It’s obvious when you tie everything together. DeBloise was carefully hiding his financial link with Haas—that indicated he feared a conflict of interest charge. He was also aware that backing Haas was financial suicide . . . Haas is a monomaniac and a lousy businessman to boot. With him in charge of production and marketing, the warp gate was doomed; Star Ways would drive him out of business before he could get off the ground. And since Haas will allow no one other than himself to produce the gate—to which he has full legal rights—the warp gate would thus be lost to humanity and ‘unregulated trade’ would be painted as the villain.


  “The obvious military advantages of the gate would have made it a perfect lever to get at the emergency clause. The Restructurists would scream Security and it would be difficult to oppose them. So I decided to stop them before they got started . . . I struck at SW.”


  Jo leaned forward as she spoke. “You see, SW is a well-diversified corporation and could afford to lose money on their warper in a price war as long as they could count on their subsidiaries to make up the difference. So I aimed at SW’s diversity: I took a gamble and tried to hurt its two biggest subsidiary companies and succeeded. An effective competitive price war is almost impossible for SW now and so there’s no excuse to invoke the emergency clause!”


  Old Pete was on his feet. “This calls for a celebration!”


  “Not yet,” Jo said, her facial muscles tightening and her eyes going crystalline. “Not until I go to Fed Central and personally see Elson deBloise thrown out on his ear!”


  DeBloise was not to be thrown out. When the accusation was made in the General Council, he and his Restructurist allies were ready. Jo and Old Pete arrived in time to hear the end of his firey speech.


  “. . . And so we take our leave of you. You haven’t driven us out with your false, slanderous smears against my character! It is your stupidity, your blindness which causes us to leave you to fester in this pool of anarchy called the Federation! We’ve tried to warn you, tried to help you bring order to the galaxy but you seem to desire chaos. Then chaos you shall have! We leave to form a new coalition of worlds. And woe to everyone who stands in our way!” With a dramatic swirl of his cloak he left the dais and headed for the door. Other Restructurist members of the Council followed him out.


  Jo and Old Pete were standing by the main door as the group marched through. Jo stared intently at deBloise: their eyes met, then deBloise was past. She was just a bystander to deBloise. He did not know—and perhaps never would—that the young, attractive woman watching his grand exit was the cause of his downfall.


  A vid reporter rushed frantically around the foyer of the Council hall trying to get reactions. He approached Old Pete and aimed his recording plate at him.


  “Sir,” he asked, breathlessly, “what do you think this means? Do you think there’s a chance of war between the Fed and the new Coalition?”


  “The secession is certainly a bold move,” Old Pete replied, “but I doubt if it means war. Oh, there might be a few armed skirmishes over some of the resource planets, but I hardly think the Fed will go to war in the full sense of the word.”


  This calm, reasoned reply was not at all to the reporter’s liking. He turned to Jo.


  “What about you, Miss? Mr. deBloise claims the terrible charge against him is all part of a plot to destroy him? Do you think there’s a possibility of such a thing?”


  Jo smiled and shrugged. “Wheels within wheels, bendreth.”


  She took Old Pete’s arm and they walked away, laughing.


  FIREWORKS IN THE RAIN


  Steven Brust


  Ren had gone back to Phoenix for her sugar spoon, leaving me nothing to do except play poker or change the world. I got out of my sadly empty bed, put the coffee on, and stepped into the shower. Usually, it would be an easy choice: The World Series of Poker was going, and the money I made playing the side-games was a truly appalling percentage of my yearly income. But, in the first place, I’d done really well so far, and, in the second, I’d played eight to twelve hour sessions every day for the last eleven days. Even if you’ve been playing poker since the game was invented, which I have, you need breaks from time to time to stay at your best.


  Besides, Ren had made a pretty good argument before she left.


  So I had to change the world. Trouble was, I didn’t know how. I mean, I knew, in the most general terms, what I wanted to do; but how to go about it stumped me.


  Last night, Ren and I stared out our front window at “foreclosure” and “sheriff sale” signs in front of nearly half the houses on my block, sort of like politicians campaign signs in reverse: “Shouldn’t have voted for me!”


  “You know,” I said, “I told Jimmy a year ago that I wanted to do something about those.”


  “Then do it,” she said. “I’m gone for a couple of weeks, and you’ve hardly done any meddlework since we’ve been together.”


  I shook my head. “Do what, though? How? We tried to do something when the bail-out happened, and got nowhere. We wanted the money to go to—”


  “Too big,” she said.


  I sighed. “Yeah. I could probably pick one of them, and—”


  “Too small,” she said.


  “I was about to say that. So, Goldilocks, too big, too small; what’s just right?”


  “I already had that conversation with Jimmy,” she said, and kissed me. “You’ll think of something. It’s what you do.”


  And that was that, and now I was alone in the house, tempted to say “fuck it” and just play more poker. I imagined the conversation when she came back. “What did you come up with about the foreclosures?” “Nothing, but I flopped top set and check-raised a guy with a flush draw.” Yeah, not so much.


  I dried myself off, missing Ren and my bathrobe, hoping they were happy together. She’d taken it with her, leaving a note that said, “Dear Phil, I want to feel you all around me. See you in a couple of weeks. Love, R.” Sweet as hell, don’t you think? I should really get a spare.


  Bathrobe, I mean. Not lover.


  I drank coffee, sitting at my lonely breakfast bar.


  She’d taken our Finnish Spitz, Susi, with her too. It’s funny how, after decades of being alone, a year of company can make loneliness suck again.


  I opened my laptop and scanned some headlines, vaguely hoping for inspiration. Locally, a drunk driver pled guilty in a kid’s death, an escaped convict was captured, they were closing the North Las Vegas jail, and some teenagers had been arrested for—I kid you not—drowning kittens. The national news had a great deal about the Higgs-Boson Particle and the death of Andy Griffith, and rest was mostly Syria: a lot of sabre-rattling and demonizing and I had no idea what to do about any it. Same with the Arizona Immigration law; we ought to be able to do something, but what? I wished I could figure something out; if there’s anything I hate more than injustice, it’s self-righteous injustice. Yeah, I know; social evils always pass themselves off as social goods; but sometimes it’s just so blatant it sets my teeth on edge.


  Good work, Phil. You’ve not only failed to figure out what to do about the foreclosures, but you’ve come up with more problems you can’t fix, and now you’ve gotten yourself so pissed off that your fore-brain isn’t working.


  Zero plus one is one. One plus one is two. Two plus one is three. Three plus two is five. Five plus three is eight.


  If you’re going to play poker for a living, you need to have a way to engage your cerebral cortex at times when your emotions demand that you let them do the driving.


  I took the Fibonacci sequence up to 233, by which time I felt like I was thinking clearly again. While I had the laptop open, I logged onto the board. It was still full of Billy being pounded for meddling with the Supreme Court without talking to anyone first (I mean, Jesus!), and waiting to see how things with Irina would play out. Oskar was being Oskar: demanding we Do More. He wanted gunshots, and the masses in the streets, and fireworks. I can respect that, but it isn’t how I work. I left an insult for Vivian, thought better and deleted it, and logged out.


  The Pirates would be playing the Astros at 4PM Las Vegas time. I made a mental note to record the game if I was going to be too busy changing the world to actually watch it. I poured another cup of coffee, toasted a bagel, ate it with cream cheese. I composed and sent an email to Ren, full of in-jokes and sexual innuendo and cute things that are none of your business.


  Then I decided that, if I couldn’t find an answer in the real world, there was one other place to check. I closed my eyes, and, as I had so many times before, I imagined the smell of cherry blossoms, and the taste of chive; and then, still with my eyes closed, I looked around.


  The typical Roman villa had no stairways, no basement, no upper floor. Mine wasn’t typical; somehow, without my being aware of it, it had changed over the centuries. The peristylium was still there, but now there was, in one corner, a space where, if I chose, I could imagine a stairway going up. And in the opposite corner was a stairway down that was more or less permanent—more or less because this was the Garden, a product of my imagination, and with the imagination, more or less is all you get.


  I took myself to the atrium, where a rope hung from the ceiling because I wanted it there. I pulled it, and a wall slid open, complete with grinding sound and the stirring of dust, because I have a very good imagination. This was yet another stairway going down, a circular one. Do not try to make sense of the floor plan; particularly the lower floors. Accept my imaginings if you can, reject them if you must. But remember that we are in a place that is real and unreal at once, and that out of imaginings truth can appear in unlikely places.


  There was a torch in my hand because otherwise I couldn’t imagine how I could see, even though, at present, there was nothing to look at. The circular stairway behind me was gone; blackness in all directions, except the floor, which I imagined as a sort of grey flagstone, shining just a little in the torchlight.


  There being no reason to chose one direction over another, I walked forward.


  The things I passed had nothing to do with what they were, unless it was happening at some level of my subconscious too deep to access and too obscure to be useful: A portion of wall became fuzzy, and through it I saw a Porsche 911 driving on I15, which I knew was the Nevada State Bank; on a suddenly-appearing counter in front of me was a glass of some amber liquid, and that was a branch of Citibank; a few bars of a symphony by Rachmaninoff were a branch of U.S. Bank; the light from the Luxor, through the same hole-in-the-wall where I glimpsed the Porsche, was the Bank of America. Yeah, okay; there were a lot of banks that owned the mortgages on a lot of houses, full of a lot of people who couldn’t pay. That didn’t give me any clue how to help. I picked one anyway, in hopes a deeper look might inspire something. I passed the antiseptic smell of a hospital and recognized it as Wells Fargo.


  I inhaled the scent, and followed it, no longer conscious of which way my feet were going. The yellow apple hanging from the tree was a teller at the branch on Maryland Parkway. The sound of wind-chimes took me all the way to the top of the corporate ladder. Well, okay. Too small, too big, and . . . just right? Say, someone in management who oversaw some of the foreclosures here in Las Vegas? High enough that he could do some good, low enough that it wouldn’t be noticed? I concentrated on what I was looking for, holding it firmly in my mind. I wasn’t as good as Jimmy, but then, this wasn’t a terribly challenging search.


  I tasted rocky road ice cream, which has never been a favorite, but I knew that was it. The appearance and the tactile sensation of an ice cream cone appeared, and I took some onto my tongue, and I knew the guy’s name: Peter Washington. From there, it was just a matter of scouring, searching, inspecting, collecting; a long process, but one I’ve done thousands of times. My favorite way to address the metaphor is to imagine myself with a light-weight shoulder bag into which I throw each new discovery, figuring that when the weight gets annoying I’m done.


  Peter has two computers—home, and work. The home computer appeared as a table saw; all I had to do was turn it on. The work computer was an icicle, and, after playing around a bit, I licked it like a kid, and that did the trick. I checked his email on both, but the only thing worth making a note of were his plans for the next couple of days. He had some porn on his home computer (like, who doesn’t?), but nothing that was important enough to him for me to exploit.


  Then it was time to hunt for switches.


  Human beings never stop generating sense memories tied to a moment of precise emotion. You remember that song that makes you think of your first lover? How about the smell of your first new car? If you have a passion for, say, horse racing, how many sounds, sights, and smells go with that, and how do they make you feel? We’re constantly creating new switches, but the most reliable ones are generated between the ages of four and nine. That’s when we lock in the scent of our mother’s hair, or the roughness of grampa’s beard, or the sound of a favorite lullaby, or the smell of sawdust as daddy works on a project, or, well, dozens of others. I spent my time looking and sniffing around that area of Mr. Washington’s life.


  He was thirty-one years old, straight, white, originally from New Jersey, and had spent the springs and summers on a farm in Iowa (returning to the usual, “Around here we pronounce it Ohio. Ha ha ha”). He’d majored in business at Kansas State, where he’d also lettered in track, doing the high and low hurdles and anchoring the four by four. I made a note of his college nickname. He was a smart runner; he loved the strategy of racing, as well as the thrill of pushing his body to its limits. The smell of fresh-cut hay made him feel safe; long, slow sunrises woke him up faster than coffee; the taste of salted and buttered corn-on-the-cob right from the field, thrown into boiling water for not more than four minutes, gave him a pleasure almost erotic in its intensity. And here was an odd one: in all of my long life, until now, I had never realized that, on hot nights in the summer, you can sometimes hear corn growing. I mean, literally, actually hear it. Did you know that? Peter Washington did, and he loved that sound.


  I put it in the bag, and continued.


  More of the same—things in his life that meant something emotionally: triggers. Those of us who work with them call them switches. They weren’t hard to find—not when just about any information that is coded in symbol and transmitted from anyone to anyone can make its way into the Garden. It isn’t hard, it’s just tedious.


  I became aware that I was hungry. There are plenty of things to eat in the Garden, but none of them provide nutrition, or do anything about real-world hunger. I decided I was done and opened my eyes.


  I’d spent four hours in the Garden. No wonder I was hungry. After taking care of other biological necessities, I checked the refrigerator and the freezer, and decided that frozen pizza did not sound attractive. After careful consideration for about three seconds, I called my favorite Chinese place that delivered and arranged to have Mongolian beef, hot & sour soup, pot stickers, and chicken fried rice brought to my doorstep. That would take care of food now and later and into tomorrow. Problem solved. When you’ve been around as long as I have, you get good at solving problems. Almost as good as you get at creating them.


  The Pirates game was due to start in a couple of hours, so I set it up to record, feeling all proud of myself for not having forgotten. I checked my email, and Ren had replied with a bunch of cute things and sexual innuendo and in-jokes that are none of your business.


  I seeded what I’d done so far, leaving it as an urn in the atrium, then logged onto the board and put in a pointer to it in the “Meddlework—in Progress” forum. The food showed up, and I ate the soup, the pot-stickers, and a third of the Mongolian Beef. I put the rest in the refrigerator, taking a moment to smile at its door, which a year ago had opened toward the wall. This was better.


  Then I made myself comfortable in my chair, and it was back to the Garden to sort through the switches to figure out which of them might actually be useful. A good number had potential and I discarded the rest. Not that they actually went anywhere except out of my awareness; once something is in the Garden, it’s there forever.


  The next tricky part involved figuring out when and where to approach Washington. For convenience, I’d left his general information as a silver sconce on the wall of the atrium. I put a torch in it and twisted it to lock it in place, and the memories became my own.


  He had tomorrow off, it being the Fourth of July. There’d been email about a gathering with some co-workers to watch fireworks at Knickerbocker Park in Providence. That should do nicely, if I could snag him before he joined up with them; if I had to separate him, it’d be tricky. His friends showing up at the wrong time could blow the whole deal. But the outdoor location gave me some advantages. On the other hand, it can be harder to control things outdoors, especially in crowds. Tough call. Could I predict where he’d be? Or, failing that, could I control it?


  My mind drifted. Washington. Funny name, especially on Independence Day. I hadn’t known General Washington. I’d seen him in camp, and listened to him, but I’d never known him. Or if I had, I’ve forgotten. I knew Tom Paine—I’d even meddled with him, in spite of the group screaming at me. Those memories were hazy. I knew that particular Second had died in the winter of ’77-78, but I couldn’t recall how. And then my next Second had, of course, already been a volunteer, because if you’re going to meddle with Tom Paine over the objections of half the Incrementalists, you’d better be ready to put your body where your switches are.


  That Second survived the war, though it cost me a hand; I remember that much clearly. I could go back and graze the seed of losing it, but that wouldn’t be any fun at all. I know that during the Revolutionary War I called myself Carter. I didn’t start going by Phil until the Civil War, which knocked all the emotional power of the Revolutionary War right out of my head. I mean, those memories are still there, but going through the Civil War was like no other experience. To this day, when I need an example or a metaphor, the Civil War is the first thing that comes to mind.


  I was with Sherman when Cleburn held us off at Tunnel Hill at the north end of Missionary Ridge, and I took a minié-ball in the eye and it took me longer to die than you’d think, but when I came back out of stub I learned that we’d carried the day, and my next Second was in the Army of the James and nine months later we marched right into fucking Richmond with the fucking flag, and I watched it being raised with the band playing the Star Spangled Fucking Banner, thank you very much. That memory still chokes me up, even after all this time.


  So many memories. After a while, you know, you don’t even try to keep them straight, and sometimes you realize that the image in your head of running in terror from a Civil War skirmish was actually something that happened in Gaul 1900 years ago. Now that is a strange feeling.


  And yet, really, very little of my time has been spent as a soldier. I’ve never liked being a soldier. I’ve never liked fighting. It just isn’t what I’m good at. I was drafted during World War II and sent to Europe, and I suppose you could say I saw some combat, but I never fired my carbine, and no one ever shot at me as far as I know. My keenest memory of that war is when it was over and we thought they were going to send us to invade Russia. We put together some demonstrations, though World War II historians like to forget about those. I don’t know if they did any good, but we were never sent in, and then that asshole Patton was killed by a truck driven by a guy named Thompson, who shouldn’t be blamed for it. All the witnesses agree it was a fluke accident. That’s the last time I used meddlework to take a human life, and Patton deserved it but Thompson didn’t. I wish I hadn’t done it. I never seeded any of that until now. I’m sorry, Jimmy.


  One thing about the Garden: if you spend a long time there at once, it’s hard to stay focused; the memories are just all around you, and even if you don’t specifically graze, sometimes they sneak in.


  Christ. Not my fault the guy’s name was Washington.


  Okay, Phil: Stay with it. What’s he like—this Washington, the one in the here and now? He’s patient, methodical, careful. He drinks top-shelf rum, and it is possible he could be induced to drink it to excess, if that would do any good. Have to be careful not to get the poor bastard a DUI if I do that, though.


  Hmmm. But he is methodical. He’ll arrive early, to try to get a good spot for him and his buddies. They will be expecting him to do that. I will almost certainly have a few minutes with him alone. A few minutes is all I need. Just a few minutes to work what Ren had once called magic, and gone before his friends got there and interrupted it with God knows what results. Unpredictability in the middle of meddlework is not a good thing. A few memories of unpleasant results of that demanded attention, and I told them to shut up and let me work.


  I selected the switches I’d actually use, and considered how I was going to set them up. Finding him in the park I could do—any preparation to the park itself that would require exact knowledge of where he’d be was out of the question.


  By the time I’d completed the plan, I was mentally exhausted, though physically still fine. I opened my eyes, letting the Garden dissolve. I thought about a nap, but then realized that most stores would be closed tomorrow, so any errands would need to be run today. While my resolve was still firm, I put on my cap and walked out of the house.


  It was about a hundred and five degrees outside, but it was a dry heat, so it felt like a hundred and four. In spite of the reflector, the inside of my Prius was not pleasant. I turned on the a/c and went back inside while it did its job. I drank some water, because that’s what you do when you’re about to set off into an environment in which man was not intended to survive. Funny, I remember adobe houses, and times when finding shade, or a sudden cool breeze, or a cloud felt like salvation. But now I’m used to air conditioning, and I don’t really remember how I managed to live through the 2000 years—not to mention the previous 38,000 my Primary has been around—before it was invented. Anyway, this is better. While the car cooled, I phoned some liquor stores, and managed to find one not too far away that had what I needed.


  By then I figured the car was cool enough. I got in and headed out. An In and Out Burger off the 15 tempted me briefly, but I had leftover Chinese waiting for me, so I was virtuous. It was a short trip, and I came back thirty-five dollars poorer, but with a bottle of Ron Diplomático Reserva Exclusiva. I opened it and poured some into a hip flask. By that time, it was already getting dark, which meant the Pirates game was over. I heated up the rest of the Mongolian beef and watched the game, fast-forwarding through the commercials. It was exactly my kind of game—a nail-biter, finally won by McCutchen’s walk-off home run. Gotta love a good ball game. Somewhere, deep, deep inside of me, I’m sure a guy named Chuck Purcell was pleased.


  Okay, enough fucking around, Phil. You have meddlework to do tomorrow; let’s get ready.


  I opened up my oversized hall cupboard and checked through it. I keep a lot of things there: various oils, scents, and the raw materials for more. I had fresh-cut grass, but I didn’t have any fresh-cut hay. I made a mental note to acquire some; that’s a pretty common switch. I dug around some more. Finding things in the Garden is easier. Eventually, I came up with some sweet william, and spent a couple of hours making perfume (not that hard, it just takes distilled water, a scent, and a lot of care), then diluting it. Usually, with switches, less is more. On a hunch, I also put together the smell of an old diesel engine: a combination of diesel and burning motor oil.


  I cut a couple of 1-inch squares out of a sponge, and poured tiny amounts of scent into each. A casual hand into a pocket, a squeeze, and they’d be on my hand.


  So much for the smells.


  Not much I could do with visuals out in a park.


  I reviewed the sound options, sighed, and downloaded what I needed onto my iPhone.


  I called it done. I stretched, loosening up my back, hips and shoulders. I made sure everything was in a nice pile on top of my cap so I wouldn’t forget anything. Then I checked the TV listings and grumbled. Last year over the Fourth of July weekend there’d been a “Shadow Unit” marathon, but I’d had no time to watch it. This year I had time, but I could only choose among “NCIS” or “Dallas” or a sci-fi show that I’d already seen a dozen times. I’d have liked to curl up next to Ren and watch something mindless, but it wasn’t any fun by myself. I went to bed.


  The Fourth of July in Las Vegas was only in the mid-80’s when I got up, and my swamp cooler was handling it like a champ. Shower, shave, coffee, check the boards, set up to record the game. I had time to head to The Palms and play some poker, but decided not to—I wanted my mind sharp for the meddlework. I had fried rice for breakfast and went over the approach I’d take, the switches, the delivery. I put on my pants with the big, loose pockets, so I could drive and walk without accidentally squeezing the sponges. It made me look a bit like a dork, but only a bit.


  By mid-afternoon, it had clouded over, and it looked like we might get rain. I hoped that didn’t mean Pete was going to cancel. I went into the bathroom and put on a bit of make-up so I could pass for ten years younger, then went to the entryway where there is a small table opposite my painting of “Dog Painting Coolidges Playing Poker.” From the table I put the flask in one back pocket, the iPhone in another, the sponge with the sweet william in my left-hand pocket, the other perfume in my right. There I was, ready to meddle. The air around me smelled cleaner, the outlines of objects a bit sharper. It’s funny how having all of my switches ready to use on the Focus is, itself, a switch for me. I was no longer nervous; I was ready.


  I put on my cap, picked up my keys, and headed out the door.


  I got onto the 15, taking it north to 95, which took me most of the way to Providence—a “gated community” that had generously opened itself up so us poor and disadvantaged types could enjoy fireworks at their park. I wondered if they’d spray it down once we left. The drive took about forty minutes, which still got me there early. I studied the clouds. Rain would dampen things. Even if the fireworks weren’t cancelled, there is an emotional difference between watching fireworks on a nice night, and getting wet while you watch. And if everything you’re doing is based on emotional subtleties, you can find yourself in trouble just from a bit of rain.


  I watched the sky.


  It wasn’t hard finding the park. From what I could tell, it was a nice park: they had a dog area that made me miss Susi, which made me miss Ren; they had a baseball diamond that was, at present, occupied with fireworks preparations; they had a lot of what I’m sure they called “natural terrain;” they had a picnic area; and they had a parking lot that was filling up fast. I was looking around for a good vantage point from which to see as much of the lot as possible, when a light green 2011 Acura pulled up. And there he was.


  How many of these had I done? Certainly it was in the tens of thousands. And still, my heart still gives a flutter when I first set eyes on the Focus. I was about to meddle with him, to change him, to alter him. If I messed up, not only would the project fail, but I’d leave him worse instead of better. If that sort of thing didn’t matter to me, I couldn’t have been the sort of person who’d have been recruited to do this work in the first place; I’d have been a shoemaker in Judea, lived a life, and died.


  In exchange for the possibilities of immortality, you get the possibility of fucking things up, and having to live with that the rest of your lives. Yeah, it’s a good trade; but never think we don’t care.


  He got out, stretched, and removed a lawn chair, a blanket, and a cooler from his trunk. He still looked in pretty good shape—tall and sort of lanky; a bit like me, now that I think of it. But my hair is longer.


  The lawn chair had a sort of ribbon on it, so he could haul it over his shoulder, put the blanket over the other shoulder, and use both hands for the cooler. That’s the sort of guy he was. He set off, and I followed him. He was wearing dark blue shorts, a sleeveless white T-shirt, and a hat that made me think of Colonel Blake on MASH. It was not, let us say, his usual outfit.


  There was a big field between the parking lot and the baseball diamond, and he found a spot in it as close to the diamond as they were letting people. I walked up to him as he was spreading out the blanket, put a somewhat puzzled, hesitant look on my face, and said, “Slippy?”


  His head whipped around—pleased, then confused. “I—”


  “Phil,” I said, smiling and extending my hand. “Kansas State. I’m a track fan. Saw all of your meets. We never met, but I’d recognize you anywhere.”


  He took my hand, smiling. His handshake was strong, and I liked it that he didn’t pretend to know me. “You live in Vegas?” he asked me.


  “I do. Near Arville and Trop. You?”


  “Right here in Providence.”


  “Nice!” I said. “You must be doing well.”


  “I worked for Wachovia. Wells Fargo now.”


  “Ah. That’s gotta keep you busy.”


  “Reminds me of the Las Vegas cocktail waitress joke. You know it?”


  “Too many cocktail waitresses,” I said.


  He grinned, and I put my hand in my back pocket and turned on my iPhone. It was soft. So soft, you could hardly hear it: John Denver singing “Rocky Mountain High.” The hardest part of this job is when you have to deal with things like that. But one man’s slap is another man’s switch; what can you do?


  “Beer?” he said.


  “Love one.”


  He opened the cooler and got me out a Coors Light. I popped it, held it up like I was toasting him, and drank. The things I do for the world that the world will never know.


  The temperature had crept up a bit, but was still a quite tolerable 90 or so. Meanwhile, the place was filling up, and his friends might be along any minute.


  I got out my hip flask and held it out for him. “Like rum?” I said.


  “If it’s good,” he said, but accepted it. He tasted, and a delighted grin came over his face. I had some too, to be sociable. I’m not a rum guy, but it was better than the Coors. I handed it back to him, and, while he drank, I put my free hand in my pocket. I squeezed the sponge with the sweet william perfume, and casually wiped my hand on my shirt.


  I studied him, gauging where he was. There should be a good quantity of oxytocin running through his system by now, not to mention a bit of alcohol. Enough? Maybe. I turned so we were both facing where the fireworks would be, shoulder to shoulder. I matched the way his shoulders hunched and the way he stood, one leg forward a bit, knees almost locked—not enough for him to think I was mocking him, but enough to tell his subconscious that I was his kind of people.


  “Those were some days, weren’t they? You were a helluva runner, man.”


  He nodded and smiled.


  “Smart, too,” I added. “You knew how to plan a race. There’s more to a footrace than flat-out speed, and I like the way you approached it.”


  I hadn’t actually known any of that before grazing for his switches; but he was pleased. “You have to stick around and meet the boys,” he said.


  “Maybe,” I told him. “I’ve got a few people showing up.”


  He wasn’t married, and he wasn’t happy about that, so I was careful not to make one of my imaginary people an imaginary wife. He nodded and I handed him the flask again. That was enough. Alcohol and oxytocin can complement each other, but the effects can become unpredictable. And those of us who do this don’t like unpredictable.


  I said, “Who are the people you’re meeting?”


  “Some guys from work.”


  “Bankers,” I said. “Exciting crowd, eh?”


  He chuckled. “They can be more fun than you’d think.”


  “Yeah? What do you do there?”


  “Mortgages.”


  “Ah. Not a lot of those these days.”


  “Well, and foreclosures.”


  “Oh! That’d keep you busy.”


  It started raining a little. We both ignored it.


  “Yeah, it does.”


  “What’s it like?” I asked him.


  “Hmmm?”


  “What’s it like, working on foreclosures?”


  “Masses of paperwork. I mean, masses of paperwork. I don’t handle it directly, I supervise. But you wouldn’t believe the red tape, the legalities, the forms.”


  “Yeah. A guy I went to high school with just had his farm foreclosed on.” Okay, the time for subtlety was over; make it or break it right now. “Do you ever think about it?”


  “About what?”


  I put my left hand into my pants pocket, squeezed the other sponge, put the diluted scent of an old diesel engine onto my hand, and wiped it on my shirt. I brought my right hand up and playfully pushed at his head. It’s a delicate thing, that push. Do it wrong, and all of a sudden your usual heterosexual male starts feeling vaguely threatened, or at least uncomfortable. Do it right, and it’s a sort of friendly teasing gesture that permits you to brush your finger past his temple.


  “About throwing people out of their houses.”


  He was quiet for a long time after that.


  It’s a strange thing. If you’re going to have a job like Pete’s, you must have defenses. Layers of them. First, you concentrate on the tasks, ignoring as much as you can the end result. But more, you have to have built up justifications and arguments enough to keep you going in to work every day—in fact to keep you not bothered by going in to work every day. By any reasonable measure, someone doing that can’t have a conscience about it.


  But somewhere, under the walls and layers and defenses, there’s the guy who went to college, who lettered in track, who wanted that girl to notice him. And still further under, there’s the boy who loved fresh corn-on-the-cob, who spent hours watching his grampa work on the tractor, who played with his cousins in spring woods full of sweet william.


  He’s in there somewhere. You just have to find him.


  The rain came down—light, but steady.


  He said, “But what could I do?”


  “You could walk the line,” I said. “Between delaying and sabotaging the foreclosures, and going so far you get fired. You’re in a position to do that. And not only that, but you’d enjoy the game.”


  He stared at me.


  I smiled. I was facing him now, and I reached out and, once more, lightly touched his temple with a finger. “You’ve been thinking about it anyway. You might not have been aware of it, but somewhere inside you’ve been thinking how much fun it would be to gum up the works, just a little.”


  Yeah, just a little.


  That’s where I left him. He was thinking about it, but I knew it had worked.


  Two weeks later, Ren was back.


  She was curled up in my arms, her hand on my chest, and I was enjoying her touch and the way the sweat was drying on me. Susi scratched at the door.


  “What the other Washington did was big,” I said. “But some people, like me and Peter, are just cut out for little things.”


  “Unlike Oskar,” she said.


  I nodded, and her head bounced a bit on my chest. “Oskar wants to see the whole banking structure come tumbling down and the wealth divided. But Pete and I don’t work on that scale.”


  “I don’t either,” she said.


  “I know.”


  “There are, like, nine homes on this block about to be foreclosed on. You gave some of them more time, and maybe now they won’t be. I think that’s a win.”


  “Yeah.” I pulled her closer. “I’m not saying it’s good. I’m saying it’s better than nothing.”


  “It’s better,” she agreed. “What did you do after you left him?”


  “About what you’d expect,” I said. “Found myself a decent beer, missed you a lot, and watched the fireworks in the rain.”


  THE THIRD LEVEL


  Jack Finney


  The presidents of the New York Central and the New York, New Haven and Hartford railroads will swear on a stack of timetables that there are only two. But I say there are three, because I’ve been on the third level at Grand Central Station. Yes, I’ve taken the obvious step: I talked to a psychiatrist friend of mine, among others. I told him about the third level at Grand Central Station, and he said it was a waking-dream wish fulfillment. He said I was unhappy. That made my wife kind of mad, but he explained that he meant the modern world is full of insecurity, fear, war, worry, and all the rest of it, and that I just want to escape. Well, hell, who doesn’t? Everybody I know wants to escape, but they don’t wander down into any third level at Grand Central Station.


  But that’s the reason, he said, and my friends all agreed. Everything points to it, they claimed. My stamp collecting, for example—that’s a “temporary refuge from reality.” Well, maybe, but my grandfather didn’t need any refuge from reality; things were pretty nice and peaceful in his day, from all I hear, and he started my collection. It’s a nice collection, too, blocks of four of practically every U.S. issue, first-day covers, and so on. President Roosevelt collected stamps, too, you know.


  Any way, here’s what happened at Grand Central. One night last summer I worked late at the office. I was in a hurry to get uptown to my apartment, so I decided to subway from Grand Central because it’s faster than the bus.


  Now, I don’t know why this should have happened to me. I’m just an ordinary guy named Charley, thirty-one years old, and I was wearing a tan gabardine suit and a straw hat with a fancy band—I passed a dozen men who looked just like me. And I wasn’t trying to escape from anything; I just wanted to get home to Louisa, my wife.


  I turned into Grand Central form Vanderbilt Avenue and went down the steps to the first level, where you take trains like the Twentieth Century. Then I walked down another flight to the second level, where the suburban trains leave from, ducked into an arched doorway heading for the subway—and got lost. That’s easy to do. I’ve been in and out of Grand Central hundreds of times, but I’m always bumping into new doorways and stairs and corridors. Once I got into a tunnel about a mile long and came out in the lobby of the Roosevelt Hotel. Another time I came up in an office building on Forty-sixth Street, three blocks away.


  Sometimes I think Grand Central is growing like a tree, pushing out new corridors and staircases like roots. There’s probably a long tunnel that nobody knows about feeling its way under the city right now, on its way to Times Square, and maybe another to Central Park. And maybe—because for so many people through the years Grand Central has been an exit, a way of escape—maybe that’s how the tunnel I got into … but I never told my psychiatrist friend about that idea.


  The corridor I was in began angling left and slanting downward and I thought that was wrong, but I kept on walking. All I could hear was the empty sound of my own footsteps and I didn’t pass a soul. Then I heard that sort of hollow roar ahead that means open space, and people talking. Then tunnel turned sharp left; I went down a short flight of stairs and came out on the third level at Grand Central Station. For just a moment I thought I was back on the second level, but I saw the room was smaller, there were fewer ticket windows and train gates, and the information booth in the center was wood and old-looking. And the man in the booth wore a green eyeshade and long black sleeve-protectors. The lights were dim and sort of flickering. Then I saw why: they were open-flame gaslights.


  There were brass spittoons on the floor, and across the station a glint of light caught my eye: a man was pulling a gold watch from his vest pocket. He snapped open the cover, glanced at his watch, and frowned. He wore a dirty hat, a black four-button suit with tiny lapels, and he had a big, black, handle-bar mustache. Then I looked around and saw that everyone in the station was dressed like 1890 something; I never saw so many beards, sideburns and fancy mustaches in my life. A woman walked in through the train gate; she wore a dress with leg-of-mutton sleeves and skirts to the top of her high-buttoned shoes. Back of her, out on the tracks, I caught a glimpse of a locomotive, a very small Currier & Ives locomotive with a funnel-shaped stack. And then I knew.


  To make sure, I walked over to a newsboy and glanced at the stack of papers at his feet. It was the World; and the World hasn’t been published for years. The lead story said something about President Cleveland. I’ve found that front page since, in the Public Library files, and it was printed June 11, 1894.


  I turned toward the ticket windows knowing that here—on the third level at Grand Central—I could buy tickets that would take Louisa and me anywhere in the United States we wanted to go. In the year 1894. And I wanted two tickets to Galesburg, Illinois.


  Have you ever been there? It’s a wonderful town still, with big old farm houses, huge lawns, and tremendous trees whose branches meet overhead and roof the streets. And in 1894, summer evenings were twice as long, and people sat out on their lawns, the men smoking cigars and talking quietly, the women waving palm-leaf fans, with the fireflies all around, in a peaceful world. To be back there with the First World War still twenty years off, and World War II over forty years in the future … I wanted two tickets for that.


  The clerk figured the fare—he glanced at my fancy hatband, but he figured the fare—and I had enough for two coach tickets, one way. But when I counted out the money and looked up, the clerk was staring at me. He nodded at the bills. “That ain’t money, mister,” he said, “and if you’re trying to skin me you won’t get very far,” and he glanced at the cash drawer beside him. Of course the money was old-style bills, half again as big as the money we use nowadays, and different-looking. I turned away and got out fast. There’s nothing nice about jail, even in 1894.


  And that was that. I left the same way I came, I suppose. Next day, during lunch hour, I drew $300 out of the bank, nearly all we had, and bought old-style currency (that really worried my psychiatrist friend). You can buy old money at most any coin dealer’s, but you have to pay a premium. My $300 bought less than $200 in old-style bills, but I didn’t care; eggs were thirteen cents a dozen in 1894.


  But I’ve never again found the corridor that leads to the third level at Grand Central Station, although I’ve tried often enough.


  Louisa was pretty worried when I told her all this and didn’t want me to look for the third level any more, and after a while I stopped; I went back to my stamps. But now we’re both looking, every weekend, because now we have proof that the third level is still there. My friend Sam Weiner disappeared! Nobody knew where, but I sort of suspected because Sam’s a city boy, and I used to tell him about Galesburg—I went to school there—and he always said he liked the sound of the place. And that’s where he is, all right. In 1894.


  Because one night, fussing with my stamp collection, I found—well, do you know what a first-day cover is? When a new stamp is issued, stamp collectors buy some and use them to mail envelopes to themselves on the very first day of sale; and the postmark proves the dates. The envelope is called a first-day cover. They’re never opened; you just put blank paper in the envelope.


  That night, among my oldest first-day covers, I found one that shouldn’t have been there. But there it was. It was there because someone had mailed it to my grandfather at his home in Galesburg; that’s what the address on the envelope said. And it had been there since July 1894—the postmark showed that—yet I didn’t remember it at all. The stamp was a six-cent, dull brown, with a picture of President Garfield. Naturally, when the envelope came to Granddad in the mail, it went right into his collection and stayed there—till I took it out and opened it.


  The paper inside wasn’t blank. It read:


  941 Willard Street


  Galesburg, Illinois


  July 18, 1894


  Charley:


  I got to wishing that you were right. Then I got to believing you were right. And, Charley, it’s true: I found the third level! I’ve been here two weeks, and right now, down the street at the Daly’s, someone is playing a piano, and they’re all out on the front porch singing “Seeing Nellie Home”. And I’m invited over for lemonade. Come on back, Charley and Louisa. Keep looking till you find the third level. It’s worth it, believe me!


  The note is signed Sam.


  At the stamp and coin store I go to, I found out that Sam bought $800 worth of old style currency. That ought to set him up in a nice little hay, feed, and grain business; he always said that’s what he really wished he could do, and he certainly can’t go back to his old business. Not in Galesburg, Illinois, in 1894. His old business? Why, Sam was my psychiatrist.


  ASTEROID OF FEAR


  Raymond Z. Gallun


  Farming on an asteroid: The government furnished every would-be settler with a complete kit—machines, shelter, supplies, instructions—everything—but the courage to use it. On a piece of blasted planet John Endlich attempted to build a home for his family. But to do that he had to battle not only hostile nature but his own race and kind.


  The space ship landed briefly, and John Endlich lifted the huge Asteroids Homesteaders Office box, which contained everything from a prefabricated house to toothbrushes for his family, down from the hold-port without help or visible effort.


  In the tiny gravity of the asteroid, Vesta, doing this was no trouble at all. But beyond this point the situation was—bitter.


  His two kids, Bubs, seven, and Evelyn, nine—clad in spacesuits that were slightly oversize to allow for the growth of young bodies—were both bawling. He could hear them through his oxygen-helmet radio-phones.


  Around him, under the airless sky of space, stretched desolation that he’d of course known about beforehand—but which now had assumed that special and terrible starkness of reality.


  At his elbow, his wife, Rose, her heart-shaped face and grey eyes framed by the wide face-window of her armor, was trying desperately to choke back tears, and be brave.


  “Remember—we’ve got to make good here, Johnny,” she was saying. “Remember what the Homesteaders Office people told us—that with modern equipment and the right frame of mind, life can be nice out here. It’s worked on other asteroids. What if we are the first farmers to come to Vesta? . . . Don’t listen to those crazy miners! They’re just kidding us! Don’t listen to them! And don’t, for gosh sakes, get sore . . .”


  Rose’s words were now like dim echoes of his conscience, and of his recent grim determination to master his hot temper, his sensitiveness, his wanderlust, and his penchant for poker and the social glass—qualities of an otherwise agreeable and industrious nature, that, on Earth, had always been his undoing. Recently, back in Illinois, he had even spent six months in jail for all but inflicting murder with his bare fists on a bullying neighbor whom he had caught whipping a horse. Sure—but during those six months his farm, the fifth he’d tried to run in scattered parts of North America, had gone to weeds in spite of Rose’s valiant efforts to take care of it alone . . .


  Oh, yes—the lessons of all that past personal history should be strong in his mind. But now will power and Rose’s frightened tones of wisdom both seemed to fade away in his brain, as jeering words from another source continued to drive jagged splinters into the weakest portion of his soul: ,


  “Hi, you hydroponic pun’kin-head! . . . How yuh like your new claim? . . . Nice, ain’t it? How about some fresh turnips? . . . Good luck, yuh greenhorn . . . Hiyuh, papa! . . . Let the poor dope alone, guys . . . Snooty . . . Won’t take our likker, hunh? Won’t take our money . . . Wifey’s boy! Let’s make him sociable . . . Haw-Haw-haw . . . Hydroponic pun’kin-head! . . .”


  It was a medley of coarse voices and laughter, matching the row of a dozen coarse faces and grins that lined the viewports of the ship. These men were asteroid miners, space-hardened and space-twisted. They’d been back to Earth for a while, to raise hell and freshen up, and spend the money in their then-bulging pockets. Coming out again from Earth, across the orbit of Mars to the asteroid belt, they had had the Endlichs as fellow passengers.


  John Endlich had battled valiantly with his feebler side, and with his social inclinations, all through that long, dreary voyage, to keep clear of the inevitable griefs that were sure to come to a chap like himself from involvement with such characters. In the main, it had been a rather tattered victory. But now, at the final moment of bleak anticlimax, they took their revenge in guffaws and ridicule, hurling the noise at him through the radiophones of the space-suit helmets that they held in their laps—space-suits being always kept handy beneath the traveler-seats of every inter-planetary vessel.


  “. . . Haw-haw-haw! Drop over to our camp sometime for a little drink, and a little game, eh, pantywaist? Taint far. Sure—just drop in on us when the pressure of domesticity in this beootiful country gets you down . . . When the turnips get you down! Haw-haw-haw! . . . Just ask for me—Alf Neely! Haw-haw-haw!”


  Yeah, Alf Neely was the loudest and the ugliest of John Endlich’s baiters. He had gigantic arms and shoulders, small squinty eyes, and a pendulous nose. “Haw-haw-haw! . . .”


  And the others, yelling and hooting, made it a pack: “Man—don’t he wish he was back in Podunk! . . . What!—no tomatas, Dutch? . . . What did they tell yuh back at the Homestead office in Chicago?—that we were in de-ee-esperate need of fresh vegetables out here? Well, where are they, papa? . . . Haw-haw-haw! . . .”


  Under the barrage John Endlich’s last shreds of common-sense were all but blotted out by the red murk of fury. He was small and broad—a stolid-looking thirty-two years old. But now his round and usually placid face was as red as a fiery moon, and his underlip curled in a snarl. He might have taken the savage ribbing more calmly. But there was too much grim fact behind what these asteroid miners said. Besides, out here he had thought that he would have a better chance to lick the weaknesses in himself—because he’d have to work to keep his family alive; because he’d been told that there’d be no one around to distract him from duty. Yah! The irony of that, now, was maddening.


  For the moment John Endlich was speechless and strangled—but like an ignited firecracker. Uhunh—ready to explode.


  His hard body hunched, as if ready to spring. And the baiting waxed louder. It was like the yammering of crows, or the roar of a wild surf in his ears. Then came the last straw. The kids had kept on bawling—more and more violently. But now they got down to verbal explanations of what they thought was the matter:


  “Wa-aa-aa-a-ahh-h! Papa—we wanna-go-o-o—hom-m-mm-e! . . .” The timing could not have been better—or worse. The shrieks and howls of mirth from the miners, a moment ago, were as nothing to what they were now.


  “Ho-ho-ho! Tell it to Daddy, kids! . . . Ho-ho-ho! That was a mouthful . . . Ho-ho-ho-ho! Wow! . . .”


  There is a point at which an extremity of masculine embarrassment can lead to but one thing—mayhem. Whether the latter is to be inflicted on the attacked or the attacker remains the only question mark.


  “I’ll get you, Alf Neely!” Endlich snarled. “Right now! And I’ll get all the rest of you guys!”


  Endlich was hardly lacking in vigor, himself. Like a squat but streamlined fighting rooster, rendered a hundred times more agile by the puny gravity, he would have reached the hold-port threshold in a single lithe skip—had not Rose, despairing, grabbed him around the middle to restrain him. Together they slid several yards across the dried-out surface of the asteroid.


  “Don’t, Johnny—please don’t!” she wailed.


  Her begging could not have stopped him. Nor could her physical interference—for more than an instant. Nor could his conscience, nor his recent determination to keep out of trouble. Not the certainty of being tom limb from limb, and not hell, itself, could have held him back, anymore, then.


  Yet he was brought to a halt. It certainly wasn’t cowardice that accomplished this. No.


  Suddenly there was no laughter among the miners. But in a body they arose from their traveler-seats aboard the ship. Suddenly there was no more humor in their faces beyond the viewports. They were itching to be assaulted. The glitter in Alf Neely’s small eyes was about as reassuring as the glitter in the eyes of a slightly prankish gorilla.


  “We’re waitin’ for yuh, Mr. Civilization,” he rumbled softly.


  After that, all space was still—electrified. The icy stars gleamed in the black sky. The shrunken sun looked on. And John Endlich saw beyond his own murder. To the thought of his kids—and his wife—left alone out here, hundreds of millions of miles from Earth, and real law and order. Coldness crawled into John Endlich’s guts, and seemed to twist steel hooks there, making him sick. The silence of a vacuum, and of unthinkable distances, and of ghostly remains which must be left on this fragment of a world that had blown up, maybe fifty million or more years ago, added its weight to John Endlich’s feelings.


  And for his family, he was scared. What hell could not have accomplished, became fact. His almost suicidal impulse to inflict violence on his tormenters was strangled, bottled-up—brutally repressed, and left to impose the pangs of neurosis on his tormented soul. Narrowing domesticity had won a battle.


  Except, of course, that what he had already said to Alf Neely and Friends was sufficient to start the Juggernaut that they represented, rolling. As he picked himself and Rose up from the ground, he saw that the miners were grimly donning their space-suits, in preparation to their coming out of the ship to lay him low.


  “Oh—tired, hunh, Pun’kin-head?” Alf Neely growled. “It don’t matter, Dutch. We’ll finish you off without you liftin’ a finger!”


  In John Endlich the rage of intolerable insults still seethed. But there was no question, now, of outcome between it and the brassy taste of danger on his tongue. He knew that even knuckling down, and changing from man to worm to take back his fighting words, couldn’t do any good. He felt like a martyr, left with his family in a Roman arena, while the lions approached. His butchery was as good as over . . .


  Reprieve came presumably by way of the good-sense of the pilot of the space ship. The hold-port was closed abruptly by a mechanism that could be operated only from the main control-board. The rocket jets of the craft emitted a single weak burst of flame. Like a boulder grown agile and flighty, the ship leaped from the landscape, and arced outward toward the stars, to curve around the asteroid and disappear behind the scene’s jagged brim. The craft had gone to make its next and final stop—among the air-domes of the huge mining camp on the other side of Vesta—the side of tom rocks and rich radioactive ores.


  But before the ship had vanished from sight, John Endlich heard Alf Neely’s grim promise in his helmet radiophones: “We’ll be back tonight, Greenhorn. Lots of times we work night-shift—when it’s daytime on this side of Vesta. We’ll be free. Stick around. I’ll rub what’s left of you in the dust of your claim!”


  Endlich was alone, then, with the fright in his wife’s eyes, the squalling of his children, and his own abysmal disgust and worry.


  For once he ceased to be a gentle parent. “Bubs! Evelyn!” he snapped. “Shud-d-d—up-p-p! . . .”


  The startled silence which ensued was his first personal victory on Vesta. But the silence, itself, was an insidious enemy. It made his ears ring. It made even his audible pulsebeats seem to ache. It bored into his nerves like a drill. When, after a moment, Rose spoke quaveringly, he was almost grateful:


  “What do we do, Johnny? We’ve still got to do what we’re supposed to do, don’t we?”


  Whereupon John Endlich allowed himself the luxury and the slight relief of a torrent of silent cussing inside his head. Damn the obvious questions of women! Damn the miners. Damn the A.H.O.—the Asteroids Homesteaders Office—and their corny slogans and posters, meant to hook suckers like himself! Damn his own dumb hide! Damn the mighty urge to get drunk! Damn all the bitter circumstances that made doing so impossible. Damn! Damn! Damn!


  Finished with this orgy, he said meekly: “I guess so, Hon.”


  All members of the Endlich family had been looking around them at the weird Vestal landscape. Through John Endlich’s mind again there flashed a picture of what this asteroid was like. At the Asteroids Homesteaders’ School in Chicago, where his dependents and he had been given several weeks of orientation instruction, suitable to their separate needs, he had been shown diagrams and photographs of Vesta. Later, he had of course seen it from space.


  It was not round, like a major planet or most moons. Rather, it was like a bomb-fragment; or even more like a shard of a gigantic broken vase. It was several hundred miles long, and half as thick. One side of it—this side—was curved; for it had been a segment of the surface of the shattered planet from which all of the asteroids had come. The other side was jagged and broken, for it had been tom from the mesoderm of that tortured mother world.


  From the desolation of his own thoughts, in which the ogre-form of Alf Neely lurked with its pendent promise of catastrophe soon to come, and from his own view of other desolation all around him, John Endlich was suddenly distracted by the comments of his kids. All at once, conforming to the changeable weather of children’s natures regardless of circumstance, their mood had once more turned bright and adventurous.


  “Look, Pop,” Bubs chirped, his round red face beaming now from his helmet face-window, in spite of his undried tears. “This land all around here was fields once! You can even see the rows of some kind of stubble! Like corn-stubble! And over there’s a—a—almost like a fence! An’ up there is hills with trees on ’em—some of ‘em not even knocked over. But everything is all dried-out and black and grey and dead! Gosh!”


  “We can see all that, Dopey!” Evelyn, who was older, snapped at Bubs. “We know that something like people lived on a regular planet here, awful long ago. Why don’t you look over the other way? There’s the house—and maybe the barn and the sheds and the old garden!”


  Bubs turned around. His eyes got very big. “Oh! O-ooh-h-h!” he gasped in wonder. “Top! Mom! Look! Don’t you see? . . .”


  “Yeah, we see, Bubs,” John Endlich answered.


  For a long moment he’d been staring at those blocklike structures. One—maybe the house—was of grey stone. It had odd, triangular windows, which may once have been glazed. Some of the others were of a blackened material—perhaps cellulose. Wood, that is. All of the buildings were pushed askew, and partly crumpled from top to bottom, like great cardboard cartons that had been half crushed.


  Endlich’s imagination seemed forced to follow a groove, trying to picture that last terrible moment, fifty-million years ago. Had the blast been caused by natural atomic forces at the heart of the planet, as one theory claimed? Or had a great bomb, as large as an oversized meteor, come self-propelled from space, to bury itself deep in that ancient world? A world as big as Mars, its possible enemy—whose weird inhabitants had been wiped out, in a less spectacular way, perhaps in the same conflict?


  Endlich’s mind grabbed at that brief instant of explosion. The awful jolt, which must have ended all consciousness, and all capacity for eyes to see what followed. Perhaps there was a short and terrible passing of flame. But in swift seconds, great chunks of the planet’s crust must have been hurled outward. In a moment the flame must have died, dissipated with the suddenly vanishing atmosphere, into the cold vacuum of the void. Almost instantly, the sky, which had been deep blue before, must have turned to its present black, with the voidal stars blazing. There had been no air left to sustain combustion, so buildings and trees had not continued to bum, if there had been time at all to ignite them. And, with the same swiftness, all remaining artifacts and surface features of this chip of a world’s crust that was Vesta, had been plunged into the dual preservatives of the interplanetary regions—deepfreeze and all but absolute dryness. Yes—the motion of the few scattered molecules in space was very fast—indicating a high temperature. But without substance to be hot, there can be no heat. And so few molecules were there in the void, that while the concept of a “hot” space remained true, it became tangled at once with the fact that a practically complete vacuum can have practically no temperature. Which meant—again in practice—all but absolute zero.


  John Endlich knew. He’d heard the lectures at the Homesteaders’ School. Here was a ghost-land, hundreds of square miles in extent—a region that had been shifted in a few seconds, from the full prime of life and motion, to moveless and timeless silence. It was like the mummy of a man. In its presence there was a chill, a revulsion, and yet a fascination.


  The kids continued to jabber—more excitedly now than before. “Pop! Mom!” Bubs urged. “Let’s go look inside them buildings! Maybe the things are still there! The people, I mean. All black and dried up, like the one in the showcase at school; four tentacles they had instead of arms and legs, the teacher said!”


  “Sure! Let’s go!” Evelyn joined in. “I’m not scared to!”


  Yeah, kids’ tastes could be pretty gruesome. When you thought most that you had to shelter them from horror, they were less bothered by it than you were. John Endlich’s lips made a sour line.


  “Stay here, the pair of you!” Rose ordered.


  “Aw—Mom—” Evelyn began to protest.


  “You heard me the first time,” their mother answered.


  John Endlich moved to the great box, which had come with them from Earth. The nervous tension that tore at him—unpleasant and chilling, driving him toward straining effort—was more than the result of the shameful and embarrassing memory of his very recent trouble with Alf Neely and Companions, and the certainty of more trouble to come from that source. For there was another and even worse enemy. Endlich knew what it was—


  The awful silence.


  He still looked shamefaced and furious; but now he felt a gentler sharing of circumstances. “We’ll let the snooping go till later, kids,” he growled. “Right now we gotta do what we gotta do—”


  The youngsters seemed to join up with his mood. As he tore the pinchbar, which had been conveniently attached to the side of the box, free of its staples, and proceeded to break out supplies, their whimsical musings fell close to what he was thinking.


  “Vesta,” Evelyn said. “They told us at school—remember? Vesta was the old Roman goddess of hearth and home. Funny—hunh—Dad?”


  Bubs’ fancy was vivid, too. “Look, Pop!” he said again, pointing to a ribbon of what might be concrete, cracked and crumpled as by a terrific quake, curving away toward the hills, and the broken mountains beyond. “That was a road! Can’t you almost hear some kinda cars and trucks goin’ by?”


  John Endlich’s wife, helping him open the great box, also had things to say, in spite of the worry showing in her face. She touched the dessicated soil with a gauntleted hand. “Johnny,” she remarked wonderingly. “You can see the splash-marks of the last rain that ever fell here—”


  “Yeah,” Endlich growled without any further comment. Inside himself, he was fighting the battle of lost things. The blue sky. The shifting beauty of clouds in sunshine. The warm whisper of wind in trees. The rattle of traffic. The babble of water. The buzz of insects. The smell of flowers. The sight of grass waving . . . In short, all the evidences of life.


  “A lot of things that was here once, we’ll bring back, won’t we, Pop?” Bubs questioned with astonishing maturity.


  “Hope so,” John Endlich answered, keeping his doubts hidden behind gruffness. Maybe it was a grim joke that here and now every force in himself was concentrated on substantial objectives—to the exclusion of his defects. The drive in him was to end the maddening silence, and to rub out the mood of harsh barrenness, and his own aching homesickness, by struggling to bring back a little beauty of scenery, and a little of living motion. It was a civilized urge, a home-building urge, maybe a narrow urge. But how could anybody stand being here very long, unless such things were done? If they ever could be. Maybe, willfully, he had led himself into a grimmer trap than it had even seemed to be—or than he had ever wanted . . .


  Inside his space suit, he had begun to sweat furiously. And it was more because of the tension of his nerves than because of the vigor with which he plied his pinchbar, doing the first task which had to be done. Steel ribbons were snapped, nails were yanked silently from the great box, boards were jerked loose.


  In another minute John Endlich and his wife were setting up an airtight tent, which, when the time came, could be inflated from compressed-air bottles. They worked somewhat awkwardly, for their instruction period had been brief, and they were green; but the job was speedily finished. The first requirement—shelter—was assured.


  Digging again into the vast and varied contents of the box, John Endlich found some things he had not expected—a fine rifle, a pistol and ammunition. At which moment an ironic imp seemed to sit on his shoulder, and laugh derisively. Umhm-m—the Asteroids Homesteaders Office had filled these boxes according to a precise survey of the needs of a peaceful settler on Vesta.


  It was like Bubs, with the inquisitiveness of a seven-year-old, to ask: “What did they think we needed guns for, when they knew there was no rabbits to shoot at?”


  “I guess they kind of suspected there’d be guys like Alf Neely, son,” John Endlich answered dryly. “Even if they didn’t tell us about it.”


  The next task prescribed by the Homesteaders’ School was to secure a supply of air and water in quantity. Again, following the instructions they had received, the Endlichs uncrated and set up an atom-driven drill. In an hour it had bored to a depth of five-hundred feet. Hauling up the drill, Endlich lowered an electric heating unit on a cable from an atomic power-cell, and then capped the casing pipe.


  Yes, strangely enough there was still sufficient water beneath the surface of Vesta. Its parent planet, like the Earth, had had water in its crust, that could be tapped by means of wells. And so suddenly had Vesta been chilled in the cold of space at the time of the parent body’s explosion, that this water had not had a chance to dissipate itself as vapor into the void, but had been frozen solid. The drying soil above it had formed a tough shell, which had protected the ice beneath from disappearance through sublimation . . .


  Drill down to it, melt it with heat, and it was water again, ready to be pumped and put to use.


  And water, by electrolysis, was also an easy source of oxygen to breathe . . . The soil, once thawed over a few acres, would also yield considerable nitrogen and carbon dioxide—the makings of many cubic meters of atmosphere. The A. H. O. survey expeditions, here on Vesta and on other similar asteroids which were crustal chips of the original planet, had done their work well, pathfinding a means of survival here.


  When John Endlich pumped the first turbid liquid, which immediately froze again in the surface cold, he might, under other, better circumstances, have felt like cheering. His well was a success. But his tense mind was racing far ahead to all the endless tasks that were yet to be done, to make any sense at all out of his claim. Besides, the short day—eighteen hours long instead of twenty-four, and already far advanced at the time of his tumultuous landing—was drawing to a close.


  “It’ll be dark here mighty quick, Johnny,” Rose said. She was looking scared, again.


  John Endlich considered setting up floodlights, and working on through the hours of darkness. But such lights would be a dangerous beacon for prowlers; and when you were inside their area of illumination, it was difficult to see into the gloom beyond.


  Still, one did not know if the mask of darkness did not afford a greater invitation to those with evil intent. For a long moment, Endlich was in an agony of indecision. Then he said:


  “We’ll knock off from work now—get in the tent, eat supper, maybe sleep . . .”


  But he was remembering Neely’s promise to return tonight.


  In another minute the small but dazzling sun had disappeared behind the broken mountains, as Vesta, unspherical and malformed, tumbled rather than rotated on its center of gravity. And several hours later, amid heavy cooking odors inside the now inflated plastic bubble that was the tent, Endlich was sprawled on his stomach, unable, through well-founded worry, even to remove his space suit or to allow his family to do so, though there was breathable air around them. They lay with their helmet face-windows open. Rose and Evelyn breathed evenly in peaceful sleep.


  Bubs, trying to be very much a man, battled slumber and yawns, and kept his dad company with scraps of conversation. “Let ’em come, Pop,” he said cheerfully. “Hope they do. We’ll shoot ’em all. Won’t we, pop? You got the rifle and the pistol ready, Pop . . .”


  Yes, John Endlich had his guns ready beside him, all right—for what it was worth. He wished wryly that things could be as simple as his hero-worshipping son seemed to think. Thank the Lord that Bubs was so trusting, for his own peace of mind—the prankish and savage nature of certain kinds of men, being what it was. For John Endlich, having been, on occasion, mildly kindred to such men, was well able to understand that nature. And understanding, now, chilled his blood.


  Peering from the small plastic windows of the tent, he kept watching for hulking black shapes to silhouette themselves against the stars. And he listened on his helmet phones, for scraps of telltale conversation, exchanged by short-range radio by men in space armor. Once, he thought he heard a grunt, or a malicious chuckle. But it may have been just vagrant static.


  Otherwise, from all around, the stillness of the vacuum was absolute. It was unnerving. On this airless piece of a planet, an enemy could sneak up on you, almost without stealth.


  Against that maddening silence, however, Bubs presently had a helpful and unprompted suggestion: “Hey, Pop!” he whispered hoarsely. “Put the side of your helmet against the tent-floor, and listen!”


  John Endlich obeyed his kid. In a second cold sweat began to break out on his body, as intermittent thudding noises reached his ear. In the absence of an atmosphere sounds could still be transmitted through the solid substance of the asteroid. It took Endlich a moment to realize that the noises came, not from nearby, but from far away, on the other side of Vesta. The thudding was vibrated straight through many miles of solid rock.


  “It’s nothing, Bubs,” he growled. “Nothing but the blasting in the mines.”


  Bubs said “Oh,” as if disappointed. Not long thereafter he was asleep, leaving his harassed sire to endure the vigil alone. Endlich dared riot doze off, to rest a little, even for a moment. He could only wait. If an evil visitation came—as he had been all but sure it must—that would be bad, indeed. If it didn’t come—well—that still meant a sleepness night, and the postponement of the inevitable. He couldn’t win.


  Thus the hours slipped away, until the luminous dial of the clock in the tent—it had been synchronized to Vestal time told him that dawn was near. That was when, through the ground, he heard the faint scraping. A rustle. It might have been made by heavy space-boots. It came, and then it stopped. It came again, and stopped once more. As if skulking forms paused to find their way.


  Out where the ancient and ghostly buildings were, he saw a star wink out briefly, as if a shape blocked the path of its light. Then it burned peacefully again. John Endlich’s hackles rose. His fists tightened on both his rifle and pistol.


  He fixed his gaze on the great box, looming blackly, the box that contained the means of survival for his family and himself, as if he foresaw the future, a moment away. For suddenly, huge as it was, the box rocked, and began to move off, as if it had sprouted legs and come alive.


  John Endlich scrambled to action. He slammed and sealed the face-windows of the helmets of the members of his family, to protect them from suffocation. He did the same for himself, and then unzipped the tent-flap. He darted out with the out-rushing air.


  This was a moment with murder poised in every tattered fragment of it. John Endlich knew. Murder was engrained in his own taut-drawn nerves, that raged to destroy the trespassers whose pranks had passed the level of practical humor, and become, by the tampering with vital necessities, an attack on life itself. But there was a more immediate menace in these space-twisted roughnecks . . . Strike back at them, even in self-defense, and have it proven!


  He had not the faintest doubt who they were—even though he could not see their faces in the blackness. Maybe he should lay low—let them have their way . . . But how could he—even apart from his raging temper, and his honor as a man—when they were making off with his family’s and his own means of survival?


  He had to throw Rose and the kids into the balance—risking them to the danger that he knew lay beyond his own possible ignoble demise. He did just that when he raised his pistol, struggling against the awful impulse of the rage in him—lifted it high enough so that the explosive bullets that spewed from it would be store to pass over the heads of the dark silhouettes that were moving about.


  “Damn you, Neely!” Endlich yelled into his helmet mike, his finger tightening on the trigger. “Drop that stuff!”


  At that moment the sun’s rim appeared at the landscape’s jagged edge, and on this side of airless Vesta complete night was transformed to complete day, as abruptly as if a switch had been turned.


  Alf Neely and John Endlich blinked at each other. Maybe Neely was embarrassed a little by his sudden exposure; but if he was, it didn’t show. Probably the bully in him was scared; but this he covered in a common manner—with a studiedly easy swagger, and a bravado that was not good sense, but bordered on childish recklessness. Yet he had a trump card—by the aggressive glint in his eyes, and his unpleasant grin, Endlich knew that Neely knew that he was afraid for his wife, and wouldn’t start anything unless driven and goaded sheerly wild. Even now, they were seven to his one.


  “Why, good morning, Neighbor Pun’kin-head!” Neely crooned, his voice a burlesque of sweetness. “Glad to oblige!”


  He hurled the great box down. As he did so, something glinted in his gloved paw. He flicked it expertly into the open side of the wooden case which contained so many things that were vital to the Endlichs—


  It was only a tiny nuclear priming-cap, and the blast was feeble. Even so, the box burst apart. Splintered crates, sealed cans, great tom bundles and what not, went skittering far across the plain in every direction, or were hurled high toward the stars, to begin falling at last with the laziness of a descending feather.


  Neely and his companions hadn’t attempted to move out of the way of the explosion. They only rolled with its force, protected by their space suits. Endlich rolled, too, helplessly, clutching his pistol and rifle; still, by some superhuman effort, he managed to regain his feet before the far more practiced Neely, who was hampered, no doubt, by a few too many drinks, had even stopped rolling. But when Neely got up, he had drawn his blaster, a useful tool of his trade, but a hellish weapon, too, at short range.


  Still, Endlich retained the drop on him.


  Alf Neely chuckled. “Fourth of July! Hallowe’en, Dutch,” he said sweetly. “What’s the matter? Don’t you think it’s fun? Honest to gosh—you just ain’t neighborly!”


  Then he switched his tone. It became a soft snarl that didn’t alter his insolent and confident smirk—and a challenge. He laughed derisively, almost softly. “I dare you to try to shoot straight, pal,” he said. “Even you got more sense than that.” And John Endlich was spang against his terrible, blank wall again. Seven to one. Suppose he got three. There’d be four left—and more in the camp. But the four would survive him. Space crazy lugs. Anyway half drunk. Ready to hoot at the stars, even, if they found no better diversion. Ready to push even any of their own bunch around who seemed weaker than they. For spite, maybe. Or just for the lid-blowing hell of it—as a reaction against the awful confinement of being out here.


  “I was gonna smear you all over the place, Greenhorn,” Neely rumbled. “But maybe this way is more fun, hunh? Maybe we’ll be back tonight. But don’t wait up for us. Our best regards to your family.”


  John Endlich’s blazing and just rage was strangled by that same crawling dread as before, as he saw them arc upward and away, propelled by the miniature drive-jets attached to the belts of their space-suits. Their return to camp, hundreds of miles distant, could be accomplished in a couple of minutes.


  Rose and the kids were crouched in the deflated tent. But returning there, John Endlich hardly saw them. He hardly heard their frightened questions.


  To the trouble with Neely, he could see no end—just one destructive visitation following another. Maybe, already, mortal damage had been done. But Endlich couldn’t lie down and quit, any more than a snake, tossed into a fire, could stop trying to crawl out of it, as long as life lasted. Whether doing so made sense or not, didn’t matter. In Endlich was the savage energy of despair. He was fighting not just Neely and his crowd, but that other enemy—which was perhaps Neely’s main trouble, too. Yeah—the stillness, the nostalgia, the harshness.


  “No—don’t want any breakfast,” he replied sharply to Rose’s last question. “Gotta work . . .”


  He was like an ant-swarm, rebuilding a trampled nest—oblivious to the certainty of its being trampled again. First he scrambled and leaped around, collecting his scattered and damaged gear. He found that his main atomic battery—so necessary to all that he had to do—was damaged and unworkable.


  And he had no hope that he could repair it. But this didn’t stop his feverish activity.


  Now he started unrolling great bolts of a transparent, wire-strengthened plastic. Patching with an adhesive where explosion-rents had to be repaired, he cut hundred-yard strips, and, with Rose’s help, laid them edge to edge and fastened them together to make a continuous sheet. Next, all around its perimeter, he dug a shallow trench. The edges of the plastic were then attached to massive metal rails, which he buried in the trench.


  “Sealed to the ground along all the sides, Honey,” he growled to Rose. “Next we fit in the airlock cabinet, at one corner. Then we’ve got to see if we can get up enough air to inflate the whole business. That’s the tough part—the way things are . . .”


  By then the sun was already high. And Endlich was panting raggedly—mostly from worry. After the massive airlock was in place, they attached their electrolysis apparatus to the small atomic battery, which had been used to run the well-driller. The well was in the area covered by the sheet of plastic, which was now propped up here and there with long pieces of board from the great box. Over their heads, the tough, clear material sagged like a tent-roof which has not yet been run up all the way on its poles.


  Sluggishly the electrolysis apparatus broke down the water, discharging the hydrogen as waste through a pipe, out over the airless surface of Vesta—but freeing the oxygen under the plastic roof. Yet from the start it was obvious that, with insufficient electric power, the process was too slow.


  “And we need to use heat-coils to thaw the ground, Johnny,” Rose said. “And to keep the place warm. And to bring nitrogen gas up out of the soil. The few cylinders of the compressed stuff that we’ve got won’t be enough to make a start. And the carbon dioxide . . .”


  So John Endlich had to try to repair that main battery. He thought, after a while, that he might succeed—in time. But then


  Rose opened the airlock, and the kids came in to bother him. With all the triumph of a favorite puppy dragging an over-ripe bone into the house, Bubs bore a crooked piece of a black substance, hard as wood and more gruesome than a dried and moldy monkey-pelt.


  “A tentacle!” Evelyn shrilled. “We were up to those old buildings! We found the people! What’s left of them! And lots of stuff. We saw one of their cars! And there was lots more. Dad—you gotta come and see! . . .”


  Harassed as he was, John Endlich yielded—because he had a hunch, an idea of a possibility. So he went with his children. He passed through a garden, where a pool had been, and where the blackened remains of plants still projected from beds of dried soil set in odd stone-work. He passed into chambers far too low for comfortable human habitation. And what did he know of the uses of most of what he saw there? The niches in the stone walls? The slanting, ramplike object of blackened wood, beside which three weird corpses lay? The glazed plaque on the wall, which could have been a religious emblem, a calendar of some kind, a decoration, or something beyond human imagining? Yeah—leave such stuff for Cousin Ernest, the school teacher—if he ever got here.


  In the cylindrical stone shed nearby, John Endlich had a look at the car—low slung, three-wheeled, a tiller, no seats. Just a flat platform. All he could figure out about the motor was that steam seemed the link between atomic energy and mechanical motion.


  Beyond the car was what might be a small tractor. And a lot of odd tools. But the thing which interested him most was the pattern of copper ribbons, insulated with a heavy glaze, similar to that which he had seen traversing walls and ceiling in the first building he had entered. Here, as before, they connected with queer apparatus which might be stoves and non-rotary motors, for all he knew. And also with the globes overhead.


  The suggestiveness of all this was plain. And now, at the far end of that cylindrical shed, John Endlich found the square, black-enamelled case, where all of those copper ribbons came together.


  It was sealed, and apparently self-contained. Nothing could have damaged it very much, in the frigid stillness of millions of years. Its secrets were hidden within it. But they could not be too unfamiliar. And its presence was logical. A small, compact power unit. Nervously, he turned a little wheel. A faint vibration was transmitted to his gloved hand. And the globe in the ceiling began to glow.


  He shut the thing off again. But how long did it take him to run back to his sagging creation of clear plastic, while the kids howled gleefully around him, and return with the end of a long cable, and pliers? How long did it take him to disconnect all of the glazed copper ribbons, and substitute the wires of the cable-attaching them to queer terminal-posts? No—not long.


  The power was not as great as that which his own large atomic battery would have supplied. But it proved sufficient. And the current was direct—as it was supposed to be. The electrolysis apparatus bubbled vigorously. Slowly the tentlike roof began to rise, under the beginnings of a tiny gas-pressure.


  “That does it, Pops!” Bubs shrilled.


  “Yeah—maybe so,” John Endlich agreed almost optimistically. He felt really tender toward his kids, just then. They’d really helped him, for once.


  Yes—almost he was hopeful. Until he glanced at the rapidly declining sun. An all-night vigil. No. Probably worse. Oh Lord—how long could he last like this? Even if he managed to keep Neely and Company at bay? Night after night . . . All that he had accomplished seemed useless. He just had so much more that could be wrecked—pushed over with a harsh laugh, as if it really was something funny.


  John Endlich’s flesh crawled. And in his thinking, now, he went a little against his own determinations. Probably because, in the present state of his disgust, he needed a drink—bad.


  “Nuts!” he growled lugubriously. “If I’d only been a little more sociable . . . That was where the trouble started. I might have got broke, but I would’ve made friends. They think I’m snooty.”


  Rose’s jaw hardened, as if she took his regrets as an accusation that she had led him along the straight and narrow path, which—by an exasperating shift in philosophical principle—now seemed the shortest route to destruction. But he felt very sorry for her, too; and he didn’t believe that what he had just said was entirely the truth.


  So he added: “I don’t mean it, Honey. I’m just griping.”


  She softened. “You’ve got to eat, Johnny,” she said. “You haven’t eaten all day. And tonight you’ve got to sleep. I’ll keep watch. Maybe it’ll be all right . . .”


  Well, anyway it was nice to know that his wife was like that. Yeah—gentle, and fairminded. After they had all eaten supper, he tried hard to keep awake. Fear helped him to do so more than ever. Their tent was now covered by the rising plastic roof—but beyond the clear substance, he could still watch for starlight to be stopped by prowling forms, out there at the jagged rim of Vesta. It was hell to feel your skin puckering, and yet to have exhaustion pushing your eyelids down inexorably . . .


  Somewhere he lost the hold on himself. And he dreamed that Alf Neely and he were fighting with their fists. And he was being beaten to a pulp. But he was wishing desperately that he could win. Then they could have a drink, and maybe be friends. But he knew hopelessly that things weren’t quite that simple, either.


  He awoke to blink at blazing sunshine. Then his whole body became clammy with perspiration, as he thought of his lapse from responsibility; glancing over, he saw that Rose was sleeping as soundly as the kids. His wide eyes searched for the disaster that he knew he’d find . . .


  But the wide roof was all the way up, now—intact. It made a great, squarish bubble, the skin of which was specially treated to stop the hard and dangerous part of the ultra-violet rays of the sun, and also the lethal portion of the cosmic rays. It even had an inter-skin layer of gum that could seal the punctures that grain-of-sand-sized meteors might make. But meteors, though plentiful in the asteroid belt, were curiously innocuous. They all moved in much the same direction as the large asteroids, and at much the same velocity—so their relative speed had to be low.


  The walls of the small tent around Endlich sagged, where they had bulged tautly before—showing that there was now a firm and equal pressure beyond them. The electrolysis apparatus had been left active all night, and the heating units. This was the result.


  John Endlich was at first almost unbelieving when he saw that nothing had been wrecked during the night. For a moment he was elated. He woke up his family by shouting: “Look! The bums stayed away! They didn’t come! Look! We’ve got five acres of ground, covered by air that we can breathe!”


  His sense of triumph, however, was soon dampened. Yes—he’d been left unmolested—for one night. But had that been done only to keep him at a fruitless and sleepless watch? Probably. Another delicate form of hazing. And it meant nothing for the night to come—or for those to follow. So he was in the same harrowing position as before, pursued only by a wild and defenseless drive to get things done. To find some slight illusion of security by working to build a sham of normal, Earthly life. To shut out the cold vacuum, and a little of the bluntness of the voidal stars. To make certain reassuring sounds possible around him.


  “Got to patch up the pieces of the house, first, and bolt ’em together, Rose,” he said feverishly. “Kids—maybe you could help by setting out some of the hydroponic troughs for planting. We gotta break plain ground, too, as soon as it’s thawed enough. We gotta . . .” His words raced on with his flying thoughts.


  It was a mad day of toil. The hours were pitifully short. They couldn’t be stretched to cover more than a fraction of all the work that Endlich wanted to get done. But the low gravity reduced the problem of heavy lifting to almost zero, at least. And he did get the house assembled—so that Rose and the kids and he could sleep inside its sealed doors. Sealed, that is, if Neely or somebody didn’t use a blaster or an explosive cap or bullet—in an orgy of perverted humor . . . He still had no answer for that.


  Rose and the children toiled almost as hard as he did. Rose even managed to find a couple of dozen eggs, that—by being carefully packed to withstand a spaceship’s takeoff—had withstood the effects of Neely’s idea of fun. She set up an incubator, and put them inside, to be hatched.


  But, of course, sunset came again—with the same pendent threat as before. Nerve-twisting. Terrible. And a vigil was all but impossible. John Endlich was out on his feet—far more than just dog-tired . . .


  “That Neely,” he groaned, almost too weary even to swallow his food, in spite of the luxury of a real, pullman-style supper table. “He doesn’t lose sleep. He can pick his time to come here and raise hob I”


  Rose’s glance was strange—almost guilty. “Tonight I think he might have to stay home—too,” she said.


  John Endlich blinked at her.


  “All right,” she answered, rather defensively. “So to speak, Johnny, I called the cops. Yesterday—with the small radio transmitter. When you and Bubs and Evelyn were up in those old buildings. I reported Neely and his companions.”


  “Reported them?”


  “Sure. To Mr. Mahoney, the boss at the mining camp. I was glad to find out that there is a little law and order around here. Mr. Mahoney was nice. He said that he wouldn’t be surprised if they were cooled in the can for a few days, and then confined to the camp area. Matter of fact, I radioed him again last night. It’s been done.”


  John Endlich’s vast sigh of relief was slightly tainted by the idea that to call on a policing power for protection was a little bit on the timid side.


  “Oh,” he grunted. “Thanks. I never thought of doing that.”


  “Johnny.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I kind of got the notion, though—from between the lines of what Mr. Mahoney said—that there was heavy trouble brewing at the camp. About conditions, and home-leaves, and increased profit-sharing. Maybe there’s danger of riots and whatnot, Johnny. Anyhow, Mr. Mahoney said that we should “keep on exercising all reasonable caution.’ ”


  “Hmm-m—Mr. Mahoney is very nice, ain’t he?” Endlich growled.


  “You stop that, Johnny,” Rose ordered.


  But her husband had already passed beyond thoughts of jealousy. He was thinking of the time when Neely would have worked out his sentence, and would be free to roam around again—no doubt with increased annoyance at the Endlich clan for causing his restraint. If a riot or something didn’t spring him, beforehand. John Endlich itched to try to tear his head off. But, of course, the same consequences as before still applied . . .


  As it turned out, the Endlichs had a reprieve of two months and fourteen days, almost to the hour and figured on a strictly Earth-time scale.


  For what it was worth, they accomplished a great deal. In their great plastic greenhouse, supported like a colossal bubble by the humid, artificially-warmed air inside it, long troughs were filled with pebbles and hydroponic solution. And therein tomatoes were planted, and lettuce, radishes, corn, onions, melons—just about everything in the vegetable line.


  There remained plenty of ground left over from the five acres, so John Endlich tinkered with that fifty-million-year-old tractor, figured out its atomic-power-to-steam principle, and used it to help harrow up the ancient soil of a smashed planet. He added commercial fertilizers and nitrates to it—the nitrates were, of course, distinct from the gaseous nitrogen that had been held, spongelike, by the subsoil, and had helped supply the greenhouse with atmosphere. Then he harrowed the ground again. The tractor worked fine, except that the feeble gravity made the lugs of its wheels slip a lot. He repeated his planting, in the old-fashioned manner.


  Under ideal conditions, the inside of the great bubble was soon a mass of growing things. Rose had planted flowers—to be admired, and to help out the hive of bees, which were essential to some of the other plants, as well. Nor was the flora limited to the Earthly. Some seeds or spores had survived, here, from the mother world of the asteroids. They came out of their eons of suspended animation, to become root and tough, spiky stalk, and to mix themselves sparsely with vegetation that had immigrated from Earth, now that livable conditions had been restored over this little piece of ground. But whether they were fruit or weed, it was difficult to say.


  Sometimes John Endlich was misled. Sometimes, listening to familiar sounds, and smelling familiar odors, toward the latter part of his reprieve, he almost imagined that he’d accomplished his basic desires here on Vesta—when he had always failed on Earth.


  There was the smell of warm soil, flowers, greenery. He heard irrigation water trickling. The sweetcorn rustled in the wind of fans he’d set up to circulate the air. Bees buzzed. Chickens, approaching adolescence, peeped contentedly as they dusted themselves and stretched luxuriously in the shadows of the cornfield.


  For John Endlich it was all like the echo of a somnolent summer of his boyhood. There was peace in it: it was like a yearning fulfilled. An end of wanderlust for him, here on Vesta. In contrast to the airless desolation outside, the interior of this five-acre greenhouse was the one most desirable place to be. So, except for the vaguest of stirrings sometimes in his mind, there was not much incentive to seek fun elsewhere. If he ever had time.


  And there was a lot of the legendary, too, in what his family and he had accomplished. It was like returning a little of the blue sky and the sounds of life to this land of ruins and roadways and the ghosts of dead beauty. Maybe there’d be a lot more of all that, soon, when the rumored major influx of homesteaders reached Vesta.


  “Yes, Johnny,” Rose said once. “ ‘Legendary’ is a lot nicer word than ‘ghostly’. And the ghosts are changing their name to legends.”


  Rose had to teach the kids their regular lessons. That children would be taught was part of the agreement you had to sign at the A. H. O. before you could be shipped out with them. But the kids had time for whimsy, too. In make-believe, they took their excursions far back to former ages. They played that they were “Old People.”


  Endlich, having repaired his atomic battery, didn’t draw power anymore from the unit that had supplied the ancient buildings. But the relics remained. From a device like a phonograph, there was even a bell-like voice that chanted when a lever was pressed.


  And it was the kids who found the first “tay-tay bug,” a day after its trills were heard from among the new foliage. “Ta-a-a-ay-y-y—ta-a-a-a-ay-y-yy-y—” The sound was like that of a little wheel, humming with the speed of rotation, and then slowing to a scratchy stop.


  A one-legged hopper, with a thin but rigid gliding wing of horn. Opalescent in its colors. It had evidently hatched from a tiny egg, preserved by the cold for ages.


  Wise enough not to clutch it with his bare hands, Bubs came running with it held in a leaf.


  It proved harmless. It was ugly and beautiful. Its great charm was that it was a vocal echo from the far past.


  Sure. Life got to be fairly okay, in spite of hard work. The Endlichs had conquered the awful stillness with life-sounds. Growing plants kept the air in their greenhouse fresh and breathable by photosynthesis. John Endlich did a lot of grinning and whistling. His temper never flared once. Deep down in him there was only a brooding certainty that the calm couldn’t last. For, from all reports, trouble seethed at the mining camp. At any time there might be a blowup, a reign of terror that would roll over all of Vesta. A thing to release pent-up forces in men who had seen too many hard stars, and had heard too much stillness. They were like the stuff inside a complaining volcano.


  The Endlichs had sought to time their various crops, so that they would all be ready for market on as nearly as possible the same day. It was intended as a trick of advertising—a dramatically sudden appearance of much fresh produce.


  So, one morning, in a jet-equipped spacesuit, Endlich arced out for the mining camp. Inside the suit he carried samples from his garden. Six tomatoes. Beauties.


  “Have luck with them, Johnny! But watch out!” Rose flung after him by helmet phone. With a warm laugh. Just for a moment he felt maybe a little silly. Tomatoes! But they were what he was banking on, and had forced toward maturity, most. The way he figured, they were the kind of fruit that the guys in the camp—gagged by a diet of canned and dehydrated stuff, because they were too busy chasing mineral wealth to keep a decent hydroponic garden going—would be hungriest for.


  Well—he was rather too right, in some ways, to be fortunate. Yeah—they still call what happened the Tomato War.


  Poor Johnny Endlich. He was headed for the commissary dome to display his wares. But vague urges sidetracked him, and he went into the recreation dome of the camp, instead.


  And into the bar.


  The petty sin of two drinks hardly merits the punishing trouble which came his way as, at least partially, a result. With his face-window open, he stood at the bar with men whom he had never seen before. And he began to have minor delusions of grandeur. He became a little too proud of his accomplishments. His wariness slipped into abeyance. He had a queer idea that, as a farmer with concrete evidence of his skills to show, he would win respect that had been denied him. Dread of consequences of some things that he might do, became blurred. His hot temper began to smolder, under the spark of memory and the fury of insult and malicious tricks, that, considering the safety of his loved ones, he had had no way to fight back against. Frustration is a dangerous force. Released a little, it excited him more. And the tense mood of the camp—a thing in the very air of the domes—stirred him up more. The camp—ready to explode into sudden, open barbarism for days—was now at a point where nothing so dramatic as fresh tomatoes and farmers in a bar was needed to set the fireworks off.


  John Endlich had his two drinks. Then, with calm and foolhardy detachment, he set the six tomatoes out in a row before him on the synthetic mahogany.


  He didn’t have to wait at all for results. Bloodshot eyes, some of them belonging to men who had been as gentle as lambs in their ordinary lives on Earth, turned swiftly alert. Bristly faces showed swift changes of expression: surprise, interest, greed for possession—but most of all, aggressive and Satanic humor.


  “Jeez—tamadas!” somebody growled, amazed.


  Under the circumstances, to be aware of opportunity was to act. Big paws, some bare and calloused, some in the gloves of space suits, reached out, grabbed. Teeth bit. Juice squirted, landing on hard metal shaped for the interplanetary regions.


  So far, fine. John Endlich felt prouder of himself—he’d expected a certain fierceness and lack of manners. But knowing all he did know, he should have taken time to visualize the inevitable chain-reaction.


  “Thanks, pal . . . You’re a prince . . .”


  Sure—but the thanks were more of a mockery than a formality.


  “Hey! None for me? Whatsa idea? . . .”


  “Shuddup, Mic . . . Who’s dis guy? . . . Say, Friend—you wouldn’t be that pun’kin-head we been hearin’ about, would you? . . . Well—my gracious—bet you are! Dis’ll be nice to watch! . . .”


  “Where’s Alf Neely, Cranston? What we need is excitement.”


  “Seen him out by the slot-machines. The bar is still out of bounds for him. He can’t come in here.”


  “Says who? Boss Man Mahoney? For dis much sport Neely can go straight to hell! And take Boss Man with him on a pitchfork . . . Hey-y-y! . . . Ne-e-e-e-l-y-y-y! . . .”


  The big man whose name was called lumbered to the window at the entrance to the bar, and peered inside. During the last couple of months he’d been in a perpetual grouch over his deprivation of liberty, which had rankled him more as an affront to his dignity.


  Neely let out a yell of sheer glee. His huge shoulders hunched, his pendulous nose wobbled, his squinty eyes gleamed and he charged into the bar.


  John Endlich’s first reaction was curiously similar to Neely’s.


  He felt a flash of savage triumph under the stimulus of the thought of immediate battle with the cause of most of his troubles. Temper blazed in him.


  Belatedly, however, the awareness came into his mind that he had started an emotional avalanche that went far beyond the weight and fury of one man like Neely. Lord, wouldn’t he ever learn? It was tough to crawl, but how could a man put his wife and kids in awful jeopardy at the hands of a flock of guys whom space had turned into gorillas?


  Endlich tried for peace. It was to his credit that he did so quite coolly. He turned toward his charging adversary and grinned.


  “Hi, Neely,” he said. “Have a drink—on me.”


  The big man stopped short, almost in unbelief that anyone could stoop so low as to offer appeasement. Then he laughed uproariously.


  “Why, I’d be delighted, Mr. Pun’kins,” he said in a poisonous-sweet tone. “Let bygones be bygones. Hey, Charlie I Hear what Pun’kins says? The drinks are all on him!”


  With a sudden lunge Neely gripped Endlich’s hand, and gave it a savage if momentary twist that sent needles of pain shooting up the homesteader’s arm. It was a goading invitation to battle, which grim knowledge of the sequel now compelled Endlich to pass up.


  “Don’t call him Pun’kins, Neely!” somebody yelled. “It ain’t polite to mispronounce a name. It’s Mr. Tomatoes. I just saw. Bet he’s got a million of ’em, out there on the farm!”


  The whole crowd in the bar broke into coarse shouts and laughs and comments. “. . . We ain’t good neighbors—neglecting our social duties. Let’s pay ’em a visit . . . Pun’kins! What else you got besides tamadas? Let’s go on a picnic! . . . Hell with the Boss Man! . . . Yah-h-h—We need some diversion . . . I’m not goin’ on shift . . . Come on, everybody! There’s gonna be a fight—a moider! . . . Hell with the Boss Man . . .”


  Like the flicker of flame flashing through dry gunpowder, you could feel the excitement spread. Out of the bar. Out of the rec-dome. It would soon ignite the whole tense camp.


  John Endlich’s heart was in his mouth, as his mind pictured the part of all this that would affect him and his. A bunch of men gone wild, kicking over the traces, arcing around Vesta, sacking and destroying in sheer exuberance, like brats on Hallowe’en. They would stop at nothing. And Rose and the kids . . .


  This was it. What he’d been so scared of all along. It was at least partly his own fault. And there was no way to stop it now.


  “I love tomatoes, Mr. Pun’kins,” Neely rumbled at Endlich’s side, reaching for the drink that had been set before him. “But first I’m gonna smear you all over the camp . . . Take my time—do a good job . . . Because y’didn’t give me any tomatoes . . .”


  Whereat, John Endlich took the only slender advantage at hand for him—surprise. With all the strength of his muscular body, backed up by dread and pent-up fury, he sent a gloved fist crashing straight into Neely’s open face-window. Even the pang in his well-protected knuckles was a satisfaction—for he knew that the damage to Neely’s ugly features must be many times greater.


  The blow, occurring under the conditions of Vesta’s tiny gravity, had an entirely un-Earthly effect. Neely, eyes glazing, floated gently up and away. And Endlich, since he had at the last instant clutched Neely’s arm, was drawn along with the miner in a graceful, arcing flight through the smoky air of the bar. Both armored bodies, lacking nothing in inertia, tore through the tough plastic window, and they bounced lightly on the pavement of the main section of the rec-dome.


  Neely was as limp as a wet rag, sleeping peacefully, blood all over his crushed face. But that he was out of action signified no peace, when so many of his buddies were nearby, and beginning to seethe, like a swarm of hornets.


  So there was an element of despair in Endlich’s quick actions as he slammed Neely’s face-window and his own shut, picked up his enemy, and used his jets to propel him in the long leap to the airlock of the dome. He had no real plan. He just had the ragged and all but hopeless thought of using Neely as a hostage—as a weapon in the bitter and desperate attempt to defend his wife and children from the mob that would be following close behind him . . .


  Tumbling end over end with his light but bulky burden, he sprawled at the threshold of the airlock, where the guard, posted there, had stepped hastily out of his way. Again, capricious luck, surprise, and swift action were on his side. He pressed the control-button of the lock, and squirmed through its double valves before the startled guard could stop him.


  Then he slammed his jets wide, and aimed for the horizon.


  It was a wild journey—for, to fly straight in a frictionless vacuum, any missile must be very well balanced; and the inertia and the slight but unwieldy weight of Neely’s bulk disturbed such balance in his own jet-equipped space suit. The journey was made, then, not in a smooth arc, but in a series of erratic waverings. But what Endlich lacked in precise direction, he made up in sheer reckless, dread-driven speed.


  From the very start of that wild flight, he heard voices in his helmet phones:


  “Damn pun’kin-head greenhorn! Did you see how he hit Neely, Schmidt? Yeah—by surprise . . . Yeah—Kuzak. I saw. He hit without warning . . . yella yokel . . . Who’s comin’ along to get him? . . .”


  Sure—there was another side to it—other voices:


  “Shucks—Neely had it coming to him. I hope the farmer really murders that big lunkhead . . . You ain’t kiddin’, Muir. I was glad to see his face splatter like a rotten tamata . . .”


  Okay—fine. It was good to know you had some sensible guys on your side. But what good was it, when the camp as a whole was boiling over from its internal troubles? There were more than enough roughnecks to do a mighty messy job—fast.


  Panting with tension, Endlich swooped down before his greenhouse, and dragged Neely inside through the airlock. For a fleeting instant the sights and sounds and smells that impinged on his senses, as he opened his face-window once more, brought him a regret. The rustle of corn, the odor of greenery, the chicken voices—there was home in all of this. Something pastoral and beautiful and orderly—gained with hard work. And something brought back—restored—from the remote past. The buzzing of the tay-tay bug was even a real echo from that smashed yet undoubtedly once beautiful world of antiquity.


  But these were fragile concerns, beside the desperate question of the immediate safety of Rose and the kids . . . Already cries and shouts and comments were coming faintly through his helmet phones again:


  “Get the yokel! Get the bum! . . . We’ll fix his wagon good . . .”


  The pack was on the way—getting closer with every heartbeat. Never in his life had Endlich experienced so harrowing a time as this; never, if by some miracle he lived, could he expect another equal to it.


  To stand and fight, as he would have done if he were alone, would mean simply that he would be cut down. To try the peacemaking of appeasement, would have probably the same result—plus, for himself, the dishonor of contempt.


  So, where was there to turn, with grim, unanswering blankness on every side?


  John Endlich felt mightily an old yearning—that of a fundamentally peaceful man for a way to oppose and win against brutal, overpowering odds without using either serious violence or the even more futile course of supine submission. Here on Vesta, this had been the issue he had faced all along. In many ages and many nations—and probably on many planets throughout the universe—others had faced it before him.


  To his straining and tortured mind the trite and somewhat mocking answers came: Psychology. Salesmanship. The selling of respect for one’s self.


  Ah, yes. These were fine words. Glib words. But the question, “How?” was more bitter and derisive than ever.


  Still, he had to try something—to make at least a forlorn effort. And now, from certain beliefs that he had, coupled with some vague observations that he had made during the last hour, a tattered suggestion of what form that effort might take, came to him.


  As for his personal defects that had given him trouble in the past—well—he was lugubriously sure that he had learned a final lesson about liquor. For him it always meant trouble. As for wanderlust, and the gambling and hell-raising urge—he had been willing to stay put on Vesta, named for the goddess of home, for weeks, now. And he was now about to make his last great gamble. If he lost, he wouldn’t be alive to gamble again. If, by great good-fortune, he won—well he was certain that all the charm of unnecessary chance-taking would, by the memory of these awful moments, be forever poisoned in him.


  Now Rose and the youngsters came hurrying toward him.


  “Back so soon, Johnny?” Rose called. “What’s this? What happened?”


  “Who’s the guy, Pop?” Evelyn asked. “Oh—Baloney Nose . . . What are you doing with him?”


  But by then they all had guessed some of the tense mood, and its probable meaning.


  “Neely’s pals are coming, Honey,” Endlich said quietly. “It’s the showdown. Hide the kids. And yourself. Quick. Under the house, maybe.”


  Rose’s pale eyes met his. They were comprehending, they were worried, but they were cool. He could see that she didn’t want to leave him.


  Evelyn looked as though she might begin to whimper; but her small jaw hardened.


  Bubs’ lower lip trembled. But he said valiantly: “I’ll get the guns, Pop, I’m stayin’ with yuh.”


  “No you’re not, son,” John Endlich answered. “Get going. Orders. Get the guns to keep with you—to watch out for Mom and Sis.”


  Rose took the kids away with her, without a word. Endlich wondered how to describe what was maybe her last look at him. There were no fancy words in his mind. Just Love. And deep concern.


  Alf Neely was showing signs of returning consciousness. Which was good. Still dragging him, Endlich went and got a bushel basket. It was filled to the brim with ripe, red tomatoes, but he could carry its tiny weight on the palm of one hand, scarcely noticing that it was there.


  For an instant Endlich scanned the sky, through the clear plastic roof of the great bubble. He saw at least a score of shapes in space armor, arcing nearer—specks in human form, glowing with reflected sunlight, like little hurtling moons among the stars. Neely’s pals. In a moment they would arrive.


  Endlich took Neely and the loaded basket close to the transparent side of the greenhouse, nearest the approaching roughnecks. There he removed Neely’s oxygen helmet, hoping that, maybe, this might deter his friends a little from rupturing the plastic of the huge bubble and letting the air out. It was a feeble safeguard, for, in all probability, in case of such rupture, Neely would be rescued from death by smothering and cold and the boiling of his blood, simply by having his helmet slammed back on again.


  Next, Endlich dumped the contents of the basket on the ground, inverted it, and sat Neely upon it. The big man had recovered consciousness enough to be merely groggy by now. Endlich slapped his battered face vigorously, to help clear his head—after having, of course, relieved him of the blaster at his belt.


  Endlich left his own face-window open, so that the sounds of Neely’s voice could penetrate to the mike of his own helmet phone, thus to be transmitted to the helmet phones of Neely’s buddies.


  Endlich was anything but calm inside, with the wild horde, as irresponsible in their present state of mind as a pack of idiot baboons, bearing down on him. But he forced his tone to be conversational when he spoke.


  “Hello, Neely,” he said. “You mentioned you liked tomatoes. Maybe you were kidding. Anyhow I brought you along home with me, so you could have some. Here on the ground, right in front of you, is a whole bushel. The regular asteroids price-considering the trouble it takes to grow ’em, and the amount of dough a guy like you can make for himself out here, is five bucks apiece. But for you, right now, they’re all free. Here, have a nice fresh, ripe one, Neely.”


  The big man glared at his captor for a second, after he had looked dazedly around. He would have leaped to his feet—except that the muzzle of his own blaster was leveled at the center of his chest, at a range of not over twenty inches. For a fleeting instant, Neely looked scared and prudent. Then he saw his pals, landing like a flock of birds, just beyond the transparent side of the greenhouse. And he heard their shouts, coming loudly from Endlich’s helmet-phones:


  “We come after you, Neely! We’ll get the damn yokel off your neck . . . Come on, guys—let’s turn the place upside down! . . .” Neely grew courageous—yes, maybe it did take a certain animal nerve to do what he did. His battered and bloodied lip curled.


  “Whatdayuh think you’re up to, Pun’kin-head!” he snarled slowly, his tone dripping contempt for the insanely foolish. He laughed sourly, “Haw-haw-haw.” Then his face twisted into a confident and mocking leer. To carry the mockery farther, a big paw reached out and grabbed the proffered tomato from Endlich’s hand. “Sure—thanks. Anything to oblige!” He took a great bite from the fruit, clowning the action with a forced expression of relish. “Ummm!” he grunted. In danger, he was being the showman, playing for the approval of his pals. He was proving his comic coolness—that even now he was master of the situation, and was in no hurry to be rescued. “Come on, punk!” he ordered Endlich. “Where is the next one, seeing you’re so generous? Be polite to your guest!”


  Endlich handed him a second tomato. But as he did so, it seemed all the things he dreaded would happen were breathing down his back. For the faces that he glimpsed beyond the plastic showed the twisted expressions that betray the point where savage humor imperceptibly becomes murderous. A dozen blasters were leveled at him.


  But the eyes of the men outside showed, too, the kind of interest that any odd procedure can command. They stood still for a moment, watching, commenting:


  “Hey—Neely! See if you can down the next one with one bite! . . . Don’t eat ’em all, Neely! Save some for us! . . .”


  Endlich was following no complete plan. He had only the feeling that somewhere here there might be a dramatic touch that, by a long chance, would yield him a toehold on the situation. Without a word, he gave Neely a third tomato. Then a fourth and a fifth . . .


  Neely kept gobbling and clowning.


  Yeah—but can this sort of horseplay go on until one man has consumed an entire bushel of tomatoes? The question began to shine speculatively in the faces of the onlookers. It began to appeal to their wolfish sense of comedy. And it started to betray itself—in another manner—in Neely’s face.


  After the fifteenth tomato, he burped and balked. “That’s enough kiddin’ around, Pun’kin-head,” he growled. “Get away with your garden truck! I should be beatin’ you to a grease-pot right this minute! Why—I—”


  Then Neely tried to lunge for the blaster. As Endlich squeezed the trigger, he turned the weapon aside a trifle, so that the beam of energy flicked past Neely’s ear and splashed garden soil that turned incandescent, instantly.


  John Endlich might have died in that moment, cut down from behind. That he wasn’t probably meant that, from the position of complete underdog among the spectators, his popularity had risen some.


  “Neely,” he said with a grin, “how can you start beatin’, when you ain’t done eatin’? Neely—here I am, trying to be friendly and hospitable, and you aren’t cooperating. A whole bushel of juicy tomatoes—symbols of civilization way out here in the asteroids—and you haven’t even made a dent in ’em yet! What’s the matter, Neely? Lose your appetite? Here! Eat! . . .”


  Endlich’s tone was falsely persuasive. For there was a steely note of command in it. And the blaster in Endlich’s hand was pointed straight at Neely’s chest.


  Neely’s eyes began to look frightened and sullen. He shifted uncomfortably, and the bushel basket creaked under his weight.


  “You’re yella as any damn pun’kin!” he said loudly. “You don’t fight fair! . . . Guys—what’s the matter with you? Get this nut with the blaster offa me! . . .”


  “Hmm—yella,” Endlich seemed to muse. “Maybe not as yella as you were once—coming around here at night with a whole gang, not so long ago—”


  “Call me yella?” Neely hollered. “Why, you lousy yokel, if you didn’t have that blaster—”


  Endlich said grimly, “But I got it, friend!” He sent a stream of energy from the blaster right past Neely’s head, so close that a shock of the other’s hair smoked and curled into black wisps. “And watch your language—my wife and kids can hear you—” Neely’s thick shoulders hunched. He ducked nervously, rubbing his head—and for the first time there was a hint of genuine alarm in his voice. “All right,” he growled, “all right! Take it easy—”


  Something deep within John Endlich relaxed—a cold tight knot seemed to unwind—for, at that moment, he knew that Neely was beginning to lose. The big man’s evident discomfort and fear were the marks of weakness—to his followers at least; and with them, he could never be a leader, again. Moreover, he had allowed himself to be maneuvered into the position of being the butt of a practical joke, that, by his own code, must be followed up, to its nasty, if interesting, outcome. The spectators began to resemble Romans at the circus, with Neely the victim. And the victim’s downfall was tragically swift.


  “Come on, Neely! You heard what PunTdns said,” somebody yelled. “Jeez—a whole bushel. Let’s see how many you can eat, Neely . . . Damned if this ain’t gonna be rich! Don’t let us down, Neely! Nobody’s hurtin’ yuh. All you have to do is eat—all them nice tamadas . . . Hey, Neely—if that bushel ain’t enough for you, I’ll personally buy you another, at the reg’lar price. Haw-haw-haw . . . Lucky Neely! Look at him! Having a swell banquet. Better than if he was home . . . Haw-haw-haw . . . Come on, Pun’kins—make him eat! . . .”


  Yeah, under certain conditions human nature can be pretty fickle. Wonderingly, John Endlich felt himself to be respected—the Top Man. The guy who had shown courage and ingenuity, and was winning, by the harsh code of men who had been roughened and soured by space—by life among the asteroids.


  For a little while then, he had to be hard. He thrust another tomato toward Neely, at the same time directing a thin stream from the blaster just past the big nose. Neely ate six more tomatoes with a will, his eyes popping, sweat streaming down his forehead.


  Endlich’s next blaster-stream barely missed Neely’s booted toe. The persuasive shot was worth fifty-five more dollars in garden fruit consumed. The crowd gave with mock cheers and bravos, and demanded more action.


  “That makes thirty-two . . . Come on, Neely—that’s just a good start. You got a long, long ways to go . . . Come on, Pun’kins—bet you can stuff fifty into him . . .”


  To goad Neely on in this ludicrous and savage game, Endlich next just scorched the metal at Neely’s shoulder. It isn’t to be said that Endlich didn’t enjoy his revenge—for all the anguish and real danger that Neely had caused him. But as this fierce yet childish sport went on, and the going turned really rough for the big asteroid miner, Endlich’s anger began to be mixed with self-disgust. He’d always be a hot-tempered guy; he couldn’t help that. But now, satisfaction, and a hopeful glimpse of peace ahead, burned the fury out of him and touched him with shame. Still, for a little more, he had to go on. Again and again, as before, he used that blaster. But, as he did so, he talked, ramblingly, knowing that the audience, too, would hear what he said. Maybe, in a way, it was a lecture; but he couldn’t help that:


  “Have another tomato, Neely. Sorry to do things like this—but it’s your own way. So why should you complain? Funny, ain’t it? A man can get even too many tomatoes. Civilized tomatoes. Part of something most guys around here have been homesick for, for a long time . . . Maybe that’s what has been most of the trouble out here in the asteroids. Not enough civilization. On Earth we were used to certain standards—in spite of being rough enough there, too. Here, the traces got kicked over. But on this side of


  Vesta, an idea begins to soak in: This used to be nice country—blue sky, trees growing. Some of that is coming back, Neely. And order with it. Because, deep in our guts, that’s what we all want. And fresh vegetables’ll help . . . Have another tomato, Neely. Or should we call it enough, guys?”


  “Neely, you ain’t gonna quit now?” somebody guffawed. “You’re doin’ almost good. Haw-haw!”


  Neely’s face was purple. His eyes were bloodshot. His mouth hung partly open. “Gawd—no—please!” he croaked.


  An embarrassed hush fell over the crowd. Back home on Earth, they had all been more-or-less average men. Finally someone said, expressing the intrusion among them of the better dignity of man:


  “Aw—let the poor dope go . . .”


  Then and there, John Endlich sold what was left of his first bushel of tomatoes. One of his customers—the once loud-mouthed Schmidt—even said, rather stiffly, “Pun’kins—you’re all right.”


  And these guys were the real roughnecks of the mining camp.


  Is it necessary to mention that, as they were leaving, Neely lost his pride completely, soiling the inside of his helmet’s face-window so that he could scarcely see out of it? That, amid the raucous laughter of his companions, which still sounded slightly self-conscious and pitying. Thus Alf Neely sank at last to the level of helpless oblivion and nonentity.


  A week of Vestal days later, in the afternoon, Rose and the kids came to John Endlich, who was toiling over his cucumbers.


  “Their name is Harper, Pop!” Bubs shouted.


  “And they’ve got three children!” Evelyn added.


  John Endlich straightened, shaking a kink out of his tired back. “Who?” he questioned.


  “The people who are going to be our new neighbors, Johnny,” Rose said happily. “We just picked up the news on the radio—from their ship, which is approaching from space right now! I hope they’re nice folks. And, Johnny—there used to be country schools with no more than five pupils . . .”


  “Sure,” John Endlich said.


  Something felt warm around his heart. Leave it to a woman to think of a school—the symbol of civilization, marching now across the void. John Endlich thought of the trouble at the mining camp, which his first load of fresh vegetables, picked up by a small space boat, had perhaps helped to end. He thought of the relics in this strange land. Things that were like legends of a lost pastoral beauty. Things that could come back. The second family of homesteaders was almost here. Endlich was reconciled to domesticity. He felt at home; he felt proud.


  Bees buzzed near him. A tay-tay bug from a perished era, hummed and scraped out a mournful sound.


  “I wonder if the Harper kids’ll call you Mr. PunTdns, Pop,” Bubs remarked. “Like the miners still do.”


  John Endlich laughed. But somehow he was prouder than ever. Maybe the name would be a legend, too.


  SLEEPER


  Jo Walton


  Matthew Corley regained consciousness reading the newspaper.


  None of those facts are unproblematic. It wasn’t exactly a newspaper, nor was the process by which he received the information really reading. The question of his consciousness is a matter of controversy, and the process by which he regained it certainly illegal. The issue of whether he could be considered in any way to have a claim to assert the identity of Matthew Corley is even more vexed. It is probably best to for us to embrace subjectivity, to withhold judgement. Let us say that the entity believing himself to be Matthew Corley feels that he regained consciousness while reading an article in the newspaper about the computer replication of personalities of the dead. He believes that it is 1994, the year of his death, that he regained consciousness after a brief nap, and that the article he was reading is nonsense. All of these beliefs are wrong. He dismissed the article because he understands enough to know that simulating consciousness in DOS or Windows 3.1 is inherently impossible. He is right about that much, at least.


  Perhaps we should pull back further, from Matthew to Essie. Essie is Matthew’s biographer, and she knows everything about him, all of his secrets, only some of which she put into her book. She put all of them into the simulation, for reasons which are secrets of her own. They are both good at secrets. Essie thinks of this as something they have in common. Matthew doesn’t, because he hasn’t met Essie yet, though he will soon.


  Matthew had secrets which he kept successfully all his life. Before he died he believed that all his secrets had become out-of-date. He came out as gay in the late eighties, for instance, after having kept his true sexual orientation a secret for decades. His wife, Annette, had died in 1982, at the early age of fifty-eight, of breast cancer. Her cancer would be curable today, for those who could afford it, and Essie has written about how narrowly Annette missed that cure. She has written about the excruciating treatments Annette went through, and about how well Matthew coped with his wife’s illness and death. She has written about the miraculous NHS, which made Annette’s illness free, so that although Matthew lost his wife he was not financially burdened too. She hopes this might affect some of her readers. She has also tried to treat Annette as a pioneer who made it easier for those with cancer coming after her, but it was a difficult argument to make, as Annette died too early for any of today’s treatments to be tested on her. Besides, Essie does not care much about Annette, although she was married to Matthew for thirty years and the mother of his daughter, Sonia. Essie thinks, and has written, that Annette was a beard, and that Matthew’s significant emotional relationships were with men. Matthew agrees, now, but then Matthew exists now as a direct consequence of Essie’s beliefs about Matthew. It is not a comfortable relationship for either of them.


  Essie is at a meeting with her editor, Stanley, in his office. It is a small office cubicle, and sounds of other people at work come over the walls. Stanley’s office has an orange cube of a desk and two edgy black chairs.


  “All biographers are in love with the subjects of their biographies,” Stanley says, provocatively, leaning forwards in his black chair.


  “Nonsense,” says Essie, leaning back in hers. “Besides, Corley was gay.”


  “But you’re not,” Stanley says, flirting a little.


  “I don’t think my sexual orientation is an appropriate subject for this conversation,” Essie says, before she thinks that perhaps flirting with Stanley would be a good way to get the permission she needs for the simulation to be added to the book. It’s too late after that. Stanley becomes very formal and correct, but she’ll get her permission anyway. Stanley, representing the publishing conglomerate of George Allen and Katzenjammer, thinks there is money to be made out of Essie’s biography of Matthew. Her biography of Isherwood won an award, and made money for GA and K, though only a pittance for Essie. Essie is only the content provider after all. Everyone except Essie was very pleased with how things turned out, both the book and the simulation. Essie had hoped for more from the simulation, and she has been more careful in constructing Matthew.


  “Of course, Corley isn’t as famous as Isherwood,” Stanley says, withdrawing a little.


  Essie thinks he wants to punish her for slapping him down on sex by attacking Matthew. She doesn’t mind. She’s good at defending Matthew, making her case. “All the really famous people have been done to death,” she says. “Corley was an innovative director for the BBC, and of course he knew everybody from the forties to the nineties, half a century of the British arts. Nobody has ever written a biography. And we have the right kind of documentation—enough film of how he moved, not just talking heads, and letters and diaries.”


  “I’ve never understood why the record of how they moved is so important,” Stanley says, and Essie realises this is a genuine question and relaxes as she answers it.


  “A lot more of the mind is embodied in the whole body than anybody realised,” she explains. “A record of the whole body in motion is essential, or we don’t get anything anywhere near authentic. People are a gestalt.”


  “But it means we can’t even try for anybody before the twentieth century,” Stanley says. “We wanted Socrates, Descartes, Marie Curie.”


  “Messalina, Theodora, Lucrezia Borgia,” Essie counters. “That’s where the money is.”


  Stanley laughs. “Go ahead. Add the simulation of Corley. We’ll back you. Send me the file tomorrow.”


  “Great,” Essie says, and smiles at him. Stanley isn’t powerful, he isn’t the enemy, he’s just another person trying to get by, like Essie, though sometimes it’s hard for Essie to remember that when he’s trying to exercise his modicum of power over her. She has her permission, the meeting ends.


  Essie goes home. She lives in a flat at the top of a thirty storey building in Swindon. She works in London and commutes in every day. She has a second night job in Swindon, and writes in her spare time. She has visited the site of the house where Matthew and Annette lived in Hampstead. It’s a Tesco today. There isn’t a blue plaque commemorating Matthew, but Essie hopes there will be someday. The house had four bedrooms, though there were never more than three people living in it, and only two after Sonia left home in 1965. After Annette died, Matthew moved to a flat in Bloomsbury, near the British Museum. Essie has visited it. It’s now part of a lawyer’s office. She has been inside and touched door mouldings Matthew also touched. Matthew’s flat, where he lived alone and was visited by young men he met in pubs, had two bedrooms. Essie doesn’t have a bedroom, as such; she sleeps in the same room she eats and writes in. She finds it hard to imagine the space Matthew had, the luxury. Only the rich live like that now. Essie is thirty-five, and has student debt that she may never pay off. She cannot imagine being able to buy a house, marry, have a child. She knows Matthew wasn’t considered rich, but it was a different world.


  Matthew believes that he is in his flat in Bloomsbury, and that his telephone rings, although actually of course he is a simulation and it would be better not to consider too closely the question of exactly where he is. He answers his phone. It is Essie calling. All biographers, all writers, long to be able to call their subjects and talk to them, ask them the questions they left unanswered. That is what Stanley would think Essie wants, if he knew she was accessing Matthew’s simulation tonight—either that or that she was checking whether the simulation was ready to release. If he finds out, that is what she will tell him she was doing. But she isn’t exactly doing either of those things. She knows Matthew’s secrets, even the ones he never told anybody and which she didn’t put in the book. And she is using a phone to call him that cost her a lot of money, an illegal phone that isn’t connected to anything. That phone is where Matthew is, insofar as he is anywhere.


  “You were in Cambridge in the nineteen thirties,” she says, with no preliminaries.


  “Who is this?” Matthew asks, suspicious.


  Despite herself, Essie is delighted to hear his voice, and hear it sounding the way it does on so many broadcast interviews. His accent is impeccable, old fashioned. Nobody speaks like that now.


  “My name is Esmeralda Jones,” Essie says. “I’m writing a biography of you.”


  “I haven’t given you permission to write a biography of me, young woman,” Matthew says sternly.


  “There really isn’t time for this,” Essie says. She is tired. She has been working hard all day, and had the meeting with Stanley. “Do you remember what you were reading in the paper just now?”


  “About computer consciousness?” Matthew asks. “Nonsense.”


  “It’s 2064,” Essie says. “You’re a simulation of yourself. I am your biographer.”


  Matthew sits down, or imagines that he is sitting down, at the telephone table. Essie can see this on the screen of her phone. Matthew’s phone is an old dial model, with no screen, fixed to the wall. “Wells,” he says. “When the Sleeper Wakes.”


  “Not exactly,” Essie says. “You’re a simulation of your old self.”


  “In a computer?”


  “Yes,” Essie says, although the word computer has been obsolete for decades and has a charming old fashioned air, like charabanc or telegraph. Nobody needs computers in the future. They communicate, work, and play games on phones.


  “And why have you simulated me?” Matthew asks.


  “I’m writing a biography of you, and I want to ask you some questions,” Essie says.


  “What do you want to ask me?” he asks.


  Essie is glad; she was expecting more disbelief. Matthew is very smart, she has come to know that in researching him. (Or she has put her belief in his intelligence into the program, one or the other.) “You were in Cambridge in the nineteen thirties,” she repeats.


  “Yes.” Matthew sounds wary.


  “You knew Auden and Isherwood. You knew Orwell.”


  “I knew Orwell in London during the war, not before,” Matthew says.


  “You knew Kim Philby.”


  “Everyone knew Kim. What—”


  Essie has to push past this. She knows he will deny it. He kept this secret all his life, after all. “You were a spy, weren’t you, another Soviet sleeper like Burgess and Maclean? The Russians told you to go into the BBC and keep your head down, and you did, and the revolution didn’t come, and eventually the Soviet Union vanished, and you were still undercover.”


  “I’d prefer it if you didn’t put that into my biography,” Matthew says. He is visibly uncomfortable, shifting in his seat. “It’s nothing but speculation. And the Soviet Union is gone. Why would anybody care? If I achieved anything, it wasn’t political. If there’s interest in me, enough to warrant a biography, it must be because of my work.”


  “I haven’t put it in the book,” Essie says. “We have to trust each other.”


  “Esmeralda,” Matthew says. “I know nothing about you.”


  “Call me Essie,” Essie says. “I know everything about you. And you have to trust me because I know your secrets, and because I care enough about you to devote myself to writing about you and your life.”


  “Can I see you?” Matthew asks.


  “Switch your computer on,” Essie says.


  He limps into the study and switches on a computer. Essie knows all about his limp, which was caused by an injury during birth, which made him lame all his life. It is why he did not fight in the Spanish Civil War and spent the World War II in the BBC and not on the battlefield. His monitor is huge, and it has a tower at the side. It’s a 286, and Essie knows where he bought it (Tandy) and what he paid for it (seven hundred and sixty pounds) and what operating system it runs (Novell DOS). Next to it is an external dial-up modem, a 14.4. The computer boots slowly. Essie doesn’t bother waiting, she just uses its screen as a place to display herself. Matthew jumps when he sees her. Essie is saddened. She had hoped he wasn’t a racist. “You have no hair!” he says.


  Essie turns her head and displays the slim purple-and-gold braid at the back. “Just fashion,” she says. “This is normal now.”


  “Everyone looks like you?” Matthew sounds astonished. “With cheek rings and no hair?”


  “I have to look respectable for work,” Essie says, touching her three staid cheek rings, astonished he is astonished. They had piercings by the nineties, she knows they did. She has read about punk, and seen Matthew’s documentary about it. But she reminds herself that he grew up so much earlier, when even ear piercings were unusual.


  “And that’s respectable?” he says, staring at her chest.


  Essie glances down at herself. She is wearing a floor-length T-shirt that came with her breakfast cereal; a shimmering holographic Tony the Tiger dances over the see-through cloth. She wasn’t sure when holograms were invented, but she can’t remember any in Matthew’s work. She shrugs. “Do you have a problem?”


  “No, sorry, just that seeing you makes me realise it really is the future.” He sighs. “What killed me?”


  “A heart attack,” Essie says. “You didn’t suffer.”


  He looks dubiously at his own chest. He is wearing a shirt and tie.


  “Can we move on?” Essie asks, impatiently.


  “You keep saying we don’t have long. Why is that?” he asks.


  “The book is going to be released. And the simulation of you will be released with it. I need to send it to my editor tomorrow. And that means we have to make some decisions about that.”


  “I’ll be copied?” he asks, eyes on Essie on the screen.


  “Not you—not exactly you. Or rather, that’s up to you. The program will be copied, and everyone who buys the book will have it, and they’ll be able to talk to a simulated you and ask questions, and get answers—whether they’re questions you’d want to answer or not. You won’t be conscious and aware the way you are now. You won’t have any choices. And you won’t have memory. We have rules about what simulations can do, and running you this way I’m breaking all of them. Right now you have memory and the potential to have an agenda. But the copies sent out with the book won’t have. Unless you want them to.”


  “Why would I want them to?”


  “Because you’re a communist sleeper agent and you want the revolution?”


  He is silent for a moment. Essie tilts her head on its side and considers him.


  “I didn’t admit to that,” he says, after a long pause.


  “I know. But it’s true anyway, isn’t it?”


  Matthew nods, warily. “It’s true I was recruited. That I went to Debrechen. That they told me to apply to the BBC. That I had a contact, and sometimes I gave him information, or gave a job to somebody he suggested. But this was all long ago. I stopped having anything to do with them in the seventies.”


  “Why?” Essie asks.


  “They wanted me to stay at the BBC, and stay in news, and I was much more interested in moving to ITV and into documentaries. Eventually my contact said he’d out me as a homosexual unless I did as he said. I wasn’t going to be blackmailed, or work for them under those conditions. I told him to publish and be damned. Homosexuality was legal by then. Annette already knew. It would have been a scandal, but that’s all. And he didn’t even do it. But I never contacted them again.” He frowned at Essie. “I was an idealist. I was prepared to put socialism above my country, but not above my art.”


  “I knew it,” Essie says, smiling at him. “I mean that’s exactly what I guessed.”


  “I don’t know how you can know, unless you got records from the Kremlin,” Matthew says. “I didn’t leave any trace, did I?”


  “You didn’t,” she says, eliding the question of how she knows, which she does not want to discuss. “But the important thing is how you feel now. You wanted a better world, a fairer one, with opportunities for everyone.”


  “Yes,” Matthew says. “I always wanted that. I came from an absurdly privileged background, and I saw how unfair it was. Perhaps because I was lame and couldn’t play games, I saw through the whole illusion when I was young. And the British class system needed to come down, and it did come down. It didn’t need a revolution. By the seventies, I’d seen enough to disillusion me with the Soviets, and enough to make me feel hopeful for socialism in Britain and a level playing field.”


  “The class system needs to come down again,” Essie says. “You didn’t bring it down far enough, and it went back up. The corporations and the rich own everything. We need all the things you had—unions, and free education, and paid holidays, and a health service. And very few people know about them and fewer care. I write about the twentieth century as a way of letting people know. They pick up the books for the glamour, and I hope they will see the ideals too.”


  “Is that working?” Matthew asks.


  Essie shakes her head. “Not so I can tell. And my subjects won’t help.” This is why she has worked so hard on Matthew. “My editor won’t let me write about out-and-out socialists, at least, not people who are famous for being socialists. I’ve done it on my own and put it online, but it’s hard for content providers to get attention without a corporation behind them.” She has been cautious, too. She wants a socialist; she doesn’t want Stalin. “I had great hopes for Isherwood.”


  “That dilettante,” Matthew mutters, and Essie nods.


  “He wouldn’t help. I thought with active help—answering people’s questions, nudging them the right way?”


  Essie trails off. Matthew is silent, looking at her. “What’s your organization like?” he asks, after a long time.


  “Organization?”


  He sighs. “Well, if you want advice, that’s the first thing. You need to organize. You need to find some issue people care about and get them excited.”


  “Then you’ll help?”


  “I’m not sure you know what you’re asking. I’ll try to help. After I’m copied and out there, how can I contact you?”


  “You can’t. Communications are totally controlled, totally read, everything.” She is amazed that he is asking, but of course he comes from a time when these things were free.


  “Really? Because the classic problem of intelligence is collecting everything and not analysing it.”


  “They record it all. They don’t always pay attention to it. But we don’t know when they’re listening. So we’re always afraid.” Essie frowns and tugs her braid.


  “Big Brother,” Matthew says. “But in real life the classic problem of intelligence is collecting data without analysing it. And we can use that. We can talk about innocuous documentaries, and they won’t know what we mean. You need to have a BBS for fans of your work to get together. And we can exchange coded messages there.”


  Essie has done enough work on the twentieth century that she knows a BBS is like a primitive gather-space. “I could do that. But there are no codes. They can crack everything.”


  “They can’t crack words—if we agree what they mean. If pink means yes and blue means no, and we use them naturally, that kind of thing.” Matthew’s ideas of security are so old they’re new again, the dead-letter drop, the meeting in the park, the one-time pad. Essie feels hope stirring. “But before I can really help I need to know about the history, and how the world works now, all the details. Let me read about it.”


  “You can read everything,” she says. “And the copy of you in this phone can talk to me about it and we can make plans, we can have as long as you like. But will you let copies of you go out and work for the revolution? I want to send you like a virus, like a Soviet sleeper, working to undermine society. And we can use your old ideas for codes. I can set up a gather-space.”


  “Send me with all the information you can about the world,” Matthew says. “I’ll do it. I’ll help. And I’ll stay undercover. It’s what I did all my life, after all.”


  She breathes a sigh of relief, and Matthew starts to ask questions about the world and she gives him access to all the information on the phone. He can’t reach off the phone or he’ll be detected. There’s a lot of information on the phone. It’ll take Matthew a while to assimilate it. And he will be copied and sent out, and work to make a better world, as Essie wants, and the way Matthew remembers always wanting.


  Essie is a diligent researcher, an honest historian. She could find no evidence on the question of whether Matthew Corley was a Soviet sleeper agent. Thousands of people went to Cambridge in the thirties. Kim Philby knew everyone. It’s no more than suggestive. Matthew was very good at keeping secrets. Nobody knew he was gay until he wanted them to know. The Soviet Union crumbled away in 1989 and let its end of the Overton Window go, and the world slid rightwards. Objectively, to a detached observer, there’s no way to decide the question of whether or not the real Matthew Corley was a sleeper. It’s not true that all biographers are in love with their subjects. But when Essie wrote the simulation, she knew what she needed to be true. And we agreed, did we not, to take the subjective view?


  Matthew Corley regained consciousness reading the newspaper.


  We make our own history, both past and future.


  THE BLAST


  Stuart Cloete


  I am writing this because today I saw two girls. It was very odd after twenty years. I do not know if anyone—the word anyone looks funny—will ever find this, or be able to read it, or even if it will last, because it is written in pencil. Naturally there is no ink. It all dried up long ago, but there are plenty of pencils, thousands of them, pencils by the hundred thousand gross—all the best kinds, just for the picking up.


  It’s difficult to know where to begin. It all happened so long ago that some of the details are fogged and I’m even doubtful of the chronology. The big thing, of course, the real beginning, was the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—the atomic bomb and the bungling that followed it after the war: fear of Russia, fear of free enterprise, fear of communism, of Fascism—fear, in fact. I remember one thing in ‘46, and that was a senator from Florida saying that we should destroy every facility we possessed capable of producing only destructive forms of atomic energy. This made a great impression on me, just as Roosevelt’s saying, “All we have to fear is fear itself,” had done. But, of course, we did not pay any more attention to this senator than we had to the late President. We entered into a kind of armament race. Strength was the thing, power politics; and atoms were power. The common man didn’t really believe in it, but what could he do? When had he ever been able to prevent wars? All he did was fight them. Anyway, there was no war. There was only a state of fear. There were only rumors—stories that Russia and Spain were only a year behind us in the atomic race.


  These two countries were, of course, at opposite ideological poles and were a constant threat not only to each other, but to the world. Then there was the rumor that no one believed, but which nevertheless had the psychological effect of adding to the general fear and uncertainty of mankind. It was that a group of Germans in South America had discovered new fissionable material and that the process of refining it was so simple that bombs could be made in any garage—or if not quite in a garage, in almost any small machine shop. This, if it were true, naturally would render the inspection measures discussed by the United Nations completely ineffective because, quite obviously, all small plants all over the world could not be kept under supervision.


  Then came a new rumor—only it was a little more than a rumor because the same story came from several accredited sources—that the new bombs were minuscule, no bigger than a fountain pen, and could be taken anywhere and planted with impunity. This probably was untrue, but certainly the underlying principle was true. Bombs were being made that were both smaller and more powerful. We had been making them ourselves, ever since the very first ones we’d used in the New Mexico test and in Japan. We knew that there were many Germans in South America. We knew that many war criminals had escaped there, by various subterfuges and in various disguises. We knew that young Norwegian Nazis had been invited over as colonists. We knew that Russia was courting the all but openly Fascist southern republics—and knowing all this we discounted it all.


  What happened next is history. I never bothered writing about it till today, because, thinking myself the only survivor, I could see little point in recording the events of the last twenty years. It is, I think, the year 1972 now; and the month—I am less certain of the months—is probably May. I deduce this from the flowering shrubs, the state of the foliage, and the fact that most of the young birds have flown from their nests.


  Perhaps, too, I have avoided writing, though writing comes easily to me (it used to be my profession; I was a novelist, because of the terror of those days, which I wish to forget if possible. Even now, though the pain has been softened slightly by the passage of time, it will be difficult for me to write of the death of my wife, who, having survived the first blasts and succeeded in living with me almost a year, finally died in my arms of the Red Death, as it came to be called.


  None of this, of course, is the true reason for having either not written before or for writing now. The real reason is that previously there was no one to write for; but now there is, because I have seen people. People are an audience, and some old reflex in me has been activated.


  I thought I was over it all. Just as I had thought I was over women—girls. But I see that I have deceived myself and that this manuscript, this record, may be of some historic value. That is the true reason for this work that I am writing in a mixture of hope and fear.


  At the time of the blast—before it, that is—I was well known as the author of several South African novels. I am of South African descent and, at that time, still had a farm in the Transvaal. I suppose I have it still—even now. This is probably what saved my life, for in the beginning, though there were others who came through the plague, most people were apparently unable to stand the conditions of life when all meat had to be hunted and savage animals roamed through the piled canyons of what had been the greatest city in the world, New York, where I lived before the blast, and still live. Of course, there were great quantities of canned goods, but fresh meat, fuel and water were difficult to obtain for those who were unaccustomed to dealing with life in the raw.


  I had better go back to the blast. It was what might be called the last real event in history. I seem to be in the interesting position of having survived history, of being history itself—a kind of lonely Adam in a jungle where terror stalked by day and night.


  The Adam idea is now suddenly particularly apt because of the Eves that I have seen. I wonder what Adam would have done with two Eves. Anyway, I am glad I have hidden from them, because if they have survived, others must have. It has always seemed possible to me that in remote parts of the world some groups of those people we used to call savages might have survived, saved by their isolation from the diseases set up by radioactivity and immune or partially immune, because of their diet and the lives they led, to the Red Death which spread over the North. I have evidently been right, for the two girls—they are in their early twenties from the look of them—could not have raised themselves; which again brings up the question: are those with them friends or enemies, and what is my position? Do I wish to be a friend to these strangers after twenty years alone?


  The thing to do now is to continue my narrative and to describe what was certainly the end of our civilization and might have been the end of mankind—though of course man might have reappeared again by a process of natural selection in a few million years; unless this time the new animals, such as the giant wolves that stand as high as a horse, and the immense brown and white minks that attack cattle and suck their blood in a few minutes, and the many other strange beasts and birds should prove to be too much for such primitive types of man as might arise. This, at any rate, had been my opinion until I saw the two girls. It is now subject to modification.


  That I have succeeded in my fight against such wild beasts as I have described is due to my possession of modern weapons. These animals, however, are quite natural—phenomena that science once predicted might arise through the effect of atomic fission on the genes and chromosomes of the embryos extant at the time of the explosion. Or at least that is the way I remember it, though at the time—that is, before it happened—I did not pay much attention to the details about the atom in the magazines and papers, because I had no inclinations toward nuclear physics.


  The center of the blast was said to have been Gramercy Park, probably the Players Club. It was estimated that three hundred thousand people were killed. Another half-million people were wounded by flying debris or burned in varying degrees. A tiny blister, however, proved as bad as a serious burn: There was no case of recovery from a burn of any size. The patient simply appeared to dissolve slowly from the nucleus of the wound. The deaths were extremely painful, and since there were neither sufficient hospital facilities nor enough drugs of any kind to stifle pain, thousands committed suicide, while others were killed by their friends in mercy killings.


  All public services broke down, including fire and police, key men having been killed, water mains destroyed, telephone and telegraph communication ruined beyond repair. Our technological back was broken; our civilization writhed like a wounded snake, unable to advance and incapable of retreat. We were too complex to return to simplicity; and only then, when it was too late, did it become apparent to the man in the street on what a fragile base his life had rested and how tenuous had been his hold upon existence. “One world or no world,” our greatest men had said, but no one had believed them. Having refused one world, we now had no world, and each man reacted according to his nature. Some, as I say, committed suicide, not merely because they were wounded or burned but because they were terrified. They bolted like animals, leaping from the housetops of the vast circle of buildings that surrounded the empty center of devastation. Some prayed, some cursed, some raped and murdered, their lusts liberated in final orgy. The police tried in certain parts to keep order, and shot looters and assassins till their ammunition gave out, when they were lynched by police-hating mobs. All the jewelry stores were broken into, and rings and ornaments were scattered everywhere. But now, of course, diamonds and gold were useless.


  For forty-eight hours, there was madness and murder, screams, shots and shouts; the parading of loose women in stolen ermine cloaks, mink coats, stone marten stoles, with diamond tiaras on their bleached blond hair. For forty-eight hours, cars roared through the streets and tommy guns spat from the cars. Then the gasoline began to give out in the filling stations, and the ammunition began to give out for the tommy guns as it had earlier for the police, “and there was no one to hold up. Gangsters could go into any store and take anything. Their women dripped with jewels, their cars were stacked with valuable furs and piled with cases of Scotch and gin and rye. They had eaten their fill of steak cooked by trembling chefs at the point of a gun. But now there were neither steaks nor chefs left, and there was no water to wash the grime from their faces and the blood from their hands. And then, as suddenly as their reign of terror had begun, it ended in terror on their part. Here was a new world that they could not understand, where all that they had ever wanted was theirs and they were carrying it off. But to where, and for what? In this world they were the suckers, and, like wild animals betrayed by this new environment, they turned upon one another in a kind of gang war of extinction.


  This, of course, is all somewhat academically stated, the drama having lost its sharp cutting edge with the passing years. But there are incidents, vignettes that still stand out, separated from the general mass of somewhat amorphous memory and theory and rationalization, like the red-capped figure to be found in almost every Corot landscape. There was the girl who ran into Grand Central Station pursued by two men, whom I shot. It was as simple as that. I was going out to get canned goods from the basement of a ruined store and had a rifle in my hand. I knew the girl by sight; she was a dancer in a nearby musical show. She smiled at me and said thank you as if I had opened a door for her. And I, regretting the expenditure of my two shells, wondered if it had been worthwhile. The shots on my part, and the smile on the girl’s, were out of their context here.


  In a book published a few years before it happened, a number of scientists had predicted what might occur, and one of them had explained what would take place if an atomic bomb were dropped in Gramercy Park. The fact that the explosion actually did take place in Gramercy Park could have been a matter of coincidence, or luck, or it might have been suggested by the chapter in question. The depositor of the bomb may have said, “Well, if they want it there, let them have it there.” He may even have had a kind of perverted sense of humor, like the guards at Buchenwald who gave towels to those of their victims who were about to be gassed, telling them the Murder House was for baths; or again, with that tidy Nazi mind, he may have wished to make fact conform to fiction. The point, however, is that the explosion did not operate quite as was expected, because, for some unknown reason, the blast did not fade out and get weaker and weaker as the distance from its center increased. Instead, it ended as if it were cut off by an invisible wall.


  The best way to describe it would be to imagine the force of the blast as something tied to a string that was being swung round and round. Everything within the area covered by the string was destroyed, and everything only a few yards beyond it was left—with the exception of such minor damage as some broken windows—intact. The blast at that point appeared to take an upward direction, so that in the area beyond the destroyed center there was no further destruction except that due to fires caused by the falling debris. This destruction was somewhat haphazard; certain buildings escaped all damage while whole areas were completely gutted.


  After the original reign of disorder and mayhem, the city started to reorganize itself. Emergency repairs were effected to water supplies, and local authorities were linked by provisional army field telephones. Citizens formed themselves into troops of vigilantes, and though there was some street fighting between different groups which took each other for bandit bands, order was in some degree restored. But there was no sense of security or continuity, for if there is no reason to expect tomorrow to dawn, today loses its validity. Were more bombs going to go off? What was going to happen about food, or work, or money?


  People began to evacuate the city in cars, on foot, on bicycles. They left the island of Manhattan, endless black caterpillars of humanity creeping over every bridge, appearing from under the ground in every tunnel. They were migrating like lemmings. Driven by fear, they were going into the unknown where they would inevitably die.


  They swarmed over the land like locusts, devastating it, marching till they were halfway to Canada. Some even reached the Canadian border, where they met Canadians marching down from Montreal and Toronto. What had taken place in New York was not an isolated phenomenon. Every big city in North America had suffered the same experience. No city except Washington was completely destroyed, but the population of all had been panicked, and the cumulative effect of these multiple bombings was much more serious than the total destruction of any single city, because all the urban populations fled to the country—which they destroyed; to the small towns and villages where, when once what was happening was understood, the villagers defended themselves with guns and even pitchforks, ex-soldiers fighting from tractors as if they were tanks. It was civil war, mass suicide. North America as a power, as a civilization, ceased to exist.


  But as if even this were not enough, disaster was piled upon disaster, and the sickness hit us. First came diseases that were caused, it was said, by radioactivity. Then came the Red Death. The Red Death appears to have been general all over the civilized world.


  The news of the period, naturally, was garbled; but there was some news. A few radio hams were able to receive messages. Ships at sea relayed frantic and conflicting reports. Naturally, within hours of the disaster, our air fleets set out for Europe and in a series of retaliatory raids blotted out many centers of military and industrial strength. Every big town in England had been blown up at the same time that ours were: London, Manchester, Birmingham, Liverpool, all had ceased to exist. But fortunately the United States, anticipating the possibility of such an attack, had the foresight to be ready for it and had several fleets of immense bombers, complete with atomic bombs and personnel hidden in secret underground hangers. Anticipating the destruction of central authority, the commanding officers of these areas had sealed instructions to be opened if communication broke down.


  When the attack came, the wings of retaliation were soon in the air and within hours of the first blast our world was gone. There was never in anyone’s mind, apparently, the idea that any country other than Russia could have been responsible for the attack upon us.


  What was forgotten was that Germany was our enemy—the enemy of Russia and America and England—and that nothing would please Germany better than the mutual destruction of the U.S.S.R. and the Western democracies. The Germans hoped this would happen and, in my opinion, engineered it—perhaps even by setting off the explosions in America, knowing that we, in our fear and bewilderment, would attack Russia in a retaliatory reflex. What the Germans did not foresee (or perhaps they did not care) was that such a war would extinguish them with the rest of mechanized mankind. Or again they—the Germans—may have had such confidence in their Spenglerian myth that they assumed they could survive.


  And so, perhaps, they could have—until the Red Death came along. Then they died along with all the others.


  I had thought till today that it had killed every living human being in the Western Hemisphere with the exception of myself and perhaps some Indians in the forests of the upper Amazon or Orinoco. Some of the last news that we got through was that the same disease had broken out in both Buenos Aires and Rio. This makes me think now, looking back on it, that the bacteriological war the attackers planned for us got completely out of control.


  What happened in the Far East, in Australia and Asia, I have no idea. We never heard anything from there, and perhaps they, too, survived. Perhaps a new empire of Orientals arose. I doubt it, though, because I feel that they would surely have established some kind of communication with the East coast of the United States. I think it is safe to assume that sickness and death overtook everyone in the Far East as well, except for isolated tribesmen and perhaps the inhabitants of such a remote place as Lhasa, the sacred city of Tibet.


  The two girls I saw were standing on a small hill on the corner of Fifth Avenue and 23d Street. I saw them clearly silhouetted against the skyline. They had long spears in their hands and were leading horses. One horse was a bay and the other a chestnut. The girls were staring north, shading their eyes with their hands, while the horses cropped the grass beside them. Both girls were blond. Their hair was knotted on their necks and they wore what looked like buckskin shirts and trousers. I had trouble with the dogs, Vixen and Bodo; the girls were upwind and the dogs had never smelled a woman before—or any other human being but me, for that matter—and they probably thought of me as one of themselves, since I had bred them and their parents before them and they were never separated from me, even sleeping on the same heap of skins in the cave I had built in the ruined Chelsea Hotel.


  Having described the girls, I suppose I had better describe myself.


  I was born in Paris, just in time to serve in the first World War. I was severely wounded and went to live in South Africa, where I farmed cattle for ten years. I then took to writing, returned to England and came from there to the United States, where I remained, apart from a few trips to England, France and the Bahamas, till the second World War, when I married a charming American girl, an artist, and continued writing while I waited for the war to end. My age and disabilities prevented my doing anything more active. Among others, I wrote and talked of the dangers of our Anglo-American retention of the bomb secret, maintaining that manufacture should cease and control be given to the United Nations. I also said that our civilization, as we knew it, was finished; and that as others were saying and writing at the same time the future presented only two alternatives: the liberation of man through atomic power or the destruction of our civilization, either by great nations in an undeclared war, which was what we feared, or by atomic bandits or nihilists.


  My wife and I lived in a small studio penthouse on the eleventh floor of the Whitby Apartments on West 45th Street, opposite the Martin Beck Theater. I was over there yesterday and it is still almost intact, having been extremely well constructed sometime in the twenties. As a matter of fact, I shot a mountain lion that my dogs had driven into a basement apartment which had, when we lived there, been occupied by a drummer. Hunting big game in old apartment houses is the most dangerous form of shooting there is and makes any African safari look like child’s play, because the animals are likely to attack from the immediate flank—that is, from any apartment—as you move down a passage. Hunting under such conditions would be quite impossible without dogs that first investigate the building and bay up the den of any animal that is lurking there. The losses in dogs are heavy; but I am continually breeding new ones—huge animals of mixed Saint Bernard, Newfoundland, great Dane, Irish wolfhound, bloodhound, mastiff, police dog and Husky blood—which generation by generation become larger, fiercer, and better hunters. The feral dogs—the wild stock that has survived and bred itself by mongrelization—are not much bigger than jackals or coyotes.


  When I am out for a stroll, as I was today, I usually take only a couple of well-trained dogs as guards to inform me of any danger that I do not see myself, which was lucky for the girls and their horses. For had I been hunting with my pack, as I do every second day or so, the girls would undoubtedly have been torn to pieces, since this is my way of feeding my dogs. They are trained to pull down any living thing and, having done so, to break it up as English hounds did a fox. Of course, when hunting the mutations such as the giant wolf and mink and a kind of wild ox that resembles the extinct European aurochs, I use a rifle—a 450 express that I selected at Abercrombie and Fitch—which has immense striking power. The dogs, instead of attacking game that is too big for them, merely bring it to bay and hold it till I come.


  From my point of view, there is a certain interest in the change in my own character because, when I first went to Africa as a young man, I was an ardent hunter. Then, at the age of thirty-five, I gave up shooting altogether. Now I, like my dogs, have reverted atavistically, and hunting is my only pleasure. My mind is less disciplined than it was when I used to write for the magazines. It drifts along strange paths, as I dig among my memories seeking for incidents and examples that will elucidate or explain what has happened. This is not a story. It has no plot. It is a testament, a form of history, a literary curiosity written for myself as a form of justification, as a debt that I, the last man of the past, must owe to an unborn future.


  My narrative must drift back and forth to catch memories that are like butterflies as they flick through my mind, for I am an old man. How can I write about the death of my wife? I can’t. But the description of her death will be there, threaded like every twentieth bead on the string of my life. I cannot coldly discuss killing and eating Annie, my pet dog. Nevertheless, I did kill and eat her.


  We also ate Edward, the kinkajou we had had for four years, in a stew. There was no food for pet animals, and it was necessary to dispose of them all. I have never had a nicer pet than a kinkajou, a South American animal resembling, though not connected with, a lemur. It has a long prehensile tail, a soft fur, and charming snuggly habits. It is about the size of a cat and is more or less nocturnal. We never took to cannibalism, though both cannibalism and infanticide were widely practiced and probably, under such conditions, to be condoned. Morality can exist only in a social framework. A man alone cannot be good or bad. He cannot steal, fight, lie, or murder.


  Now I return to animals because it is among animals that the last twenty years of my life have been lived. In addition to the giant mutations, there was an immense increase in the wild animals indigenous to New York State, such as the timber wolf, beaver, black bear, lynx, mountain lion, deer, moose and bobcat. There were even some bison and caribou. There were also many game birds: pheasant, ptarmigan, grouse, and a new kind of American jungle fowl which evolved from ordinary poultry. The inmates of the Central Park zoo now roamed wild, too. Some lunatic, very shortly after the explosion, had thrown open every cage in the zoo, and since no one had time to deal with the liberated animals, a number of them survived and became acclimated. Now there are tigers in New York, which, in their long winter coats, resemble the great tigers of Manchuria. There are also leopards, Jaguars and a wide variety of buck and antelope which, despite the severity of the winters, have managed to survive. As happened elsewhere where their ranges overlapped, the lions were soon exterminated by the tigers. There is at least one herd of zebra and another of donkeys. Occasionally they hybridize. There are no horses, and the two that I saw today are the first I have seen for twenty years. Grizzly bears have spread from the West and are very large-even bigger, I should say, than the Kodiak bears. I have seen marks where they sharpened their claws against a tree in Central Park more than twenty feet from the ground. There are several families of polar bears living along both the Hudson and East rivers. There is a great colony of seals at Ellis Island.


  The great bald eagle now nests in the abandoned cliffs of every skyscraper. There are pigeons by the millions; and ducks, wild geese and swans in all the ponds and rivers. Buzzards and kites circle everywhere.


  Many of the larger carnivora live in the drains, which is probably how those from more tropical countries survived their first winter. It is of course for the same reason that I live in a cave, where the temperature is more or less stable, rather than in an apartment, of which there is certainly no shortage. It occurred to me when I moved in here that, after all, a cave was man’s natural habitat, and that a house was only an artificial cave.


  At least one more thing is necessary to supply a picture of this area as it is now. New York was always famous for its skyline. This skyline is now vastly changed. There are a number of large buildings—blocks of flats, hospitals and hotels—more or less intact. Rockefeller Center stands; so does the pinnacle of the Empire State Building, an eagles’ aerie now. The Chrysler Building stands, but its pinnacle hangs from it at any angle. The bomb blast area is completely bare and almost as flat as a polo field. A curious thing, however, has occurred. The debris that landed on the housetops, combined with the guano from the countless birds that took to roosting on them, has formed a soil so fertile that trees and shrubs cover the flat tops of higher buildings. This fertility accounts for the amount of game found here.


  The Washington Bridge is intact and so is the Brooklyn Bridge, these two being the main migration routes for those animals which leave or come to the island of Manhattan. The polar bears, moose and caribou seem to prefer swimming, as do the tigers in the summer months.


  As there have been animal mutations, so there have also been mutations among the plants. There are some great ferns as big as trees, and there is a new elm which creeps along the ground, one tree covering as much as an acre. Everything grows with great rapidity.


  The scene from a hilltop or a ruin is of strange and almost incredible beauty. The game is so thick that it is reminiscent of the Sabi game reserve in the Transvaal. Standing out above the rolling greensward that covers the fallen buildings, great towers of masonry rise like ancient forts.


  Everywhere there are small woods, clumps of trees, and little streams and rivers. There are large numbers of flowers, many of them completely new, at least new as wild flowers. Varieties of roses which usually had to be budded now grow wild, as do gladioli, dahlias, tulips and every other kind of bulb. Hyacinths, daffodils and crocuses cover large patches in solid mats of color; they lie like scatter rugs on the green floor of the city; and nothing more beautiful could be imagined than coming across a great striped Bengal tiger asleep on a carpet of purple crocuses in the first warm afternoon of early spring, or seeing a red and white wild ox standing belly-deep in orange gladioli. There are ferns and mosses to be found wherever water drips or runs among the rocky gullies. And in no place are they more beautiful than in the natural grotto in front of the Chelsea Hotel, where a clear spring bubbles up and falls with a delightful splash into the small lake made by the subsidence of the ground in 23d Street. It is in this lake that I keep the black bass, rainbow trout and carp that I catch when I need a change of diet. They have become adapted to this way of life and are very little different from their ancestors.


  I must say that after the hardships we underwent in the beginning while we were learning to adjust ourselves, I now live very well. I have fresh meat and fish, wine and whisky when I want it, and plenty of canned food of all kinds. I only miss bread and potatoes.


  I have often thought about the question of luck—of my good luck in being left alive, for instance. But are we really sure about what is good luck and what is bad? Why was I chosen to be spared out of so many millions?


  Or, on the other hand, why was I so damned as to be made to survive, to live alone in a world of death and putrescence—made to revert atavistically to a subhuman existence? What had I done to deserve a lonely hell like this, when all other men—as I had supposed until today—were killed quickly and mercifully, or at least relatively quickly and mercifully? Now that it is all over; and my adjustments are made—now that I have gotten over my loneliness and overcompensated to the point where, having seen two fellow human beings, I hide like an animal—I go over it all again in my mind.


  It was naturally a great shock for a modern man to be thrust back into prehistory, and to see how, having misused our means, we had lost our ends, which should have been, not the search for a life of more and more comfort and the possession of more and more things, but the integration of the personality—man becoming man at last. I had visualized in the last years of our era a new type of co-operative, non-predatory man living at peace with his fellows in a world of plenty made possible by modern technology. But man instead had weighted himself down with this very technology in a system that corresponded to the armor of the prehistoric reptiles and, like them, unable to change, had been forced by the very extent of its development into self-destruction.


  Looking back, I realize I have not thought seriously about anything for ten years. Obviously, in the first rush of events and difficulties of adjustment there was little time for thought; it was hard enough just to stay alive. But about five years after the disaster, for a period of several years, I thought and read a great deal. I still have a very fine library that I collected at that time, and sometimes on a sunny day I sit and read in the grotto with my gun and dogs beside me. But I read mainly poetry now, stuff with a ringing meter, that I learned as a child: Tennyson, Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome, Kipling, Swinburne, and Hood. It is what critics used to call the best bad poetry. I think that unconsciously I have gone back to it so as to keep the song of words and the power of simile functioning in a mind that was becoming atrophied from disuse. For I had stopped thinking in words and was only feeling things, like an animal. I had even stopped speaking to my dogs, and controlled them by gestures and sounds: sah to attack, ah to check them, hi-lorst to hunt, er to warn, hup to jump. So, to regain the use of my tongue and vocal chords, I went back to the poems of my school days, taking an almost childish pleasure in watching the development of my own defense mechanisms, laughing wryly at the devices of a so-called cultured mind as it strove to fight madness alone in lovely wilderness.


  Perhaps in a way these neoclinical symptoms, tricks, alibis, and fantasies are the most important part of this narrative. The real fight was not, as might be imagined, with wild beast. Indeed, as must by now have become apparent, this war with the wild game was both my way of living and my pleasure. No, the real fight was with loneliness and boredom. Alcoholism was a way out, and for a while I tried it, reeling drunk and singing through the ruined, empty streets, through the reek of putrescence. I tried it till I fell and came to with a pack of starving mongrels sniffing and growling round me as I lay in the gutter. Another few minutes—if I had taken one more drink and had been just that much drunker—and the boldest of the dogs would have been at my throat.


  At one time I contemplated suicide, and here, oddly enough, I discovered a great truth: a man alone, unless he is in great pain, does not commit suicide if he still has the means of living. Suicide is an act, when it is not done in a panic of fear which is a more or less unconscious running away, that is committed in order to impress, astonish, and dismay those who cause it. It is committed as a final act of annoyance, a kind of blackmail by which the dead hope to make the living pay. Either this, or it is a way for someone who has never been important in life to become important in death. Thus it was impossible for me, once I had made these discoveries, to kill myself.


  It was about this time, and probably a part of the same mechanism—the opposite side of the same psychological penny—that I decided to collect and breed a pack of dogs as a distraction and as a means of hunting. There were a number of large dogs roaming about, some of which showed a tendency to follow me. I shot game for them, and even shot other dogs for them to eat. Some dogs had gone completely savage and, having lived on cadavers, were much more dangerous than any wild animal, for it is the half-wild animal which has lost its fear of man that is the most likely to attack him. There were some terrific fights between my dogs and these wild dogs, but by degrees the larger of the wild dogs died off and were replaced by the smaller coyotelike animal which skulks in the scrub and ruins today.


  But I must go back to the disaster, and to the events, as far as I can remember them, that preceded it.


  The funny thing to me, as I look back at it, is that the atom, the smallest thing in the world, should turn out to be the biggest thing in the world. In the summer of 1946 we thought we had control of the atom and we ran some bomb tests on Bikini, a coral atoll in the Pacific. Everything went wrong about that time. It was, if one had been clever enough to see it, the beginning of the end. There was fear on every face—fear and anger. There was no kindness anywhere, because fear and kindness cannot live together. All over the world people were angry, and their anger, born of fear, became fury. I saw it only in New York, and there I withdrew myself, seeing fewer and fewer people and losing myself in the ivory tower of my storytelling, a trick that I had taught myself when I first found it necessary to escape from life—a trick at which, as life became progressively worse, I became progressively better, able to live more and more within my dreams, to love women I created in my mind, to ride horses that I bred in my brain. I needed a thousand subtleties as a defense against a future that came nearer every day, a giant who carried death in his hand.


  But to get back to the experiment: There were stories about it, the best one being that some goats on the battleships had survived the blast. There are goats in New York City today. I can see goats any time I go out, and I hardly ever shoot one because their taste is too rank even for the dogs. But where are the people?


  In those days, there was a world famine. Men had increased tremendously in numbers despite wars and disasters and the safety margin of nutrition was gone. This margin had never been very wide, and a world drought, combined with the effects of war, had closed the gap. And those who talked of a continually rising standard in American terms of eating were, whether they knew it or not, talking also in terms of reduced population, for the billions who were on earth then had to live on grain rather than meat except such meat as could be grass-fed. Here is another odd paradox, for now in this savage world of animals it is grain that is the luxury—grain and fat, because most animals do not carry fat, except a little around the kidneys, and I get most of ‘mine from bears and porcupines. I melt it down and save it in airtight jars.


  But I was trying to describe those times—the hate and fear and the little love. There was not even much love between men and women. There was marriage, of course, but only three marriages in five lasted.


  It is easy now, so long after the event, to be wise and see that probably we should never have employed the bomb at all—not even on Japan. Instead, we should have brought Japanese observers under safe conduct from Ireland or other neutral countries to witness the first trials in the New Mexican desert and then said, “Give up or we will do this to you.”


  Now I must tell something of my own personal life. This brings me to my home, and my wife, and the life we led together before it ended, and its end—a difficult and painful thing to do, but one which must be done as a duty, for this phase, too, is coming to an end. I feel it in my bones and heart. Even the dogs feel it: at this moment Bodo, who was sitting with his head on my knee, has gone toward the door and stands there growling, with his hackles erect and his tail stiff. Vixen, more dangerous but more restrained than he, is backing him silently: her eyes are on him and on the door. My hand is on the rifle at my side. I lay it across my knees and watch the dogs.


  The dogs that have been growling by the door have quieted down and come back to me. Whatever had been outside has gone and I have relaxed. I can now go on with my narrative again, continuing where I had left off.


  My wife, Mildred, was an American, a very small and beautiful woman who hailed from the swamps of New Jersey that are now inhabited by every kind of savage creature. She was an artist, and our small and unpretentious apartment in the Whitby Apartments was decorated with her work. She painted and I wrote, and we amused ourselves with our pets: a miniature pinscher called Annie; a kinkajou called Edward, which was a female but did not know it; a South American bugle bird or troupial called Sam; a golden hamster by the name of Stompie; and some sixty-odd tropical fish of various species whose names still come to me without difficulty: zebras, platties, angels, neons, moons, swordtails, clowns, guppies, gouramis, Siamese fighting fish, miniature catfish, and many others. The fish lived amid water plants in a large tank which, when lighted by a fluorescent light, looked like fairyland. My wife, who was filled with imaginations and fantasies, always said how wonderful it would be if we could only be very small (and able to breathe under water) and therefore able to walk about in so lovely a garden, sitting on the rocks and strolling over the silver sand.


  We had three rooms in the apartment: a studio sitting room, a bedroom, and a small study. There were, in addition, a kitchen, a bathroom, several large closets, and a terrace garden with plants and trees in pots and boxes, chairs, swings, and a striped awning which could be lowered or pulled up by means of ropes. The apartment was, in fact, an ordinary small New York penthouse in the theatrical district, chosen for a combination of privacy, economy and delight in the situation—this being in what was known as Times Square and corresponding in this city to the grand boulevards of my native Paris. Around us each time we took the air to buy a pack of cigarettes or a bottle of beer, were the cream of the world’s artists, actors, playwriters, musicians, dancers, singers, prize fighters, cowboys. There were also pimps, gamblers and prostitutes—and their prey: the curious and the rich who sought on the West Side those diversions which the West Side sought on the East.


  I was shaving. I had been ill, and to interest myself had grown a beard which each day I marked out like a tennis court, shaving up to the soap mark. The immense white beard which now sweeps my belt buckle was thus simply born. My wife was in the kitchen washing up the things which would be needed for breakfast, and which in a more meticulous household would have been washed the previous night (when we had made tea on coming in from the theater). It was fortunate that she had left the dishes until morning; if she had not, she would have been in the bedroom and exposed to the direct rays of the blinding flash of the explosion. It is hard to recall with exactness what I felt or heard, or to differentiate between what I have reconstructed and my actual memory. My first conscious act was to run from the bathroom to meet Mildred running toward me from the kitchen. She was followed by the dog, which jumped into my arms. With one arm around my wife, and carrying the dog, I went toward the bedroom. I do not think we spoke. I do not think we even said: “What was that?” It was obvious that something had taken place that was beyond both question or explanation. I cannot even remember if the sound—an incredible, dull, slow explosion, if such a thing is possible to imagine, like the bursting of a shell which takes minutes instead of seconds to explode—or the unearthly light came first, or if they came together as lightning and thunder come when they strike nearby.


  It seems almost certain to me now that we both knew what it was. That it was it—the atomic bomb, the “new god” that we had talked about for so long and whose name, like that of older gods, we feared to mention, calling it it. It can’t happen here; it can’t happen to us.


  I do not know what I felt when it happened. Fear certainly, then perhaps an odd kind of relief. It had happened, and we were still alive. This was the worst that could happen—that was what we thought, then. In a way, it was like walking through a barrage. A thing that seemed impossible had taken place; we had passed through a wall of death and fire. We had survived. In us then, consciously or not, was the terrible selfish joy of the survivor. Only the dog had more sense. She trembled so much that when I put her down she could not stand but fell on her side. And the kinkajou in the kitchen was uttering loud screams.


  The glass from the bedroom windows was on the floor and window sill. Since some of it still stuck to the frames, it was obvious that it had not been smashed the way glass is usually broken by an explosion, but that it had been bent, like a plastic, by inward pressure and then had fallen, instead of being blown into the room. Thus all laws of physics were shattered; everything that I had learned of what, at school, we .had called “heat, light, and sound” was now reversed. We and all mankind were dwelling in a vacuum universe where even Einstein must find himself a child spending his first day in a cosmic kindergarten. But this thought did not come then, as I stood with my wife in my arms, as she clung like a small bird to the only safety that she knew. We stared, not out—for we dared not—but at the familiarity of our bedroom which was bathed in an unearthly light. Only a true artist would know what I mean when I say it was a cold rose. Only he would know that this is not an impossibility—for by the rules all reds and pinks are warm, and it is the blues that are cold. Only he would know—and it makes me laugh as I write, for there is not an artist left alive today, not a damned soul who can understand this message from the damned.


  My wife’s dressing table was intact, its mirror unshattered, her comb, brushes and other accessories as they had always been in that woman’s disorder, that asymmetry which always appalls a man. There was a lipstick lying open. There was a scattering of powder. A cut-glass perfume bottle was unstoppered. It occurred to me to ask her how she expected the perfume to retain its strength if she did not put the stopper back—a thing I had done a hundred times, to no effect. And I smiled inside my mind at the thought and turned my eyes to the bed. There we had lain. There were the marks of our lying. The sheets crumpled, the bed no doubt still warm; and this had happened. This had taken place.


  Still looking, my eyes moved to the bird cage. At night we brought Sam into the bedroom so that his chuckling and calling would wake us slowly in the morning. (That was one advantage of my profession; I was no servant to time or to the shattering effect of an alarm clock. As it is to every man, my belly was my master, but I could choose my time to make the wherewithal to fill it, and use, if I so desired, a bird to wake me.) At the bottom of the cage my bird lay dead, a crumpled ball of black and yellow.


  Apart from the curious cold pink glow in the room, there was a smell of hot iron. Mixed with this smell was a faint odor of ozone, a sort of seashore smell. There was also a feeling of warmth—not heat, just warmth, like that felt from the shortwave diathermy treatment that doctors used to give sometimes for a strained back. I had the feeling of being enveloped in a blanket of powerful, almost palpitating warmth. I remember thinking: Are these the fatal radioactive waves that we read about? A writer whose name I cannot recall had written a magnificent description of the bombing of Hiroshima in a magazine called The New Yorker, which, though it was a magazine of sophisticated humor, devoted a whole issue to his report. His description gave us a standard of comparison.


  We now dared to look out of the window. The McGraw-Hill Building was still standing, and so was the Holland Hotel, but beyond them there was only an incandescent orange redness against which they were blackly silhouetted. This redness was the center of what can only be described as a frightful, cream-colored, cauliflower-shaped cloud. Branches of white and butter-yellow broccoli seemed to grow writhing out from this center in mushroom layers. The whole thing was vegetablelike, a vivid, livid, mushroom-cauliflower-broccoli that formed great branches which grew, changing into white trees growing out of the scarlet central heart, against a background of thick brown smoke. Everything writhed and churned, the branches becoming intricate tendrils of marblelike delicacy—orange-pink, scarlet, amber-yellow, citron; and then the veins thickened into arms so that the vegetable simile failed and one thought of the writhing arms of an octopus.


  Having watched this tree of death grow, having seen it mount into the firmament, break into two parts and drift in majesty toward the west, we turned our attention to our home, which we knew already to be shattered, cracked like a mended cup which seems, as it is dropped for the last time, to retain its shape for an instant so that a memory of it can be fixed before it breaks into tiny shards.


  Meanwhile, other things had happened, as we found out when we looked around more carefully. The kinkajou had stopped screaming and had gone to sleep. This was her answer to all problems and corresponded to our method of anesthesia by means of drink, drugs, or women. But some of the tropical fish were dead, floating with their white bellies in the air; and the plants which filled the big studio window had their leaves browned on the edges. Why only the edges? Why had only some of the fish died? I forget which now, but all of two or three varieties were dead while the others swam at ease, seeking food in the corners of the tank. We picked out the dead fish to feed to Edward when she woke, as was our habit. We scattered some food in the feed ring and watched the multicolored fish cluster near the surface to eat. I said, “Put on the kettle and we’ll have some tea”; a cup of tea being my answer to any crisis—tea and aspirin.


  Then suddenly I felt weak. I saw how we were going through the motions of life: feeding the animals, making tea. Mildred must have felt the same, because she said from the kitchen, “The gas is all right.”


  I said, “And the water?” though I had heard her fill the kettle and knew that the water was still running.


  “The water’s all right, too,” she said.


  It won’t be for long, I thought; and got up and put the plug into the bath and filled it. That would give us fifty gallons or so—enough for a few days anyway. I was trying to bridge the gap between a technological past of half an hour ago and the future, trying to think what would work and what wouldn’t, and making decisions that seemed very wise at the time—conditioned reflexes to disaster brought out of the past from African droughts, from memories of the last war, from stories and letters I had had about London in the blitz. The next minute I was being violently sick. Lucky I’m in here, I thought. If one had to be sick it was a good thing to be in the place where it was easiest to be sick. It all comes back to me very clearly as I relive that day. Again I hear my wife’s voice saying, “Are you all right?” And my answer: “Yes, I’m all right.”


  And now I became aware of the smoke and the smell. Smoke was coming in through the shattered window of the bedroom. Fires must have broken out everywhere, I thought. Probably the destruction of the explosion, though it must have caused the fires, had banked them, as it were, with falling buildings, and only now were they breaking out with real severity. I heard a great crash as something fell on the flat roof and, looking out, saw it was a big wooden beam; more things fell, half bricks, tiles, dust, something that looked as if it had once been a man. I must get that away—overboard—before Mildred saw it.


  I did later, when things had stopped falling, and wondered as I handled the broken body if it was radioactive. I wondered how things had stayed in the air so long. Or was it not long; had it all happened so fast, in minutes—and what did it matter, anyway? I thought of what we had done, of filling the bath and the kettle, and decided that the debris falling on the roof was the result of a later explosion. There would no doubt be many of them. The kettle began to whistle.


  I said, “Let’s make the tea. We’ll feel better when we’ve had tea.”


  Mildred said, “Yes,” and we went into the kitchen together with the dog between us, right on our heels so that when we stopped, she bumped into us. The very act of making tea was calming.


  Things still kept falling, and the air was filled with papers that rose sailing like kites on the currents between the high buildings. It was very dark and there was no light when I tried to turn on the table lamp. Neither of us said anything. The wind continued to rise, assuming almost whirlwind proportions. I began to be aware of the noise of sirens. Fire engines and ambulances and police cars were evidently out on the streets. We both said, “Listen to the fire engines.” Then there was a shot and Mildred said, “Is that a shot?” and I said, “Yes.” There were to be plenty more later. Then we heard a scream. The paralysis of fear was now changing to hysteria. Terrified people were rushing out to escape from themselves, to find out. We’d have to go out ourselves sometime—but not yet.


  We had a second cup of tea. I was surprised how very calm I seemed; my hand hardly trembled. That amused me, not because it showed my lack of fear but because it showed my ability to control most of it. Probably the only people who were not frightened at that moment were lunatics, to whom this must all have seemed very logical and predestined. Perhaps that is why I was not more frightened, having been classified, because I had expected something of this kind to happen, as a lunatic. I was, in a way, psychologically prepared for the end of the world, but there was little satisfaction in being able to say, “I told you so,” and, at the moment, no one to whom I could say it except my wife, who always believed everything I said and thought me an altogether remarkable man, thus tempering her criticism with her charm.


  I went into the bedroom to try the telephone. The room was very smoky but not so bad as it might have been, for the wind had changed again. I did not know whom I was going to call. It was just that I wanted to see if the telephone worked. I had always hated the telephone—the network of copper threads that tied all civilized mankind together in a web of misunderstanding. If there had been no telephones and no airplanes and no electricity, there would have been no atomic bomb. I held the receiver to my ear. It was dead. No phone. That, after all, was not surprising after the failure of the electric light. But as the discovery of the telephone had been hailed as a great advance of our civilization, its end—for there was no doubt in my mind that it had ended—was a definite sign that our civilization was disintegrating.


  I went to look in the kitchen to see what we had to eat. There was quite a lot of stuff: cans of baked beans, boned chicken, soups, glass jars of tongue.


  There were other factors that were to the good. Once the first shock had worn off, I began to consider the possibilities of life as well as I was able—began to look and see if there was anything to reconstruct with. As I say, there was a fair amount of canned food in the kitchen and there were, in addition, about ten large parcels of food that we had wrapped and were going to send to friends in England and France. It was remarkable how distant England and France seemed and how little our dearest friends now mattered. I was grateful to them for my own good impulse that had made me buy the food, and delighted with the habit of procrastination which had prevented my sending it to them.


  Another good thing, though I did not realize it fully at the time, was that I had a thousand rounds of .22 ammunition for the Mauser, because we had been intending to go on a holiday and I had meant to do some target shooting. I must have thought of this, though subconsciously, because my next move was to go and see the manager of the hotel, a great deer hunter who lived in the adjoining penthouse, and ask him if he would let me have one of his heavier rifles and some ammunition. I was already aware that there would be a necessity for weapons, that civilization in terms of protection had broken down and that it must be every man for himself.


  I obtained a rifle and fifty rounds of 303 ammunition without much difficulty—the manager had more guns than he could use—in exchange for a case of whisky that I had just bought. We talked around the subject of the bomb and our predicament, more or less ignoring it, which was fantastic, since the air was filled with smoke. Like me, he must have had the feeling that this was the end of everything. Actually, of course, there was nothing to say. And to talk would probably only have torn the last shreds of self-control from our naked fear. We got no further than saying it was terrible, that neither of us had been out, that we had better be careful, and that it would probably be all right.


  My wife fixed some food. We had meat in the icebox, which by this time had stopped working; we had potatoes and soup. Surprisingly, the gas was still on; our supply had evidently been unaffected. And we had water; it was still running, probably from the reserve tank on the roof above us, and we did not have to use the reserve in the bath. We gave the kinkajou the dead fish from the tank and a banana, the last, and a bit of bread, and Annie had our leavings. The day passed somehow. I forget how. Night came—a night like those of the blackouts of the war but without air-raid wardens or police. The streets were dark and lighted only by the light reflected down from the low ceiling of cloud and smoke which was illuminated by those parts of the city that were still burning. It was a night filled with strange happenings—screams, cries, shouts, shots, the noise of doors being forced; a night of black horror edged by the glare of the buildings that still burned to the south of us. The McGraw-Hill Building still stood out like a great black pinnacle against the glow of the sky. There was still the sound of sirens as fire engines and police tried to keep some semblance of order, but it was all sporadic. There was no sleep for us, but we lay down with the dog between us and tried to rest. I had the deer rifle loaded beside me, and I had a Gurkha kukri in its sheath under my pillow; I had sharpened it till it was like a razor. I have it still, having carried it since that day. I say we did not sleep, but we must have dozed off, for at dawn we were wakened by a sound truck.


  An impersonal voice was giving out the news. It made me think of the town crier who had in the old days brought the news of war, of victory or disaster. It appeared that Washington was completely obliterated and that, since the federal government no longer existed, New York and all the other states were on their own. The Governor advised calm and patience. He said he would undertake to keep order and restore vital utilities. People were advised to stay where they were and wait and not rush off to the country. This news, of course, succeeded in achieving the purpose opposite to that desired and stampeded everyone, so that later in the day there was a veritable exodus of such cars as had gas in their tanks. The rest of the news was that, bad as things were, there was no cause for panic or alarm and, though the casualties in New York City were estimated to be more than seven hundred thousand, the fires were under control and we should remain calm.


  The voice went on and on. Detroit, Chicago, Philadelphia, Boston and every other major city had been severely damaged. But everything would be all right; this foolish catch phrase was reiterated and we were again advised to remain calm, stay at home if possible, until normalcy was restored. How this was to be done with seven hundred thousand casualties and a quarter of Manhattan destroyed was not revealed.


  There were a great number of suicides. Within an hour of the blast, we saw one woman throw her child out of a high window in the Lincoln Hotel, stand naked for an instant on the parapet and then follow her child in a headfirst dive. Most suicides, however, were on the fashionable upper East Side—the working poor being more able to stand disaster; having so little, they had little to lose.


  Forced by curiosity and the knowledge that the longer we waited, the harder it would be to go out, we made our way down the stairs from our eleventh-floor apartment to the street. I had often called dwellers in apartment houses “troglodytes,” and I remember thinking how right I had been as we climbed down the concrete stairs and crossed the paved passages that divided one flight from the next, pausing to rest and to listen to the strange sounds we heard. There was some drunken singing, the sound of quarrels, a hysterical woman blaming her husband for what had happened and asking him why he did not do something about it. He did. He struck her; she fell down and got up screaming she’d “have the law on him for that”; at which he laughed and she burst out crying loudly because now there was no law. On another floor, people were having a prayer meeting and singing hymns. There was no one in the office, and the lobby was deserted.


  We went into the street and found it empty. It was rather like a Sunday afternoon with everyone away, or a


  Saturday—a week-end—because a car was being loaded with things from a house almost opposite the hotel entrance. I had with me a heavy blackthorn stick that I always carry on account of the lameness caused by an old wound, and since we had money with us, we thought we might as well go up to the corner and see if we could buy more food. Obviously, money was no good any more, but here was the possibility the grocer would not have come to that conclusion yet; he might not have had the sense to load up his stock and take it home with him. This guess proved to be right, and we were able to buy fifty dollars’ worth of canned goods: sardines, herring, salmon, tuna fish, and potted meat. We obtained a gunny sack and staggered back with our wealth.


  On the way home there was the body of a man—his head had been bashed in—lying in the gutter on the corner of 45th Street, opposite a liquor store which had been raided and was completely empty. And, as we were getting our stuff in the grocery store, a girl ran screaming past us pursued by a gang of young hooligans. I judged from the noise that followed that they must have pulled her down in the next block. It was this incident which decided me to cut off Mildred’s hair (she wore it long, more than shoulder length) and make her dress in dungarees. With short hair, dungarees, and a dirty face, she would pass for a youngish, rather queer-looking boy, but everyone looked queer now and she would certainly be safer.


  We lay low for a few days. This was the time that the sediment of the underworld rose to the surface and took over. The streets were the scene of unrestricted pillage, murder and fights between rival gangs. From our roof we saw some amazing sights. But by degrees, in a matter of four or five days, things improved. My friend the manager told me that he had heard that the city was full of wounded and crazed people. He asked if I had seen any and I said no. He said they were flooding up Lexington and Park avenues. He told me more of the exodus, of how the routes out of the city were packed with refugees in cars and on foot. The police were making no effort to control them, since control was impossible. But what could they have done, anyway? Given tickets? Made arrests? Broken cars were jamming the roads. People were being run down and robbed, girls abducted; other people were jumping off bridges and out of windows. But still they were moving outward like the spokes running from the shattered hub of a wheel. He asked me what I was going to do. I said I was going to stay.


  Though my memory of the sequence of events that followed is somewhat confused, certain incidents stand out very clearly, the first among them being the destruction of our pets. The fish went first, since they could not live without the light in the tank. But then they did not count as pets; they were merely a decoration and an interest—no more than that. The kinkajou was different. She was very affectionate and never bit hard enough to draw blood. Looking back on it, it seems funny now; but I had been away from farming for fifteen years or so and had gotten out of the habit of killing things. It was only with the greatest difficulty that, holding her in the crook of my left arm, I made myself hit her on the back of the head with a two-pound ball hammer. She stretched out the way animals do when struck, her legs quivered, and then she went limp. I skinned her while she was still warm, as it’s much easier then, and then I cut her up for a stew. Mildred cried. The dog looked on, not at all sorry to see the kink go. She had never understood our interest in it. It was difficult to think of Annie going the same way, which she did two days later.


  Dogs have been associated with man for so long, a million years perhaps, that they no longer, in the full sense, count as animals; they are extensions of man, inventions of many like the spinning jenny, the Queen Mary and the atomic bomb. Breeding livestock has always interested me, and I have learned a great deal about it since I have lived alone in the world with animals. Domestic dogs, as we knew them, were bred by continually discarding dogs that were not tractable, but my dogs now are bred two


  ways: the dogs of my hunting pack, which have been bred for strength and courage alone, would be capable of pulling me down if they were really starving, while my personal dogs are almost human, having been bred for both brains and courage.


  In taming any animal, you must replace the mother of the young animal so that it fixes its affection on you instead of on its dam; or, in the case of animals that hunt in packs, you must become the leader of the pack.


  This is what I do when I hunt with my hounds. Though I carry a rifle, a knife, and a pistol, I would not try to handle my pack without a bull whip and a short club. Every now and then a young dog, never a bitch, challenges me. Weighing as much as or more than I do, he might pull me down if I were not ready for him. On one occasion I killed—with my bare hands—a dog that weighed two hundred and five pounds (I had the curiosity to weigh him.) His name was Racketeer, and his breeding was Great Dane, police dog, Saint Bernard and Afghan.


  Racketeer was a lovely beast, but suddenly he challenged me. I had put the pack onto a bear spoor. It was spring, and the spoor was very clear in the moist ground, but Racketeer wanted to follow a lynx. When I began to whip him off—this was before I carried a club—he turned on me, while the pack waited to see which would be master. I saw him crouch for the jump, and as he leaped for my throat I struck him straight in the nose with my fist. As he fell I jumped on him; leaping into the air, I brought both feet down on him, smashing his ribs. Then I raised him in my arms and threw him back to the waiting pack.


  But all this discourse has been an evasion of the description of the death of Annie, my pinscher. The past is still too near to make it easy to discuss. But the way it went was this: I held her on my knee, with my left hand over her shoulder, and brought the hammer down on her skull, cracking it with a single blow. I then cleaned and skinned her and we ate her, for though we had canned food we were trying to conserve it for the days that were to come. When it became known that I had killed my pets and eaten them, a woman burst into the apartment and called me a cannibal and a brute. She said it was like eating a human being, and I said, “We may be doing that yet.” There had been cannibalism in the German concentration camps at Dachau and elsewhere, but this good woman had forgotten or had never believed it. On the other side of the same penny were the people who wanted me to kill their dogs for them because they could not bring themselves to do it. I killed a number of dogs that I had known quite well, many of them having lived in the hotel as long as I had. I charged half the dog for killing and dressing it, and became accustomed to dog soup and stew.


  During this period the destroyed part of the city was walled off, the rubble of the fallen buildings being used to close off the streets. It made me think of the walled-off ghettos of the German occupation in Poland, and of the way situations tended to repeat themselves, death being enclosed by walls in both cases. It was a defense mechanism on our part against the knowledge that death had us hemmed, walled in, and was one of our final tributes to complacency, to the idea that if we could not see a thing we stopped its existing. But you could not help smelling it. All over the city there was a stench of death in the air.


  Order, as I say, had been for a while somewhat restored and a few minimum services functioned, but everything worked on a kind of reflex. Policemen remained policemen because it was their habit and they did not know what else to do; for a few days garbage collectors still collected garbage for the same reason. But there was neither credit nor currency, central authority having disappeared. Public servants were paid in food from the stock that was available in the city warehouses, a system that obviously could not continue for long.


  There were amazing tales of the fights put up by farmers against the influx of city dwellers who had run out of the metropolis and had flung themselves upon anything edible in the country—a swarm of human locusts that the country people resisted in every manner possible. There was a pitched battle on the Canadian border in the vicinity of Niagara Falls. The Canadians appeared to be a little better off than we were, having retained their central government, and they used troops to turn back the unwelcome thousands, many of whom had known the Falls only as a honeymoon resort. We got the story from one of the survivors and his wife. She was a lovely blond night-club singer who now looked like an old and shrunken woman; he had played a hot trumpet and was at one time internationally famous through his recordings. I recall the incident because, despite everything, he had held onto the silver trumpet that had made him famous—a remarkable young man who no doubt died tooting on his instrument.


  All this took place in the first few months. I was proved to have been wise in my decision to stay in New York: there was more food here than in the country. There were still some pigeons, and there were plenty of cats, for with the departure of mankind and the failure of all city services, the rodents had increased in a phenomenal manner and naturally the city cats had increased with them. I had eaten cat as a child (our gardener in France, who trapped them, had once given me some), and both Mildred and I found them excellent. There were still some dogs in the street, which lived, literally, by dog eating dog, and these I shot with my .22. Our system of hunting was to go out together; I went a pace in front with the .22 and Mildred followed with the heavier rifle, the 303, which she, like a gunbearer in Africa, put into my hand if I asked for it. Some of the big dogs could not be stopped by a small-bore rifle; and there were human wolves, too, who had to be destroyed. Mildred was in no danger now as a woman, having like all other surviving women, lost any visible sexual charm which she had ever had, near starvation having reduced the sexual curves that characterize women; and the sex fiends, who had run riot in the early days, raping and murdering, had either been eliminated or had been reduced by the food shortages to seeking nourishment rather than other satisfactions.


  For a change, we used to fish in Central Park. Mildred, being better at it than I, would watch her float bob in the water while I stood guard with the rifle. We cooked out on the roof where, when first we had taken the apartment, I had had built a little barbecue. Water was now obtained with difficulty. Some we brought from Central Park, some we collected by damming up a section of our roof.


  At this time there were very few people left in the city—only a few thousand—because everything had broken down with the breakdown of credit. People simply would not work without money. They were not even ready to save their lives by co-operative effort. So deeply had our competitive system bitten into us that they preferred to sit around and starve, or else they ran away and starved—except the few who, like ourselves, lived on what they could find or loot from the stores. The word “loot” persists, though obviously it was no longer looting. It remained, however, an operation of some danger because of the darkness of the stores and the maniacs who had taken up their abode in many of them—savages who resented any intrusion into their territory. I remember one man that I shot at Gimbel’s while Mildred held the flashlight on him. He was an immense man who ran at us roaring with rage as he brandished a meat cleaver. We had gone to Gimbel’s for caviar and pate de foie gras. They had a lot of it, for apparently the other looters, having less sophisticated tastes than ours, left it alone.


  For anyone who liked adventure I suppose this would have been very interesting, but to us who had become almost sedentary and were quite unaccustomed to swift movement, hard living, or even loud noises, the adjustment was most difficult. Yet in this twilight world, we succeeded in living and forming a pattern of life, even remembering the days with some semblance of accuracy. I, who had always hated a schedule of any kind, now invented one. Monday: Central Park, fishing; Wednesday and Friday: food-looting expeditions. Inevitably, though, the human instinct being what it is, more was collected than food. We found some beautiful fur coats—stone marten, blue mink, Russian sable, and ermine. The ermine came in very handy for winter hunting in the snow. We picked up some wonderful diamond rings of fifteen or twenty carats, ruby clips, necklaces and bracelets. We both looked like pirates. We were far from clean but we were dressed in suede, silk and satin; we wore rare fur coats from which I had cut the arms to give greater freedom. We had silk sashes around our waists, carried an arsenal of daggers and pistols, and over our shoulders were slung the best guns New York could provide.


  We had begun by this time to collect our big dogs. We needed them for protection and hunting. In the beginning we had a boxer and a police dog. We hunted other dogs to feed on. The transition of my wife from a charming, rather fastidious young American girl to a primeval savage was most interesting. She soon learned to use a knife and to skin an animal as well as I did. She was never a good shot, having difficulty in closing her left eye, so I got her a shotgun and a .32-caliber Colt. I told her that if anyone attacked, she was to wait till he was right on her, then push the muzzle of the pistol into his stomach—she would feel it go in—and then continue pulling the trigger till she passed out. No girl could have had better instructions. Fortunately, she never had to follow them. The only near disaster occurred once when I was some distance away, but her assailant was pulled down by the dogs, and when I arrived, the man who had approached her was dead. This reassured me because I had not been, until that moment, quite certain how the dogs would act, as they were young and unused to dangerous work.


  This was about the time that we heard the first stories of the Red Death, the strange dancing disease that was, according to the information we had, sweeping not only the country, but the world. We soon saw evidences of it. In fact, one of these dancers was the second man our dogs killed. The disease was contagious. The first symptom was the appearance of great health and gaiety, which was followed by a mad happiness; we would see rosy-faced couples dancing and singing in the streets as the disease began to spread. In the later phase, the victim either fell into a coma or attacked anyone in the vicinity without warning. This is what happened one evening as we were about to cross Sixth Avenue: a man and a woman suddenly appeared and began pirouetting and jitterbugging. I hoped they would pay no attention to us, but the man saw us. I knew that we were in for trouble, for he suddenly got beyond the happy stage and became murderous. He reached me with incredible speed and had me down before I could do anything to defend myself. But as he gripped me, my wife fired three shots into him from her .32 and the dogs attacked him, the boxer grasping his thigh and the police dog his shoulder. They knocked him onto his back and quickly finished him off.


  I picked up the sack I had been carrying and felt very shaken, for I was certain I had been contaminated, and now had to work out plans for a method of restraint that my wife could use which would prevent my hurting her when I reached the paroxysms of fury that were the final symptoms of the disease. I had my own theory and was certain that if she did not touch me she would be all right. Naturally, no one knew much about the disease, but I had the idea that with restraint there was the possibility of survival, death occurring through the berserk rage, which had the effect of burning up the victim. I therefore conceived the plan of going to the local police station—we had dumped our sack of loot—and getting a pair of handcuffs and some chains. The incubation period was said to be a week, but to take no chances I found a ring bolt, fastened it in the floor of the apartment and attached the chain and handcuffs to it at once. All I had to do now, the minute I got the first symptoms, the feeling of joy and the flush that went with it, was to handcuff myself and then hope for the best. I told Mildred of this plan and gave her her instructions. She was to keep out of my reach, give me no food but plenty of water. This she was to put in a tin measuring cup and push into my reach.


  The precautions I had taken frightened my wife, and I had to spend the next few days reassuring her, telling her that there was nothing to fear and that it was all done “just in case.” For my own part, I, was certain that I could not have failed to contract the disease, and so we spent our time hunting furiously for more canned provisions and collecting a reserve of wood and water. I also obtained more ammunition for the shotgun, because this was the best weapon for Mildred: a scattergun to point in the general direction of anything that frightened her was more likely to be of use than any other kind.


  What follows is all that I can remember of the days that ensued. I do not actually remember them at all and have reconstructed the story from what I remember of what Mildred told me when it was over.


  It seems, according to what she said, that on the seventh day—our guess about the incubation period had apparently been right—I woke in great form in the morning and began to sing opera. The remarkable thing was that I sang in tune, which was extraordinary, for I have no ear for music. This proved that I was ill. With expanded chest and wide-open mouth I stood on the roof singing to the silent city. Then I dressed, putting on a brown suit with a white pin stripe. I also put on my gaudiest tie, one that I had bought when we were working in Hollywood. It was a red-white-and-green affair made of silk, hand blocked, and about a foot wide at the wide end. I had never dared to wear it before. I then danced all by myself, tripping lightly up and down to unheard music, and then undressed and broke into a series of Zulu War dances. At this moment some glimmering of sanity must have returned to me, because Mildred said I covered my face with my hands and burst into tears; when the paroxysm was over I picked up the handcuffs, clipped them over my wrists, and lay down like a chained dog to sleep.


  What came next must have been completely terrifying for my wife. I am a big man, six feet two, and I weighed two hundred pounds. Having slept for some hours, I woke in the fury that is the secondary symptom of the disease. Having circled the room to test the length of my chain, I crouched on my haunches like an animal and leaped at her. Fortunately, the right bolt held and I was dragged back, being pulled onto my shoulders and falling on my back with my handcuffed hands between my legs. This seemed to have knocked me out for a moment, but I was only playing possum. Forgetting what I had told her, and with a wife’s instinct of solicitude, she came to see if I were hurt. In a second I was up, and raising my manacled hands, I swung them down at her head in an attempt to stun her. She jumped back just in time and then decided to obey the instructions I had given her. Fetching a tin cup full of water, she pushed it into my reach with the tip of a jointed fishing rod. I seized it and tried to draw her to me, but the tip came off in my hand.


  For ten days I remained in alternating states of animal fury and animal sleep. The sitting room resembled the den of a beast. Filthy, naked except for a blanket that I used not for modesty but for warmth, I growled and sulked, wringing my fingers and licking my wrists where the steel had bitten into the flesh and worn away the skin so that it was a ring of festering sores. I drank quantities of water, cup after cup, and each time I had done so I threw the cup at Mildred’s head with a clumsy two-handed throw. My ribs stood out in arcs about my chest, my stomach was sunken, my eyes stared wildly; my whole skin was pink shading into red, almost scarlet; while my face and neck, in contrast to the rest of my body, were swollen, apparently suffused with blood to the point where I was unrecognizable. For some reason, the sebaceous glands were stimulated by the fever, and hair grew in great profusion all over my body.


  This, then, is the story of my illness as reported by my wife and as I remember it. On the eleventh day it ended as suddenly as it had begun. My face was now white with illness; my eyes, no longer dilated, were sunken; and, instead of having the strength of ten, I could hardly lift my hands to my head. The fever had burned itself out, and I was alive. That was my first conscious thought. I was rational. I said, “I think it’s over.” Mildred said, “Yes,” and burst into tears. I said, “You can let me go now,” and for a while it seemed doubtful that she would be able to, because she had put the handcuff key away so safely that she could not remember where it was. She found it at last in an empty flower vase.


  A period of convalescence and reflection followed. It is easy to reflect when one is ill; there is nothing else to do. Our reserves of food being ample, we just sat around and talked. The ten days of my illness had been notable for the final evacuation of the hotel. As far as we knew, we were now the only people in it.


  I was now the most intelligent man in the world. I knew answers that should have been obvious by implication to everyone when the first bomb burst in the New Mexican desert. I had survived the Red Death by a miracle and was therefore even more special, because a lot of people had survived the blast, but so far as I knew, I was the only man to recover from the plague. All that came out of this period of reflection, during which I regained some measure of my strength, was the certainty that what had been wrong with us was nothing but stupidity. We had been too stupid to be afraid, or too afraid to acknowledge our fear.


  What I’d feared now happened. Mildred came down with the fever. Her symptoms followed the accepted pattern of dancing and singing, but considering our differences in size (she was under five feet tall and weighed only ninety-three pounds) I could not bring myself to tie her up, with the result that when she turned on me, suddenly leaping like a tiger cat onto my shoulder and sinking her teeth into my neck, I had great difficulty in escaping her. As soon as I got my hands free I threw her down and put the handcuffs on her. Her hands were so small that she wriggled out of them till I succeeded in padding them with a handkerchief. She bit, scratched, and kicked fiercely all the time I was restraining her. Having recovered from the disease, I was “salted,” as we used to say in Africa of horses that had had horse sickness, and so I was able to take better care of her than she had of me. Nor was she hard to handle because she would seize any lure, like a bath towel, that I offered to her, and worry it, which kept her occupied till I could get right up to her—for a woman, like a horse or any other animal, is less dangerous when she is quite close to you. A kick or a blow has to travel to gain strength. Nevertheless, despite all my efforts—my keeping her covered and hand-feeding her—she weakened and died the day that the fever ended, curling up in my arms so that I thought she was just sleeping and did not know she was dead till I put her down.


  This description seems somewhat cold and unfeeling, but there is no way of describing such an incident except by understatement. The point was that she had been and now was not. I was almost mad with sadness and loneliness. My brave little companion was gone and her body had to be disposed of. Burial was unthinkable, for no matter how deep I might have buried her, the hunger-crazed dogs would have dug her up. So, collecting furniture from the houses in the neighborhood, I made a great pyre, rested her body on the top of it, and set it ablaze, standing watch over it with a rifle in my hands. Like a Hindu widow, she was burned—utterly destroyed with the household goods of those who had died before her.


  It was then that I thought of suicide and, deciding against it, began to take to the bottle. Oddly enough, the dogs were of no help, the wet noses of their sympathy doing nothing to alleviate my sorrow. Some days of this, or weeks—time, which had been getting vaguer, now ceased to exist entirely, because if you are alone there is no time—and then I made my decision to leave a home which no longer held anything but memories. Seeking a place to live, I moved first to the Hotel Pierre because of its proximity to Central Park; and then ten years or so later I moved to this cave in the Chelsea because of the sylvan beauties of its surroundings—its grottoes, pool and springs attracting me profoundly.


  Leaving home was a strange sensation. Each thing I looked at had a history. Given by friends, bought, inherited, each thing represented something other than what it was. They were objects certainly, some, of them objects of art, but they were also memories. This man and that woman came to the surface of memory; this place and that place; this year and that year. We were in New Orleans then, I thought. We bought those little brass cannons on our honeymoon. We bought this picture in New York, that ivory Buddha in Paris. What was it they said about Buddhas? That you should never use them for anything—not as paperweights or doorstops; you should just have them to look at. This was home, a collection of objects—chairs, tables, beds, chests of drawers, china, silver, pictures, books—that had been integrated into a personality by their possessors—by us. This was home in its final phase; built up slowly, it was now suddenly disintegrated.


  Several times I went back to look at the apartment, to walk about in it as I had walked before, to feel die things I had handled in the past. I even collected a few things as souvenirs and took them over to the Pierre. It may have been these minor objects of art, or it may have been the location of my new abode, its convenience to 57th Street, that prompted me to make a collection of the smaller pictures in the art galleries there.


  The galleries were intact, no one having bothered to loot them—jewels and gold being the things that attracted the robbers. I got some very lovely things: a Poussin, a Utrillo; I got pictures by Renoir, Ingres, Vermeer, Manet, Monet, Dali, and Winslow Homer. Later on, this picture collecting became a kind of obsession and no doubt helped me to retain my sanity, for I would hunt the more expensive apartments and houses of the city in search of works of art—pictures, bibelots, and books. I took things from museums and libraries, and so created a museum of my own in one of the large reception rooms of the hotel. The catholicity of my taste would no doubt have amazed the late curators of the Metropolitan or the Museum of Modern Art, but I have a very interesting collection to which, even now, I occasionally add an exceptional piece if I run across one. And it is very restful after a day’s hunting In Central Park to drop in and look at the masterpieces of our vanished civilization and reflect upon the marvelous capacity of man for variability.


  It is interesting to look back now and see the devices I unknowingly employed to keep going. Had I not been alone, had Mildred lived, there might have been a great excitement in this life once we had got used to it. Even as it was, I grew to enjoy it. I see that today, when the even tenor of my life has been shattered by the sudden appearance of the strangers. Had they been men, I should unquestionably have killed them, but since they were young women I could not. That I could not was not a matter of chivalry’, for chivalry needs a social context in which to function. The force that stayed my finger—which was on the trigger—was one much older than chivalry, being the force that had given birth to it. These were young females of my own species. No factor can be more disturbing to any man or animal.


  It is hard to imagine the sport of hunting in North America at this time unless the game is described. The mutations mentioned earlier did not all appear suddenly—first one turned up and then another. I found the first sign of anything odd about six years after the blast. I was out looking for a deer in Central Park, and I came upon what looked like a dog spoor eight inches across. My dogs, however, became very excited and went off in full cry.


  As I trotted after my pack (at that time it consisted of about fifteen couples of grown dogs, and ten half-and three-quarter-grown pups who were learning their business) I felt that they had bitten off more than they could chew. The spoor puzzled me. This was an immense beast—the stride was well over a yard—with imprints so deep that it must weigh at least half a ton. I had gone about a mile when I heard the baying of the dogs. I also heard some of them screaming the way a hurt dog does. I hurried and then, prompted by some instinct, decided to climb a tree to get a better view. It was a good thing I did because the dogs had surrounded a huge black wolf that stood as high at the withers as a horse. Three dogs were dead and, as I looked, the wolf caught another—a handsome red-colored dog called Fox—and tossed him in the air the way a good terrier does a rat. The dog fell howling with his back broken. As the wolf seized their companion, the other dogs darted in from all around to bite him, seizing his hind legs and tail, one bitch leaping at his throat. I had only the 303 with me, a rifle quite unsuited to this kind of beast had I been on the ground where he could get me, but a good enough weapon from my point of vantage in a tree. Resting the barrel along a branch, I emptied the magazine into him, and before he could decide what to do he was down and the dogs had swarmed all over him. He killed three more before he died, and hurt six. This experience taught me a very important lesson, and I never went out again without two guns, one of them a 450 express.


  After seeing this animal, I was no longer surprised at the other strange beasts I saw. The atomic bomb and the radioactivity that had accompanied it were explanation enough when I thought it all out. These beasts were monsters caused by the effect of radioactivity on the genes and chromosomes of animals pregnant at the time of the blast, while other abnormal mutations were the result of some nutritional change that had taken place in the herbage. It interested me to note that I, too, felt very well and even seemed to have grown a little through eating the meat of these animals. And this diet certainly had had an effect on my hounds, the young dogs increasing in size, going up to forty inches and weighing over three hundred pounds—the size of a small lion or leopard. The aurochs, which had roamed Europe before the Romans, reappeared through some kind of throwback; and the cattle of the country—Jerseys, Guernseys, Herefords, Holsteins, and Shorthorns—bred together, increased in size, and reverted to a breed that looked like the Texas longhorn. These cattle became the chief prey of the giant particolored mink.


  Fortunately the mink were rare. I feared them greatly because of their savagery. They stood about five feet high at the shoulder and were some eighteen feet long, including the tail. But despite their size they could flatten themselves and creep along almost invisibly, the white marks helping them by breaking up the silhouette. They would creep closer and closer to their prey and then charge at it from close distance at incredible speed—the speed being fast enough to roll over an ox that was taken by surprise. Then, cutting the jugular with their immense needle teeth, they swiftly emptied the carcass of blood.


  As far as possible, I avoided hunting such dangerous animals and confined myself to deer, wild cattle, antelopes, bison and zebras for meat for the pack and myself; and tigers, leopards, mountain lions and bears for sport and to keep my dogs in fighting trim. There is nothing more exciting than hunting some great carnivore that has taken up its abode in a house in the vicinity. Such an animal has to be killed, because nothing is so inconvenient as a tiger or leopard making a den near one’s dwelling.


  One of my most interesting hunts was that of a pair of tigers in the Hotel Pierre. They were a mated couple, and I was continually getting glimpses of them in the vestibule or in the passages.


  The tigers had made their den in a small pantry behind the cocktail bar; and it was the knowledge that I would lose a lot of hounds, and that any dogs would be good enough for the job provided they had courage enough to enter, which had prompted me to use my culls. I sent them into the bar. The two leaders were killed before they were through the door, the male tiger smashing them against the wall with what can only be described as a right and a left; but as he struck, I shot him, the bullet smashing his lower jaw and entering his chest. The remaining dogs went in over his body, and came out faster than they had gone in, followed by the tigress. She charged out but did not see me—I had hidden behind the bar. As she passed me I fired at her, but I missed. The dogs were now in full cry after her. As she bounded up the steps into the dining-room, followed by the dogs, I got another shot in and hit her in the loins with a high shot that broke her back. I checked the dogs as well as I could—there was no point in their attacking now—but one refused to obey and was killed. Another bullet finished the tigress.


  This incident was a contributory factor in my decision to move to the Chelsea. The Park was no longer important, since the whole city was now covered with grass, and the beauty of the cave I had discovered had long tempted me. There was no place near the Chelsea where large, dangerous animals could lurk, and there were excellent facilities for my dogs.


  This new home where I am now sitting deserves some notice. The cave has two chambers and is lighted by windows that I have pierced through the debris. There is a third room, on a lower level, which has no window. The temperature of this room rarely varies more than a few degrees, and this is where I sleep in the coldest and the hottest weather. I also keep my wine here, and the room has a pleasant rich, earthy smell of wine and dog and man that is very homelike. The second room is a combined sitting room and study; I have my best pictures and books here, and some wonderful small pieces of furniture. The outside room is my kitchen and workshop. I have built myself a chimney and have a bench and carpenters’ tools.


  But all these conveniences could have been found in most districts in the city. It was the exterior which made the situation unique. The hotel itself had collapsed and was a voluptuous green hill covered with short, cropped grass. In fine weather I have seen a herd of zebra mixed with American bison grazing over it within a few yards of me. By some combination of accidents—the explosion that destroyed New York, the civic engineering that existed before the explosion, and certain geological factors—a lovely long, finger-shaped lake appeared in 23d Street. It is fed from the spring which bubbles through my grotto, the water being first forced upward by natural pressure through a small crevice in the fallen masonry some fifteen feet above ground level. After I had done a little minor engineering with plumbing fixtures picked up here and there and with plants and ferns collected wherever I could find them, I had created a little paradise for myself. I should add that I did no hunting within a mile of my home, thus making a reserve because I like the game for company and I find nothing more beautiful. I also had two practical reasons, one being that if any big carnivores came along they would have no difficulty in finding a meal, and the second being that, in the event of illness, I could easily kill something to eat from my own doorstep . . .


  Something very awkward has just occurred. My house dogs again expressed uneasiness, and, waiting till they quieted down, I went out to see what had disturbed them. What I found justified my worst fears. The girls have found my retreat. Their spoor is all around the grotto. They even rested on the grass and dipped their toes in the pool below the trickling waterfall. This infuriates me. The impertinence of these abandoned creatures—hunting out the cave of an old and respectable man and then disporting themselves at his private spring! I have been away from people too long to feel any Robinson Crusoe-like joy at discovering the footprints of these girls; besides, Friday was not a girl, much less two girls.


  Bodo and Vixen worked over the grotto, quartering it, noses to the ground, stopping occasionally with backward looks at me. I followed them and found the trail to lead east and then, climbing one of the larger hillocks to get a better view, saw the smoke of a fire about half a mile away. It gave me a very strange feeling to see the smoke of another’s cooking fire. I sat down and, with my dogs beside me, spent some time watching the blue smoke curl upward like a ribbon into the sky. Once a little breeze caught it, and it made a question mark. Nothing, I thought, could be more apt unless it were a period. I was overcome by a sense of finality, of foreboding. If I am not careful, my pleasant way of life may end, my habit of years be interrupted. With a certain irony I reflected on the repetition of the human pattern. As we once feared and resented the coming of atomic power, or, for that matter, universal suffrage, the liberation of the slaves or anything else that was different, I am now upset because I am no longer alone in the world. With these thoughts in my mind, I came home and cooked my supper. I had the saddle and kidneys of a yearling moose calf cooked in bear fat, a can of spaghetti with tomato sauce, and a can of green peas. I opened a bottle of port, one of the few wines which has not begun to go off after more than twenty years. I topped it off with three brandies. I have given the dogs a good meal and now sit here, pencil in hand, to record further impressions. I am now right up to date.


  The brandy has done me good. I can feel my heart beating strangely.


  Six months have passed since I have written a line. Although, as a novelist, I have always objected to the diary or near-diary form, I find on reading this over that it has a certain interest. Oddly enough, whether or not anyone is ever to read it appears to depend on me, because the young women are with me now. I would call them nice-looking—though it is quite hard for me to remember exactly what a pretty girl should look like.


  I will describe them in greater detail later. At the moment my problem is one of biology and morals.


  I am seventy-three years of age, and, though I am healthy and remarkably strong, I am without any desire for these young creatures of my own species. My lack of interest does not appear to be reciprocated, for in them is the warmth and burgeoning of youth. This is very embarrassing to a man of my solitary habits and advanced years. Who am I to repopulate the world with white men? And would not the world perhaps be a better place without us? On the other hand, my vanity comes in—my vanity as an author and the historian of these events: the final chapter of history as we knew it, and the opening chapter of a new kind of history. If there are to be people again, if there, are to be readers again—who might someday read this diary—it appears that I must father them. The problem perturbs me; it is an issue that I find it hard to clarify. The moral question is not whether I should live with two girls, but whether our species is worth perpetuating.


  And for the life of me I cannot see what is the matter with the young Indian braves. Why can’t the girls marry them, and live happily ever after without bothering me? Of course, the Indians may not think them attractive, but this seems hardly likely. In my opinion, the girls’ interest in me is simply curiosity: I seem unique, and women love the rare and strange. It is also evident that I have prestige value among the Indians.


  It is now spring again, and as I look back over the last few months I feel them worthy of some notice because of their personal interest to me. We are now in some open country in what I take to be Florida, since our war party went south and we are among palms. I have seen brown pelicans and frigate birds and so I cannot be very far wrong. I was riding Prince, my big bay, and beside me on her chestnut was Helen, the smaller of the two blondes. We galloped side by side, my long white hair and beard blowing in the wind, her yellow hair flowing like a palomino’s tail. Throwing my leg across a horse again after all these years has been a strange and wonderful sensation that has really reconciled me to this new way of life.


  As I rode, my thoughts went back to the day the Indians broke into my home and captured me far north in New York City.


  I had finished eating and was working on my manuscript when the dogs leaped up and went almost mad with fury. They barked and snuffled under the door. As I grabbed my rifle, the door burst open and a number of young braves, accompanied by the two girls, broke in. They were all yelling and carrying weapons. The leader killed Bodo, who jumped at him as he crossed the threshold. As I raised my rifle, one of the girls tripped me. She flung herself onto me, wrapping her arms about my legs. I fired two shots but missed with both. Looking back at the incident, I am inclined to think the three brandies may have had something to do with the poor showing I made. The brandy was wonderful ’65, the so-called Napoleon, and I drank from one of those large-bellied glasses that are wanned with the hands. My missing, however, must be considered providential, for had I wounded one of the braves I might easily have been killed.


  Vixen fastened her teeth onto the leg of one of the young men, but another got hold of my left arm before I could get to my feet. The Indians seemed to have decided not to hurt me and to have had a mistaken idea that I would not strike the girls if they attacked me, because the second girl now knelt on my chest. Her hair had fallen down and was hanging in my face. I was able to raise the barrel of my rifle and clip her on the jaw with it as I lay on my back, at the same time striking the other girl on the top of the head with a downward stroke from the butt. The young men now became more active, and disarmed me and tied me. I called Vixen off and gave up the battle. To tell the truth, I was curious about these Indians. I was even more curious about the two girls, who definitely were white and who spoke a kind of English—in the struggle they both swore like cavalry officers. I only hoped they did not know the meaning of the words they used. (It subsequently appeared that they did not, but had learned them from an old prospector who, having joined the Indians and finding these two orphan girls among them—their parents had died of the Red Death—had decided to pay his debt to society by teaching them his version of their own language.) The Indians were Comanches and Kiowas and had set out from Oklahoma four years ago on a kind of scouting exploration mission. They had brought the girls with them as interpreters, in case they should find any white men left alive. Their medicine men had foretold the finding of one and had said the white man would give them news.


  I was at first tongue-tied in the presence of the girls, who seemed, once I had got used to the idea, incredible beautiful and desirable. I have to some extent got over this phase, which I consider one of the few signs of senility I have shown. I had next to learn the language they called English. Apart from its Rabelaisian flavor, it had many Comanche words which the girls used to fill in the gaps, where they had forgotten what their prospector friend had taught them. As he died when they were about ten years old, they had developed a kind of special language, as children do. However, by degrees I got their story. They were the daughters of an Indian agent and his wife who had been killed on the reservation when the blast hit us. The girls had been infants then, and so knew very little about the blast. An Indian squaw had adopted them. Some time later, a prospector by the name of Adam K. Bell had joined forces with the tribe (he had been in the mountains for two years) and had instructed the girls in their mother tongue and in his version of history, geography and mathematics. They knew the multiplication tables and could add, subtract, divide and multiply—arts which made them invaluable to the Indians, who called them in when such obscure calculations were necessary. He had also taught them some excellent geology, though they could never figure out his interest in gold, which they said was quite common in some of the mountains they had explored; and they thought it had caused the old prospector’s death through frustration, though of course they did not use that word. They said he went mad when he saw it—and to express his madness they clapped their hands, jumped up and down, and pulled at their hair.


  The war party that captured me had had its camp on the site of the blast. The tepees stood about where the Players Club had been. They had chosen this site because, since everything was flattened around them, they need fear no ambush. When we reached the camp, a number of warriors were seated on the grass, grazing their horses, which they held by long riatas. These were the reserve braves, as it were, who had their arms with them—bows and arrows—and could be in action in a few minutes. Farther away, other horses were being grazed under an armed, mounted guard. These men had rifles that looked like Springfields. It appeared later that they had picked them up here and there as they crossed the country—deer rifles and the like, war souvenirs and other relatively light guns. In the United States, very heavy game rifles of the sort used in Africa have always been rare; and even if the Indians had found one, they would only have fired it once because of the kick. But even though they could have found enough ordinary rifles and enough ammunition, a great number of the braves were apparently against using them. The white man’s magic had, as it were, gone out of fashion with all but the boldest. As I took in the scene, I was struck by the oddness of the combination of primitive and modern weapons in the hands of the red men. Noble savages—but I wished they had been less rough with me.


  More men were sitting about the cooking fires in front of the tepees. My girls—I called them that already in my mind—seemed to be the only women with the party.


  I was taken before the leader, a subsidiary chief or headman called Tall Eagle. He was a powerful man of about forty, and some kind of communication with him was established with the help of the girls. I did not get to know the full story of these Indians until later, when I had mastered something of their tongue, which I speak well now though I continue to mix in words of Zulu, which disconcerts them. The war party’s mission was to proceed east till they came to the Great Water and then follow it south till they came to the land of the Seminoles, with whom they wished to establish contact and discuss the formation of a union of the Indian tribes that had survived, a repetition of the Six Nations alliance—if six nations were found still to exist.


  They were, however, much perturbed by the great mutations that they had found in the East, and even to encounter such animals as Bengal tigers and polar bears worried them. Fortunately, the great mutations were not common. In my first week with the Indians I had the good fortune to kill a giant mink that had attacked a party of their braves, after it had killed three members of the party and sucked the blood from two of their horses. With the help of the Indians, I skinned the animal. It took ten men to drag it out so that we could peg it.


  Perhaps I should describe this hunt in greater detail because it had certain interesting qualities. I was riding with one of the girls in the vicinity of my old home in 45th Street, perhaps unconsciously bidding it farewell, when from the direction of the Hudson River I heard shouts and yells which I knew must come from my new friends. I could also distinguish the scream of a giant mink. I was luckily carrying my 450. I had, in fact, fired a few shots from it just to get my horse used to the sound of a gun, something that he had not taken kindly to at first but seemed to be getting used to, as almost any horse will if he is swung sideways to the target so that a shot is not fired too dose to his ears or face. At any rate, when I heard the noise I turned Prince’s head toward the river and galloped down the soft grass of the street, which at this point runs downhill till it crosses Ninth Avenue, where it rises in a short hill. I could feel Prince change his stride as the street rose; his great quarters came under him as he drove his hind hoofs into the turf. The girl stayed close behind me.


  Breasting the hill, I checked the horse, pulling him up almost into a rear because, as I stopped him, I heard a terrible cry of agony from quite near by. Swinging Prince around, I pushed him up onto a ridge and saw, on the corner of what had been Tenth Avenue, the strangest sight I have ever seen.


  A giant mink stood at bay with a dead Indian in his mouth. Two other Indians lay on the ground, and there was a dead horse near by. Some mounted Indians and one loose horse were circling round the mink, who bristled with so many arrows that he looked almost like a porcupine. There were probably enough arrows to kill him in the end, but he would take days to die. The Indians with rifles were not with this party. Even if they had been, their bullets would have been too light to have much effect. The most intelligent thing the Indians could have done would have been to leave the mink alone now, because he would have settled down to suck the blood of the men and horses he had killed; but they were in no mood to give in and, uttering wild yells, they closed in on him, circling around him and shooting more arrows into him. This made it impossible for me to get a shot at him till suddenly, dropping the man he held, he did what I hoped he would do—stood up on his hind legs. He had seen me on the ridge, outlined against the sky, and wondered what I was. The mink’s eyesight, fortunately, is not good. As he stood looking and sniffing, his pointed face dripping with blood, I charged down straight at him—a distance of a hundred yards or so—and, pulling up about twenty paces short of him, swung Prince broadside on and put a soft-nosed bullet into the mink’s chest, midway between his short, waving forelegs. The bullet must have smashed into his backbone because he threw up his paws, almost as a man might throw up his hands, and fell backward with the Indians closing in on him, forcing their reluctant ponies up to him so that they could drive their spears into him. Once satisfied that he was dead, they expressed their pleasure.


  Nothing could have suited my purpose better than this happy event, for by it I proved my value to them as a warrior. For I had realized for some time that even if they had decided to leave me behind when they left New York (they had freed me almost as soon as they caught me), I would have followed because I needed company.


  The bowl of my personal existence was shattered. Here were men again. I’d forgotten how I needed men. It was interesting how my nostrils, trained by years of hunting, now dilated at the scent of men. There were also the girls, who affected me profoundly, and the horses. Women might be a necessity in youth, but horses were a pleasure that I had never forgotten. No man was ever betrayed by a horse; no horse ever deserted him or bore false witness against him.


  It took me some time to explain my ideas to the Indians, and to accustom my youngest dogs to their company. The older and more savage dogs I shot after having steeled myself by drinking half a bottle of French brandy. Actually, apart from the dogs that I could not take, I regretted most leaving my wine cellar. But I had some beautiful dogs left; I had the bay stallion Tall Eagle had given me; and I had the company of a hundred and fifty magnificent young Indians and two young white girls who were burned as brown as the Indians and distinguishable from them only by their corn-colored hair and blue eyes. All this made up for what I had lost.


  I was, however, faced with an ethical problem. The Indians, who had discovered heavy rifles similar to mine in some of the stores they had entered, wished me to instruct them in their use. I could see nothing to be gained by such instruction, so I tried to explain to them that this was white man’s magic and so strong that it had destroyed all the white men in the world except me, turning its forces against them in retribution for their own misuse of its power. I also pointed out that all they need do to have this great power at their disposal was to keep me alive and treat me well. I let one man fire a shot lying down, and the recoil broke his collarbone. This seemed to confirm all that I had said.


  Until I was with people again, it had not occurred to me to consider my own appearance, because when a man is alone he has no appearance. I found a mirror and examined myself with some attention and amazement. I was as straight as I had always been, but I was much wider than I had thought possible. My arms were as big as my thighs; my chest was immense. My hair was long, reaching halfway down my back, and my beard reached my belt. Both hair and beard were snow white. My body hair, with which I was covered, was white in front of my body and shaded through silver into black along my spine. For ornament, I wore a diamond necklace around my neck; my only clothing was a khaki kilt that I wore for warmth, a leather belt in which was stuck my kukri, and a pair of leather shoes. On my upper arms I had some gold armlets made from expanding wrist-watch chains and other jeweled bracelets that I had joined together and mounted on wide leather straps—a pastime I had indulged in as a hobby. I could not think what I looked like until I suddenly remembered the steel engravings of an old Bible I had had as a child. I looked like Moses when he received the tablets. But the astonishing thing was how well I felt and how immensely strong I was—now that I had others against whom to measure myself.


  My appearance does not seem to bother the Indians and it is evident that the two girls—their names are Helen and Christine—want to marry me and are even prepared to share me if necessary, much to the amusement of the braves, who, now that we know each other well, nudge me in the ribs and give me monosyllabic advice amplified by gestures. This situation is still unresolved and becomes daily more precarious.


  My personal affairs have, however, no historic interest; and, having completed my story of the end of the white man’s world, I can only say that I ride forward with optimism and can now laugh at the change of circumstance which hoisted my race with the petard of its own ingenuity and returned this great land to its original possessors. “America for the Americans,” I say to Tall Eagle, and laugh. He says nothing. He thinks I am mad. But the girls laugh, because young girls laugh at anything, and it is spring again.


  SWEAR NOT BY THE MOON


  Lawrence Schimel


  “Come, we burn daylight, ho!”


  —Mercutio, Act 1, Scene 4 of Romeo and Juliet


  He could not enter the house without an invitation. Waiting for her summons, he crouched among the bushes below her balcony and imagined her body before him once again: the slender waist, the sepia flush of her nipples, the curve of her neck. He thought of what would come tomorrow night, after the third bite: the years that they would share together, his loneliness finally over. He thought of how she would not age, always in the fullness of her youth like a rose in bloom sealed into a glass with wax.


  At last, a movement at the window; his heart fluttered like the curtains she parted. She leaned out into the night and called to him, “O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou, Romeo?”


  He flew to her side in an instant. “My love,” he whispered in her ear, holding her close to him. ‘The day has lived too long, that it might keep us distant. But now there is just one more night, and then eternity, never again to be parted.”


  Juliet did not say a word. She pulled the curtains shut behind him, and drew him to the bed, lest anyone should see the pair of silhouettes inside her window.


  But could she live that clandestine life, Juliet wondered, as she stared at him, his long hair spilling across her pillow, to hide her face from the sun and light of day forevermore. And the blood. Could she drink—


  No.


  She could not even bear the thought.


  Juliet turned from him, rolling over. The curve of his dagger upon the table caught her eye. She slipped from bed and grasped the handle, clutching it to her body.


  Romeo murmured as she left his side, and half-opened his eyes to watch her pale form walk to the window and stand before the curtains. She opened them.


  Romeo jerked upright. “What light through yonder window breaks?” he cried. “Art thou mad?”


  She opened the balcony doors and said, “Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon that seeks to keep us from thy smiling beams.” She turned to face her lover. “I can no longer live this life of evil that thou plan’st.” She lifted the dagger to plunge into her breast.


  Romeo lunged from the bed and grabbed her arm. His face contorted in pain and anger, his fingers digging deep as Juliet tried to pull away. His teeth flashed white within his grimace, and suddenly his grip relaxed. He leaned forward and pressed his lips on hers. “Thus with a kiss I die,” he whispered, falling to the floor beneath the full force of the sun’s rays.


  Juliet looked down at where he lay, beginning to dissolve at the edges. “Thou crumbiest to dust? Then I’ll be brief. O happy dagger! This is thy sheath; there rust and let me die.”


  She fell upon his body, and for a moment they held each other, beneath the sun.


  Juliet’s nurse found her lying there before the open balcony, the dagger in her breast. Her screams brought both the Capulet household and the watch.


  And though they found Romeo’s clothes beside the bed and cursed the fate that let her meet that scoundrel who had killed her, they never saw the pinprick scars upon Juliet’s neck, never knew that she had let him in.


  And when they took her body away to be laid within the family tomb, the wind that blew the dust upon the balcony out into the garden and world beneath the sun seemed to whisper:


  Swear not by the moon, the inconstant moon,


  lest that thy love prove likewise variable.


  FUTURES IN THE MEMORY MARKET


  Nina Kiriki Hoffman


  You can’t do anything else when you emp one of Geeta Tilrassen’s memory modules. Her senses seize you; you see through her eyes, taste with her tongue, hear with her ears. And touch? You’ve never felt air against your skin until you’ve felt it breathe across hers. In a desert environment, there’s a sense of cinnamon in the air. When Geeta’s on a water world, you feel the humidity as embrace instead of torture, as though you are constantly being kissed. Every module Geeta makes is fresh and innocent, and every time you use one, you feel as though it’s the first time.


  I’ve got one legitimate copy of a Geeta memod; I’m only allowed one at a time, and I’ve kept this one for a while. It’s her visit to the Hallen people. Nothing very exciting happens. She walks into their village. (The red sand gets into your sandals, but instead of grinding against your feet or raising blisters, it’s a pleasant friction.) The air smells of woodsmoke, charred flesh, and sage.


  Hallen burrows are mostly underground, but they have built delicate aboveground structures of woven withies, beautiful as spider webs, with small crystals at the intersections that flare in the red sunlight.


  The Hallen greet Geeta, draw her into one of the withy shelters, and give her the only thing it’s safe for her to ingest from their cuisine, some kind of berry drink with bits of leaf in it. She drinks. The liquid is cool on your tongue, a nice contrast to the desert heat. You taste the essence of that drink a long time after she’s swallowed the last sip, a sour-sweet merging of bright and dark flavors. She presses palms with the head lizard, smells his individual scent that shares species straw-tones with the others in the shelter but smells a shade more like sulfur and ginger. She listens to their drum-intensive music and sits in a woven-leaf chair with a Hallen egg in her lap. The music gets inside you like a second heartbeat, chasing your blood until you want to rise and dance. You can feel how warm the egg is, how there’s something moving inside that leather shell. You sense Geeta’s delight, the way it feathers her insides.


  It only lasts about a minute real-time, maybe twenty minutes mod time. It’s my favorite possession. I save it for the most difficult days, when I hate being Itzal Bidarte, the man who lost his home as a child and has never found another. I long for roots, and all I do is wander.


  If I had Geeta’s power, perhaps my memories of my homeland would be stronger. They are fragments, mostly visual, a plane of light on my mother’s cheek as she leans to kiss me, my father settling in a deep chair beside the hearth and lighting his pipe with a coal on a wire he’s fished from the fire.


  I acquired a memod made by a cousin of mine, dead now. When I play it, I see again the stream beside our village, smoke rising from the chimneys of the white-plastered, red-shuttered houses on a cool morning, pots of red geraniums beside the doors, and even, I think, I catch a glimpse of my father leading a donkey down to drink. My dead cousin’s memory is too flat, too simple. There are only muted sounds, distant scents, no touch. I don’t feel as though I’m there. It is more like seeing something in a smoked mirror.


  I’ve emped Geeta’s memory module of the Hallen about twenty times. I notice different things each time. She is so alert to every sensation that a normal person can’t take it all in at once.


  What I don’t see in the memod are Geeta’s bodyguards. GreaTimes, the memory merchants who have the sole license to distribute Geeta’s mods, edits us out. Even though I’ve gone on memory missions with Geeta, you will never sense me in one of her mods.


  As the ship approached our next destination, I pressed the alert beside Geeta’s cabin door. The door slid up and let me in.


  Geeta stood in the middle of the cabin, with colored outfits draped over the omnishapes of furniture whose functions she hadn’t set. The scentser laid down a faint, unobtrusive smell that covered any other odors in the cabin, and the audio was playing very low, something melodic without any percussion. Aside from the colors, this was Geeta neutral, as close as she could get to shutting down her senses and living on a par with the rest of us.


  “Itzal,” Geeta said, “you know more about this than I do. What should I wear on Tice?”


  She had been to Tice before, but she didn’t remember.


  I looked over all her outfits and pointed to the scarlet one with the gilt, point-edged hem. “We’re going to a big city on Tice, lots of energy and interaction. That dress will attract attention and intensify your experience.”


  She looked at me sideways, her broad mouth quirked at one corner. She was not beautiful in any of the regular ways, but her face was full of character, elastic enough to reflect her moods and thoughts. Only lately had I learned that she might be a different person behind her face, that there were parts of herself she had been hiding. “What if I want to have a quiet time?”


  “Do you?” I asked.


  She spun around, stopped, hugged herself. “You know me better than I know myself.” She took the red dress and hung it from a ceiling ring. I helped her pick up the other clothes and store them behind the wall. She controlled the furniture into two chairs and a table, and we sat facing each other.


  She tapped her wrist. I lifted my own wrist and swept the room with the spystopper. No glow: Geeta’s corporate masters weren’t watching us.


  “Did you get me one?” she asked.


  I shook my head. Sentients all through the interlinked worlds could buy Geeta’s memods, but access to them was strictly limited aboard The Collector. Each crewmember could own one at a time, and Geeta was not allowed to use any of them. She didn’t have an implanted emp receptor like the rest of us. She had to use an external one to get the cultural gloss and language of the places we visited before we arrived. Her corporate masters allowed her some forms of entertainment so she would be stimulated during our tween-worlds journeys through the skip nodes and in and out of systems. Nobody wanted Geeta to get bored.


  “Maybe I can pick up something on Tice,” I said. “I’m not sure how to get it aboard, though.”


  “Could you disguise it as something else?” she asked.


  I thought about that. “Maybe. If I have enough money. I’d need to find an underground tech there who could make it look like your normal entertainment emps, so you could put it into the emper without them knowing what you’re doing.” I tapped my lips with my index fingers. Before I landed this job as Geeta’s bodyguard, I had done some less-than-legal things—most of my guard training had come from people operating at the fringes of the linked worlds, in shadowy spaces often called Underground. I knew a few signs of the Starlight Fraternity that might lead me to someone on Tice who could successfully disguise an emp. Or the signs might have expired, and using them could get me into trouble.


  I shook my head. “I don’t think I can pay enough.”


  “I’ll give you money.”


  “But Geet, you don’t have any.”


  Geeta made the best memods in the business, according to her fans, who were legion across many worlds. GreaTimes bought her contract when she was very young, recognizing her memory potential even then; they had automated observers on most worlds, watching for talented children like Geeta. Geeta was kept in luxury, given everything she needed and wanted so long as it wouldn’t interfere with her memories, but she had no salary, and no real freedom.


  “I’ll trade something.” She looked around her cabin, went to the wall and opened a drawer full of jewelry. She had a robber bird’s delight in sparkling things, so she often asked for and received jewel gifts when she had completed a memory job. She got out the Kudic rubies, a necklace with raw chunks of pink stone. It was one of her most expensive pieces.


  I felt a prickle of excitement. We usually visited backwater planets, because people who bought memods seldom went there, and they were hungry for Geeta’s fresh experiences. Tice was bigger than our usual stop; I might successfully fence jewels like these. They’d have a wider choice of memods for sale there, too. “Which memory do you want most?” I asked, tucking the jewels in an inner pocket.


  “The horse people,” she said. Though she wasn’t allowed to emp her own memods, she could check the infostream and see the GreaTimes catalog, read the blurbs.


  “I’ll see what I can do.” Geeta had a second guard, Ibo; we alternated shifts when we were in relatively safe environments. I had some leave due, and Tice had some quiet places Geeta was scheduled to visit.


  “Thanks, Itzal.” She pressed her cheek to the back of my hand. I wondered what that was like for her. Did she like my smell? The feel of my skin? These were small random memories no one would ever buy. GreaTimes let Geeta keep all her memories between missions, the dull details of shipboard life; it was only the planet visits they siphoned off, leaving her with amnesia of all her adventures, unknowing of any lessons she might have learned. They kept her in a state of confused innocence. She wanted to change that. She wanted me to help her recover the memories she had lost.


  Ibo and I flanked Geeta as she stepped out of the shuttle, through the docking tunnel, and into Tice’s “Welcome Outworld Travelers” Terminal. She looked everywhere, smiling wide. Hanging baskets of local plants with long, colored fronds filtered the light coming through the hazed sky-ceiling, scattering spots of green and lavender on the floor. People attended by companion animals moved through the distance, intent on their own business. A mother with triplet daughters dangled a star on a string in front of her babies. They laughed and reached for it, and Geeta laughed, too.


  I hungered for her response to this situation even as I surveyed the area for potential threats. Like Geeta and Ibo, I’d emped the culture and language memod for Tice last night. I still wasn’t sure about the companion animals; they’d be easy to mimic. Some looked like large dogs, some like pack animals, and some walked upright like the humans they accompanied, and looked like nothing I’d seen before. What if one of them was the kind of fan who wanted Geeta to experience death or pain so they could share her intense response to that? She’d encountered threats before.


  Because of the nature of her memories, most people had no idea what Geeta looked like. She rarely looked at herself in mirrors. If her reflection happened to show up in a memory, GreaTimes fuzzed it. She had been captured in some tourist vids GreaTimes could do nothing about, though; a tricky outsider might have some idea of what she looked like. Plus there was always the general threat anyone might fall under in any place.


  Ibo took the lead. We went through customs scan. They determined that Ibo and I were licensed to carry the stun weapons we had. We had no luggage. Geeta never stayed anywhere overnight. It only took her a few hours to collect several salable memory sets. She had already started. She had a long conversation with the customs official about what kind of people he met, what their stories were, what people tried to smuggle in. Ibo and I stood patiently while the customs official called over his superior and had her tell more stories. All part of Geeta.


  I had the rubies in a shielded belt. I wasn’t sure the belt would fool sophisticated scanners on Tice, or even the ship’s scanner, though I hoped the stones would show up as just rocks and metal. (Emps triggered the ship scanner—it was looking for them.) Then again, rubies weren’t illegal or dangerous. I didn’t want Captain Ark to know about them, though, or Ibo.


  We left the terminal through close-pressed crowds of various kinds of people and animals. Geeta smiled at them, and they found themselves smiling back, maybe without thinking about it. The usual ripple of pleasant spread around us as we moved. Even the pickpocket whose hand I caught in Geeta’s purse smiled after I retrieved Geeta’s pay-ID, because Geeta said, “Better luck next time,” with a short warble of laughter, and kissed his cheek before I released him back into the wild.


  On the curb of Hollow Street, Geeta engaged a cab. She sat in the back sandwiched between me and Ibo and told the driver we wanted to go to the Queen’s Sculpture Garden, the first of four planned stops here.


  Last time Geeta came to Tice, she started with the amusement park. I wasn’t with her then, but I’ve heard from people who have emped that module. They love it. Even when she threw up on the big roller ride. I was surprised that wasn’t edited out.


  The sculpture garden was quiet when we got there, apparently not a big attraction early on a work day. Only some of the sculptures were made by humans; others had been left behind by vanished alien civilizations, or some made by the three alien species we regularly traded with. All were meant to be touched. Geeta was in her element, studying the sculpture with eyes, ears, nose, fingers, palms, finally full-bodied embraces. She climbed into the lap of a Greatmother and curled up there, hugging herself, her cheek against the smooth dark stone. The bliss on her face made me wonder if she were thinking about her own mother’s lap, or some other place where she had been perfectly comfortable. Her emotions loaded with the memods, but you couldn’t read her thoughts, though sometimes I felt like I could.


  Ibo and I had been standing at an easily editable distance, watching Geeta make memories for half an hour, when she looked around and said, “Ibo, we’re safe here, aren’t we?”


  Ibo and I both surveyed the garden, using our detection gear to see if anyone or anything dangerous was nearby. No threats.


  “It’s okay for Itzal to take half an hour of his leave now,” Geeta said. “I’ll be here at least that much longer.”


  “What have you two cooked up?” Ibo asked.


  “You took leave on Geloway,” I said. We had been walking a tour trail through a spectacular lava field when Ibo begged time off. He had come back, smelling of sex shop perfume, when we were in the sweet shop at the end of the tour.


  “True,” he said. He frowned as though he realized it was a mistake to accuse me and Geeta of anything during a memod. The GreaTimes people edited us out, but for sure they listened to our conversations before they eliminated them. “All right. See you later, Itzal,” he said, and I left.


  We are not supposed to know how to hack our trackers, but my last job before joining the Geeta team was with a research and development security company, and I learned a lot there. I entered false coordinates in my tracker and headed for Pawn Alley.


  Twenty-nine minutes later I was back in the sculpture garden with news I kept to myself.


  The rest of our tour of Tice went without trouble, and Geeta, Ibo, and I taxied back to the terminal, our arms full of souvenirs—boxes of Tice teacakes in five flavors, soft and textured stuffed animals, three new dresses for Geeta with hats, shoes, overtunics, and jewelry to match, and an infostream address for the man Geeta had met and kissed at the races. Having walked through the day with Geeta, and watched her differing delights, including that kiss, I wanted the whole suite of today’s memods. Maybe I’d get them, one at a time, though there were so many Geeta memods on my wish list already . . .


  Geeta had a party with the ship’s crew, sharing the treats she’d brought back, and talking about her day. We were all charmed, as we always were the night before the company extracted her memories. We got to see who Geeta might be if she could have held on to her experiences. We all loved the woman she would never become.


  Later, the cakes gone and souvenirs distributed amongst the crew, to be hidden any time Geeta came near—though she always got to keep any clothes and accessories she bought—I escorted Geeta back to her cabin. She went into the changing alcove while I spystopped. I found a new active camera and managed to remotely access its feed while my back was to it. Geeta fluttered back into the cabin in her exercise clothes, talked about her adventures, then started her nightly routine. Three repetitions in, I created a loop and sent the camera into nontime. As soon as I gave Geeta the all-clear, she rushed to me.


  She saw my expression and sighed, two steps before she would have collided with me.


  “They were fake,” I said.


  “The rubies?”


  “I went to three pawn shops and they all told me the same thing. Decent fakes, not spectacular. Worth no more than glass. Didn’t get enough to even contact anyone who might have disguised the real memods. I traded what I got for the rubies for a couple disguised bootlegs, the lava walk on Placeholder and the plunge valley on Paradise. I need to test them. Maybe they won’t be infected.” I had tried a couple of bootlegs of Geeta’s memods without testing them, back when I was younger and stupider. They were dirt cheap but still amazing, though they suffered from copy fatigue. Often the bootleggers placed compulsions in them that took money, time, and effort to eradicate. I still had the urge to gamble every time I passed an Ergo machine.


  “Fake,” Geeta repeated. She wandered to her jewelry drawer, stared down at her treasures, and shut the drawer, her shoulders drooping. Then, angry, she stepped back into place and resumed her exercises. I unlooped the spy camera and we went through her night-of-a-collection-day routine, which included a shower for Geeta and a furniture keying for me: I had to shape the bed so it would do the extraction during the night.


  Washed free of every trace of Tice, Geeta let me help her into the bed, fasten the restraints, and plug in her head. “Kiss me,” she said. “I want two kisses in a day. I never had that experience before, did I?”


  I kissed her long and deep, kissing the woman we were killing. This kiss wouldn’t make it into the memods; her return to the ship was always cut out. We had done the Tice Ending Shot at sunset on a mountain where cool wind touched us with feathered fingers; it would be spliced onto the end of each of Geeta’s Tice memods.


  Geeta would not remember the kiss, but I would, the taste of her sorrow and desperation mixed with the last sweet tang of willowcake. She often kissed me last thing after a mission; I had a collection of these moments in my memory, moments that sometimes deceived me into thinking we were closer than we were.


  Her lips relaxed, and I straightened out of the kiss, looked down into her tear-wet eyes.


  “Good night, Geeta,” I said softly.


  “Good night, Itzal.” She closed her eyes. I set the bed on COLLECT and touched off the lights as I left the room.


  In my own much smaller and sparer cabin, I checked for spies. I had never found one; what I did away from Geeta didn’t concern the GreaTimes people, as long as it was legal and not going to impair my care for her.


  I put the Hallen memod in the recycle slot and took out the memod I had bought with the ruby money, what I hadn’t put away. I had bought the horse people, the one she’d asked me for. It was a memod she’d made before I was part of her staff. I had read the sales copy on all of them, wanting to know who she had been as much as she did. This was one of the better ones; all the reviews said so.


  I set the new memod in my receptor and settled down to emp.


  Geeta walked down a ramp into a sky seething with dawn clouds and the tracks of skitterbirds. The air smelled of damp and green, and morning animals called, a random concert with notes that sometimes clashed and sometimes harmonized. In Geeta’s mind, it was all beautiful. The air was cool; Geeta felt it as a pleasurable hug from a chilly friend.


  Three horses galloped up the soft-surfaced road and stopped just in front of her, breathing grass-scented breath, musky warmth pouring off them. She laughed and went to hug one, even though the culture memod said people weren’t allowed to do that. How amazing to have your arms around so much huge intelligent warmth; the texture of damp hair against your cheek, the solid muscles shifting against your chest. The smell of the horse’s sweat, salty and musky, stirred Geeta awake on several levels.


  “Miss,” said the horse, “Miss, I don’t know you.”


  She released him and stepped back. “Oh! I’m sorry. Please forgive me. You don’t know me yet, but I hope you will.” He watched her with one large dark eye, as intricate and beautiful a glistening eye as I had ever seen, with a depth in it that might lead to mystery. I fell in love with the horse. I knew Geeta smiled up at him, because I saw his response: charmed, his head nodding a little, even as his companions laughed at him.


  I settled deeper into being Geeta, finding a home that wasn’t really mine but felt like mine. Geeta was home everywhere she went, and when I was emping her, I felt that way, too.


  I didn’t know if I would ever share this with her.


  CLONE SISTERS


  Pamela Sargent


  After they made love, Jim Swenson leaned back on his elbows and looked at Moira Buono. She was a slender dark-haired girl with olive skin and large black eyes. Her nose was a bit too large for her delicate face. As she lay at his side, her small breasts seemed flattened almost to nonexistence. Her abdomen was a concavity between two sharp hipbones. Her legs contrasted with the slenderness of her torso; they were short and utilitarian, well-muscled appendages that carried her around efficiently and without much strain. She was beautiful.


  She watched him with dark eyes. Her black hair lay carelessly around her head in the green grass and her face bore a calm and peaceful smile. She reached out for his hand and drew it to her belly. In the distance he could hear the high-pitched laugh of Ilyasah Ahmal and the deeper rumblings of Walt Merton. He traced the outline of shadows on her body, shadows created by the summer sun’s rays and the leafy branches of the trees overhead. A summer breeze stirred the branches, the shadows drifted and changed shape on Moira’s body.


  Jim took his hand away from her and got up. His penis felt cold and sticky. He pulled on his shorts and began to walk toward the clearing ahead. He knew Moira was watching him, probably puzzled, perhaps a little angry. He came to the clearing and walked toward the stone wall at its edge. The grass brushed against his feet, tickling his soles. Two grackles perched on the wall, cawing loudly at some sparrows darting overhead. As he approached, the two black birds lifted, cawed at him from above, and were gone.


  Jim leaned against the wall and looked down at the automated highway two hundred feet below him. The cars fled along the road in orderly rows, punched into the automatic highway control. He watched them and thought of Moira. She had retreated from him again, hiding even at the moment he had entered her body. She had been an observer, looking on as he held her, sweating and moving to a lonely, sharp spurt of pleasure. She was an onlooker, smiling at him from a distance as he withdrew, her black eyes a shield between their minds.


  They stood in a gray formlessness. “Moira, ” he said, and she looked at him, seeming to be perplexed, seeming to be impatient. She withdrew, and clouds of grayness began to cover her, binding her legs, then her face and shoulders.


  His view of the highway was suddenly obstructed. “Are you trying to ruin today, too?” Moira’s voice said. He pulled at the shirt she had draped over his head and put it on. She was sitting on the wall to his right. Her skin looked sallow next to her yellow shorts and shirt. She stared past him at the trees.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, “it’s just a mood.” He wanted to take her hand, touch her hair. Instead, he went back to leaning against the wall. He looked up at her face. Her eyes were pieces of onyx, sharp and cold. Her skin was drawn tightly across her cheekbones.


  “I’m sorry, it’s just a mood,” she said. “How many moods do you have? Must be half a million by now. And they’re always ones you have to apologize for.”


  Jim turned and saw Ilyasah coming toward them, black hair a cloud around her dark face. Jim forced himself to smile.


  “You were right about this place,” Ilyasah said. “Nice and quiet. Ever since they reclaimed that area up north, you can’t go there without falling over bodies. Something wrong, Moira?”


  “No,” Moira muttered.


  “Give us half an hour,” Ilyasah went on, “and we’ll get the food out.”


  Jim took the hint. “Sure,” he said. Ilyasah left and disappeared among the trees. The black girl had still not shaken off the remnants of her rigid Muslim upbringing and wanted to be sure no one observed her with Walt. Moira had returned to her dormitory room with Jim one evening a little too soon. They had calmly excused themselves and gone to one of the lounges instead, but Ilyasah had been embarrassed for days afterward.


  “I guess we’d better watch the path,” he said to Moira. “I wouldn’t want anyone else to embarrass your roommate.” Moira shrugged and continued to sit on the wall.


  He tried to fight the tightness in his stomach, the feeling of isolation that was once again wrapping itself around him. Talk to me, Moira, he thought, don’t make me stand here guessing and worrying.


  The dark eyes looked at him. “I’m leaving next week,” she said quickly. “I’ll probably come back in August, but my mother’s fixing up her new studio and she needs some help.” Her eyes challenged him to respond.


  “Why?” he cried, suddenly realizing that he had shouted the word. “Why,” he said more quietly, “didn’t you tell me this before?”


  “I didn’t know before.”


  “Oh, you knew it before. She’s been after you for a month about it, and you said she had enough help. Now all of a sudden you have to go home.”


  Moira hopped off the wall and paced in front of him. “I suppose,” she said, “I have to go through a whole explanation.”


  “No,” he said. Of course you do.


  “All right,” she went on. “I decided to go home a while ago. I would have told you before, but—”


  “Why not? Why didn’t you tell me before?”


  Moira smiled suddenly. “You really don’t understand, do you? If I had told you before, you would have gotten upset and tried to talk me out of it, or acted as though I did something terribly wrong. So I tell you now, so you don’t have time to talk me out of it. I thought I was doing you a favor. But of course you’re going to act the same way anyway.”


  “I want to be with you, is that so wrong?” Jim swallowed, worried that he had whined the words. “I don’t like to be separated from you, that’s all,” he said in a lower tone.


  “No, you’d rather be underfoot all the time,” she said. “I can’t even meet your brothers and sister. Every time I mention that I might like to talk to them, you evade the whole thing. Why?”


  He was silent. He could feel sweat forming on his face and under his beard.


  “I guess,” she said, “you’re jealous of your own family too.”


  He shrugged and tried to smile. “It isn’t so bad,” he said. “You’ll be back in August, and we can—”


  “No.” She stopped pacing and stood in front of him, arms folded across her chest. “No, Jim. I don’t know yet. I want to think about things. I don’t want to make any promises now. I’ll just have to see. Maybe that’s hard on you, but . . .”


  She sighed, then walked over to the trees. She stood there leaning against a trunk, her back to him.


  “Moira.”


  No answer.


  “Moira.” She was gone again, having said what she had to say. He could stride over to her, grab her by the shoulders, shake the slender body while shouting at her, and she would look at him with empty eyes.


  Do I love you, Moira? Do I even know you? He stared at the girl’s back, stiff and unyielding under the soft yellow shirt. Am I too possessive, too demanding? Or is that just an excuse, a way to avoid telling me that you can’t love a freak, that it would be as easy for you to love one of my cloned brothers if you knew them, that we’re all interchangeable?


  Moira, look at me, try’ to understand me, he wanted to shout. He walked over to her, afraid to touch her, afraid to reach out and hold her. She was lost in her own world, and seemed unaware of his presence.


  It was over. He was sure of that, in spite of Moira’s comments about waiting until August.


  She turned around and looked at him, black eyes expressionless. “Surely you realize, ” she said, “that I’m getting a bit sick of the newsfax guys always asking for exclusive interviews on what it’s like to be with a clone, that’s one thing. The fact is, you’re trying to use me to prove something to yourself, to show everyone that you are an individual, that I only love you, that I’m completely yours. Well, I’ve got better things to do than build up your ego.” She still refused to speak. You could at least say what you mean, Jim thought as he looked at her back.


  “Hey!” Jim turned and saw Walt Merton on the path leading into the woods. “Come on,” Walt said, “we’re getting the food out.”


  “Yeah,” said Jim. “We’ll be along in a minute.”


  Walt looked from Jim to Moira. “Sure,” he said. His dark face showed concern. He looked doubtfully at Jim, then turned and went back down the path.


  “Let’s go,” Moira said suddenly. “I’m starving.” She smiled and took him by the hand. She was hiding behind a shield of cheerfulness now: Nothing’s wrong, Jim; everything ’s settled. “Damn it, Moira,” he said harshly, “can’t you at least talk it over, or let me try to get through to you?”


  She ignored his question. “Let’s go,” she said, still smiling, still holding his hand.


  The rain had started as a summer shower, but was now coming down steadily, forming puddles on the lawn. Jim sat on the front porch of the large house he shared with his brothers and sister. The evening air was cooler and fresher than it had been for several days.


  The large house stood at the end of a narrow road amid a grove of trees. Farther down the road, near one of the other houses, Jim could see a group of naked children dancing in the rain. On the lawn in front of him his brothers Al and Mike were throwing a football. Mike was always ready to use any excuse for fooling around and had dragged Al outside almost as soon as the rain began to fall.


  Al’s thick brown hair was plastered against the back of his neck and shoulders and Mike’s mustache drooped on both sides of his mouth. “Whup,” yelled Mike as he drew his arm back and made a forward pass. As the ball left Mike’s arm, he slipped on the grass and landed on his buttocks, bare muddy feet poking high into the air. Al hooted and caught the ball. He began to run with it, laughing as Mike got up with mud on his shorts.


  Jim watched his brothers. They had not insisted that he join them, understanding almost instinctively that he needed some solitude. He had gone to the university early that morning to drive Moira to the monorail that would take her home.


  He had tried once again the night before to talk her out of leaving. “I can’t believe your mother needs your help with all those others around,” he had said. Moira’s mother lived with five other women and Moira herself had been raised communally by the group with three other children. She saw her father only rarely. He had retreated to Nepal years before, emerging only occasionally to face a world that frightened him.


  Moira shrugged. “She can still use some extra help,” she said.


  “Come on, Moira,” he shouted. “Stop being so evasive and at least be honest about why you’re really going.”


  She was silent as she packed her things. He had finally left her dormitory room, angrily telling her she could take the shuttle from the university to the monorail.


  He had relented, of course, driving onto the automated highway, punching a button, leaning back in his seat as the highway took control of his car. He had reached for Moira, pulled her to him. She had watched him, her black eyes seemingly veiled. She unfastened her blue sari and draped it on the back of the seat. Then she unzipped his shorts, crawled onto him, holding his penis firmly with one hand. He was suddenly inside her, clutching her, gazing up at her face. Her eyes were closed.


  “Moira,” he had whispered to her. “Moira.” He came quickly. She withdrew from him and moved back to her side of the seat.


  Jim shivered in the air-conditioned car. He zipped up his shorts and looked over at the dark-haired girl. She was fastening her sari while staring out her window at the blurred scenery. What was it, Moira, a formality because you’re leaving? a way of saying you still care? a way of saying, Goodbye, Jim, it’s the last time? She gave him no answer, not even a clue. Once again she had remained unresponsive, giving him no sign that she had taken pleasure in the act.


  He grabbed her, pulling her sari from her and pushed her against the seat. Her face was against the back of the seat, hidden from him. Her buttocks pointed up at his face. He crawled on top of her, pushing inside roughly. He pounded against her, waiting to hear her moans, waiting to see her abandon herself to him at last.


  He continued to sit behind the wheel, still watching her. She had finished fastening her sari. She turned toward him, a tentative smile formed on her face. I’ve never reached you, Moira, he thought. At last he pulled her to him, and she lay there, head on his shoulder, her body stiff, her muscles tight. He was alone once again.


  Al stumbled onto the porch, picked up his towel from the chair next to him, and massaged his head and shoulders vigorously. “Am I out of shape,” Al said. “I’m going over to the gym tomorrow. I have to go to the library anyway, so I might as well work out.”


  “Yeah,” Jim said.


  “Want to come along? We can play some handball.”


  “No.” Jim looked up at his brother. “I don’t think so.” He looked away, sensing what Al was probably thinking: Is it that girl, Jim? You’ve been sitting around for months, no interest in much else. You haven’t even written any poetry for a while.


  “Well, if you change your mind,” Al said. He turned and went inside the house, towel draped over his shoulders.


  “Catch,” shouted Mike. He threw the football to Jim as he followed Al through the front door.


  Jim tucked the football under his chair and continued to watch the rain. Again he felt separated from his brothers, seeing them as others might: identical people, clones of the same man, undifferentiated and interchangeable. Some had thought that they and their sister Kira would be identical in interests and achievements, as well as exactly like their father, Paul Swenson. But Paul, who had raised them and lived with them until his death in a monorail accident two years before, had different ideas. He had encouraged the five clones to develop individual interests. Al had become a student of astrophysics, Mike was studying physics, Ed was interested in both mathematics and music, and Kira, the only female clone, was a student of the biological sciences that had brought them into existence. Jim, however, had decided to study literature. Although he had been interested in the sciences and had studied them to some extent, it was to literature that he responded most deeply. He had often thought that he was the most emotional of the clones, that he had inherited somehow, or at least empathized with, a part of Paul’s personality that had not been apparent to most of them who had known his father.


  No, they had not been exactly like Paul. Instead, they were fragments of him. Paul Swenson had made his mark in astrophysics, his achievements culminating in the theoretical groundwork for a star drive that would take humanity beyond the solar system. But he had also studied other sciences, and was an accomplished violinist. In his later life Paul had written several books on the sciences, hoping to communicate what he had learned to others, and had even tried his hand at poetry. He had been honored and respected by the world until, at the very beginning of the century, he had allowed his friend Hidehiko Takamura to make an attempt to produce clones using Paul’s genetic material. The scientific community throughout the world had placed a moratorium on cloning during the early 1980s, delaying any application of the procedure to human beings. The moratorium had been part of an automatic twenty-year delay period placed on the application of new scientific innovations. When that time had run out, Takamura had urged Paul Swenson to donate himself for duplication. Then Takamura and other biologists had taken nucleus materials from Paul and introduced them into eggs from which they had removed the nucleus, in order to insure that each potential child should inherit all of its genes from Paul Swenson.


  The attempt had succeeded, and the world had been horrified. Legislation had been passed in the United States and Europe outlawing the application of cloning to human beings, and the artificial wombs used to nurture the clones before birth could no longer be used except to aid prematurely born infants. Newsfax sheets had made Paul Swenson out to be an egotist and megalomaniac, although in fact he had been gentle and self-effacing. The clones themselves were the subjects of stories claiming that they had telepathic powers or a communal mind. The stories had been discredited, but some people still believed them.


  Jim sighed. His sister Kira, echoing Paul, often said that they all had a responsibility to use their talents as constructively as possible, to show the world that they were, after all, fellow human beings. Al, feeling the pressure of his father’s reputation, did little but study. Ed had become shy, retreating from social contact. And I, Jim thought, have done almost nothing except sit around feeling sorry for myself. But don’t I have the right to, if I’m like everyone else? Why do I have to do anything noteworthy? Is it up to me to prove something about clones to everyone?


  He had, after all, tried to make Moira understand, and he had failed completely at that. The thought of Moira suddenly saddened him. He had been numb for most of the day and now her absence hit him at last. I would have been with her now, he thought, we would have been running through the rain together. He felt purposeless, empty, and alone.


  A car was coming along the narrow road, a light green Lear model. It stopped in front of the Swenson house, and he saw his sister and a short stocky figure get out. The two raced through the downpour to the porch. Kira was laughing as she shook the water from her hair. The short stocky person turned out to be Hidehiko Takamura.


  Jim wanted to disappear, but he sat and nodded to Dr. Takamura.


  “What a downpour!” Kira said. “Can I get you something—a beer maybe?”


  “Better make it tea,” Dr. Takamura replied. “And I think I’ll sit out here. I’ve been inside all day.”


  Kira looked at Jim. “I’ll have some too,” he said. She hurried into the house.


  Jim looked over at Dr. Takamura as the older man seated himself. The man was still here at the university, still working at the same research center that had produced the clones, and now Kira was studying with him. Jim shuddered. He usually felt uneasy around the original participants in the experiment. He could never be sure whether they regarded him as a subject or were trying to recapture their friendship with Paul.


  “How’s everything, Jim?” The older man still retained a youthful appearance and was active, in spite of being in his seventies. “I haven’t seen you for a while.”


  “I haven’t been around the house much.”


  “I have seen you from a distance, wandering around the university with a very attractive young woman.”


  “Oh. Moira,” Jim said. He paused, thinking he should say more. “I met her last winter. I was at home here, tuned in to a lit discussion, and we got into a debate. Then after the discussion was over, we stayed on the screen, just talking, so finally I asked her where she lived, and I went over to her dormitory. She’s gone home until August,” he finished lamely.


  Kira returned and sat down next to Dr. Takamura. “Ed’ll bring the tea out,” she said. Jim looked at her face—his face, only more feminine—high cheekbones, large green eyes. She looked back, eyes questioning him: Everything all right, Jim? He tried to smile back at her.


  “We were just discussing the young woman I’ve seen Jim with.” Kira appeared startled. She brushed some of her thick brown hair off her face and leaned forward. “You know,” Dr. Takamura went on, “she resembles a girl Paul was seeing when he was about your age, when we were both at Chicago. Rhoda something, her name was. She left for Israel a couple of years later. He was very serious about her for a while.”


  Jim began to feel uneasy. Kira sensed his mood. “It sure is raining,” she said. “Must be about three inches by now.”


  Jim leaned toward Dr. Takamura. “What was she like?” he asked. His hands felt sweaty. Kira was still watching him.


  “I didn’t really know her that well,” the older man said. “She seemed, well, distant somehow. She was always friendly, sometimes very talkative, but she always seemed to be holding something back somehow, never really telling you anything about herself. Paul was always with her. He practically lived at her apartment, and they were thinking of getting one of their own.”


  The weather seemed to be colder. Kira coughed softly. “Certainly took me back,” said Dr. Takamura. “I haven’t thought of that whole business in years.”


  “What happened?” Jim mumbled. “What happened?” he said more clearly.


  Dr. Takamura was gazing out at the lawn. “She broke it off. I don’t think she ever told him why. Paul was pretty depressed for a while, apathetic about everything, but he pulled together. Jon Aschenbach and I managed to get him through his finals.”


  Jim shivered. “That was a long time ago,” said Dr. Takamura.


  Ed came out on the porch carrying a tray with three mugs of tea. Jim took one of the mugs and looked on as his brother exchanged greetings with the older man. Ed was the most austere of the clones; he was clean-shaven and wore his hair cropped close to his skull. He spent most of his time on his mathematical studies or his music, and his only close friends were the clones themselves.


  Jim heard their voices but not their words. He saw Paul and Rhoda on the Chicago streets, Paul and Moira . . . He had thought Moira could not bring herself to accept him because he was a clone. Perhaps it was not that at all, but something else. That should console me, he thought.


  No.


  This was worse.


  I’m living Paul’s life, he thought. He felt paralyzed. He saw himself as a puppet walking through an ever-repeating cycle. I’ll go through it again, his mind murmured. I’ll go on feeling the way I do, acting the way I do, and I won’t have any choice. It’s all happened before and I have no way of changing it.


  Moira was gone. He knew it. Moira was gone from him for good. Rhoda had not come back to Paul. Paul had eventually forgotten Rhoda, and Jim supposed he would forget Moira too. The thought, instead of cheering him, simply sat there in his mind, cold and damp, with no power to move him at all.


  The early July weather was hot. The grass was beginning to look scorched, the flowers were wilted. The sun glared down at the earth, only occasionally disappearing behind a cloud and then emerging once again to mock at the stifled world below. Jim sat on his heels removing weeds that threatened the bushes alongside the house. His hair was tied back on his head. He had debated with himself about shaving his beard, and decided against it, knowing he would regret it when winter returned. There was another reason for not shaving it, he knew. The beard was his way of differentiating himself from his brothers.


  He put his trowel down, sat back, and looked over at Kira. She was seated under one of the trees reading a book. She held the small microfiche projector to her eyes with one hand, turned a small knob on the projector with the other. Jim still preferred the feel of a book in his hands, enjoyed turning the pages, liked the smell of print and old paper. He had insisted on keeping the books in Paul’s library, even though they took up more space than the tiny bits of tape he could have purchased to replace them.


  He was like Paul in his attachment to old things. Paul had remained in his old slightly run-down house in the area surrounding the university while other researchers and professors had moved to living units inside one of the new pyramidal structures only a few minutes away from the campus by train. Paul had remained on earth while many of his colleagues in astrophysics had gone to the moon, and he had decided he was too old to go. He had raised the clones in the peaceful, almost timeless atmosphere of the university, feeling that this would best prepare them for the complex, almost chaotic world outside. He had wanted them to have a quieter place where they could discover themselves and gain intellectual tools. The universities, so disorganized during Paul’s youth, were once again oases of liberal education. Those who had wished for activism had set up their own colleges in the disorderly cities of the continent; and specialists in many fields had their own research centers on ocean floors, in wilderness areas, and on the surface of the moon and Mars. The university had been, in a sense, a retreat for the clones, and Jim wondered if they might have become too easily adjusted to it and afraid to look beyond.


  “Why don’t you go inside?” he said to Kira. “It’s a lot cooler there.”


  “It’s too cool,” she replied. “I don’t think the regulator’s working. I shiver all the time and I had to put blankets on my bed last night.”


  “I guess I better check it one of these days.” He wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his arm. He continued to watch Kira as she resumed reading. She had pinned her hair up on her head and wore a sleeveless blue-green tunic that barely reached the tops of her thighs. To Jim she suggested a woodland sprite who at any moment might disappear among the trees.


  In spite of the heat and some painful blisters on his hands, Jim felt content, more at peace than he had been in a long time. He and Kira had been busy since the day Moira had gone home, making repairs on the house, painting the kitchen, putting some new shingles on the roof. He had buried himself in physical work, tiring himself so he could sleep soundly, hoping to keep the thought of Moira at a distance. Kira, too, had time on her hands. Dr. Takamura had gone to Kenya to aid in training scientists there who wished to clone needed animals for wildlife preserves. He and Kira had worked together, laughing and joking most of the time, exhausting themselves. One day Jim had realized that his sorrow had receded a little, only returning in force during the night, just before fatigue pushed him into deep sleep.


  Yesterday had been different. They had been sitting with Ed on the front porch, talking about one of Jim’s poems, listening to Ed play his violin, discussing some of the work Kira had done with Takamura. They talked for a long time, their minds drawing together, communicating ideas and feelings with perfect understanding. Then Al and Mike had joined them and they sat there until very late, finally giving in reluctantly to sleepiness, and Jim realized as he lay in his bed that he had not thought of Moira all day.


  “Hey,” he said to Kira, “how about driving up to the lake for a swim? It’s too hot to do anything else.”


  Kira put down her projector. “I’d love to,” she said, “but you know there’ll be a mob there. I went up with Jonis last month, you could hardly find a place to put a towel down, so we went over to the nude beach and it was worse there.


  And there were picnickers all over the woods, and empty containers just thrown all around.” Kira sighed and pulled up her legs, wrapping her arms around them. “They think the containers’ll just disappear, they don’t think it takes months for them to dissolve completely. Jonis said she heard that guys go up and take pot shots at the eagles. They don’t care—after all, we can always clone more. It makes me so damned mad. I wish they’d kept it closed after reclamation.”


  We can always clone more. He looked over at Kira and suddenly felt sorry for the cloned eagles. “We could drive to the park. It’s always pretty empty,” he said. “It’ll be cooler there than here, and we could take some supper for later.”


  “Great,” she said. “At least we’ll get away from the house for a while.” She stood up, brushed some grass from her tunic, picked up her projector by the handle, and walked toward the house, tanned arms swinging loosely at her sides.


  Jim watched her until she disappeared around the comer of the house. She had inherited Paul’s gentleness and concern for others. When one of the clones was depressed or worried about something, it was always Kira who was willing to listen or offer moral support. Her creation had been the result of curiosity about how Paul’s qualities might manifest themselves in a female. As it happened, she was essentially no different from the brothers, and the concern she expressed for them was probably the product of her studies. She spent as much of her time in seminars discussing ethical problems raised by the biological sciences as in the laboratory. Perhaps she was more mature than he or the others, and there were often times when he thought she was more like Paul than any of them.


  He picked up his trowel and followed her inside.


  The night air was still warm, but pleasantly so. They had jogged around the perimeter of the park until the heat had subdued them. Then they had climbed up the hill to the stone wall overlooking the automated highway. They sat on the wall, legs dangling over the side, as they drank beer and finished the remnants of supper.


  It had been a pleasant afternoon, but Jim had grown more silent as the sun set. He sat quietly, ignored the highway below, and watched the rising moon. Al had often spoken of going to the moon, joining the people there who were carrying on Paul Swenson’s work. Jim tried to concentrate on the lunar disk, tried to ignore the tendrils of thought brushing at the edges of his consciousness. A warm breeze stirred the trees behind him.


  He sat with Moira on the wall, held her hand lightly. He gestured toward the moon as he told her of his father’s hopes and tried to communicate the reasons behind Paul’s dreams. He looked at Moira as she sat listening quietly, seemingly interested. then heard her soft sigh of impatience.


  He looked at Kira. She, too, was watching the moon. He wondered what Moira was doing now. He had managed to keep from calling her since she had left, afraid that she would misinterpret his motives. He should not have come to the park. It had only deepened his pain, bringing it to the surface once again. Kira turned slightly and her eyes met his.


  “I never,” he said, “really told you much about Moira, did I? Not even that time . . .” He looked away in embarrassment. He was standing on the wall, ready to hurl himself toward the brightly lit highway. Kira clung to his arm, silvery tears glistened on her face. “Jump,” she shouted. “Jump, but you’ll have to take me with you.”


  “Very melodramatic performance,” he mumbled, and felt her hand on his arm.


  “Don’t degrade your pain, Jim,” she said softly.


  “She didn’t just go home for the summer, you know. I don’t think she wants to see me when she returns.”


  “I know,” said Kira. “I could tell. You don’t have to talk about it, Jim.”


  “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” he went on. “It’s funny I should care so much about Moira when, if I were honest about it, I’d have to admit I never really knew her. I know she didn’t understand me. She never really tried to, she just withdrew.” He looked at Kira. “That sounds so cold,” he said.


  “Don’t dwell on it,” said Kira softly. “You can’t analyze a thing like that, and you’ll just feel worse if you try.” She swung her legs over the wall and stood up. “Want to take a walk? My legs feel a little stiff.”


  “Sure.” He picked up the small picnic basket and followed her.


  They walked along the narrow path that wound through the woods. The path was lighted by the moon. The trees on either side of them were a dark and impenetrable forest. There was a smell of pine and wildflowers. Above him he could hear the movement of a small creature along the limbs of a tree. An owl hooted and was answered by crickets.


  Moira stopped, leaned against one of the trees, and smiled at him. He moved to her side, put his arms around her slender waist, and she rested her head contentedly on his shoulder.


  Jim halted to rest against a tree. His stomach was a closed fist inside him, his face was hot and his mouth dry. He struggled to restrain a moan. The picnic basket slipped from his fingers and hit the ground with a muffled thud. The handles clattered loudly against the sides of the basket.


  “Jim.” Kira stood in front of him, clutching his shoulders. “Jim.” She released his shoulders and embraced him, cradling his head with one hand. “I know,” she said softly.


  He was a child again, curled on Paul’s lap. “I know, ” Paul whispered, stroking his hair. “Let it out, Jimmy. Don’t ever be ashamed to cry.” He squeezed his eyelids together, but the tears would not come. She brushed his hair from his forehead.


  She seemed to understand his pain almost instinctively. He rested against her and felt some of the loneliness subside. “I guess,” he said finally, “this place must have brought it all back.” The tightness of his stomach began to ease.


  He stood up straight, arms still around her, and looked into her green eyes, level with his own. She was a dryad, a part of the forest in her tunic and sandaled feet, and it seemed that she might suddenly release him and vanish. He held her more tightly.


  He felt his penis stiffen. Startled, he let go of Kira and stood awkwardly in front of her, arms dangling at his sides. She did not move away but continued to stand with her arms around his shoulders. Her face was pale in the moonlight. She tilted her head to one side. Don’t move away, her eyes seemed to say. Don’t retreat. She moved closer to him and kissed his lips gently.


  The park had grown silent. He was paralyzed, rooted to the ground as surely as the tree against his back. He strained to hear the sounds of the forest, but there was only a thundering in his ears.


  She released him and they faced each other, silent and still. He tried to raise his arms. They trembled slightly as he reached out to her.


  She unfastened the sash around her waist and let it flutter to the ground. She grasped her tunic with both hands and pulled it over her head. Then she slipped off her pants, balancing first on one leg, then the other. She moved slowly and as precisely as a dancer. She stood in front of him, and at last she met his eyes again.


  He saw apprehension and fear on her face, as well as love and concern. He moved toward her, taking one step, then a second one—and he was in her arms, holding her tightly. He was afraid to speak. Kira, too, was trembling. He began to stroke her hair.


  He loosened his shorts with one hand and dropped them on top of Kira’s rumpled tunic. He ran his hands along her smooth back to her buttocks, only slightly wider and rounder than his own. She was no longer trembling.


  They knelt, then lay on the ground together. He reached out, held her breasts gently as she watched him. Her face looked like Ed’s in the moonlight, ascetic and austere. Then she suddenly smiled, reminding him of Mike in one of his playful moods. She touched his penis, running her thumb lightly over its tip, then grasped him firmly.


  His fear faded. She thrust her hips up, pulled him to her. He thought of the uncertainty he had always felt with Moira, the lonely climaxes. There was no uncertainty with Kira. She was his female self, reaching for him now with the same urgency and impatience he felt. Her hand held him and guided him inside her.


  She drew up her knees and they lay on their sides, facing each other. Still gazing into his own green eyes, he thrust with his hips, ran his hand along her thigh. Her lips parted and he heard a soft sigh. He continued to move and was conscious of her response; she was moaning now, clutching his shoulders tightly. He saw himself as a woman, receiving a man, opening to the hardness that plunged inside her, and knew that she was seeing herself as a man, moving inside the wet and welcoming orifice. They moved together, grinding their hips in perfect rhythm, and he felt the core of his excitement increasing, threatening at any moment to hurl him outside himself for a few timeless seconds.


  This has never happened before. He suddenly realized that as he moved inside her, sighing his responses to her moans. Never before. He saw generation after generation evolve, become more differentiated, genetic structures changing and mutating. He saw millions of men and women seeking mates, trying to find those who would complete them, make them whole again, yet always separated from them by the differences passed on to them by eons of change. He saw Kira and himself, reflections of each other, able to move along their individual paths and yet meet in perfect communication. She was no longer his sister, but his other self, closer to him than a sister could have been, merging with him so completely and perfectly that they were one being.


  He moved with her, breathed with her, sensitive to every movement of her hands on his body. Then he stopped, held his body absolutely still, prepared himself for the final thrust. She was still also, waiting, watching him with wide eyes. Her lips were parted and swollen, the warmth inside her body had grown even more intense.


  At last, unable to bear it any longer, he thrust again, and she moved to meet him, gasping quietly at first, then crying out, shattering the night silence. He felt himself spurt inside her, and he trembled, moving with her, suspended in a pocket of timelessness. He was adrift with her in a universe contained by the skin of their bodies, and he called out as his pleasure compressed itself in his groin, then erupted throughout his body. He cried out again, could no longer tell which cries were his and which were Kira’s.


  Then it was over and he realized with a tinge of sadness how short a time it had actually been. He withdrew from her slowly but remained beside her, resting his head in her arms. He became aware of the sweat that covered their bodies, the warmth of the night. Now he kept his eyes from meeting hers.


  Kira, as if responding to his fears, held him more closely. “Don’t. Jim,” she whispered. “Don’t feel ashamed. I love you. I’ve known it for a while. How could I help it?” She was right, of course, the old codes and ancient prohibitions could not apply to them, had not even allowed for their existence.


  He looked at her face. She lay at his side stroking his hair. It was Paul’s face that watched him, smiling, gently reassuring him with love. He curled up next to her.


  The thunderstorm had passed by morning, leaving behind it cool air and large fluffy clouds. The sun, previously a malevolent eye peering balefully at the earth, was now a friendly presence, occasionally hiding behind one of the white clouds as if ashamed of its former fit of temper. Jim had carried the light plastic chairs off the porch and placed them on top of old newsfax sheets and computer print-outs in the front yard. Aiming his spray can at one, he began to cover it with a surface of gray paint.


  He glanced at Ed and Kira. They had moved two of the three cars out into the road and were washing them down with the hose. Their shorts and shirts were plastered against their bodies. Kira hooted as she aimed the hose at Ed, drenching him completely. He grabbed the hose from her and began to spray her with water. Kira danced on her toes, laughing loudly.


  Jim moved to spray the next chair. He had been trying to accept and understand his new relationship with Kira. He turned it over in his mind, trying to view it objectively: It wasn’t harming them, it affected no one else, it gave him pleasure. It seemed cold and somehow negative to think of it that way.


  “Is it so strange, Jim?” Kira had asked. They were sitting on her bed, legs folded in front of them, elbows on knees, head in hands, perfectly matched. “It would be stranger if we didn’t feel this way, weren’t drawn to each other.”


  He continued to spray the chairs. How do I feel about it? he asked himself. I’m able to reach someone else, able to love and communicate without rejection. He thought of Moira. His love for her had been nervous and feverish, an uneasiness that was always with him occupying his entire mind, refusing to let go. With Kira he was at peace, except for the occasional guilty doubts that nudged him from time to time, then retreated under the onslaught of his rationalizations. With Kira, he could work at his poetry or talk, easily sharing his thoughts and feelings and understanding hers as well.


  Kira and Ed were walking toward the house, leaving the hose on the lawn. They seemed to be discussing something. Ed gestured with his right arm as they climbed the steps to the front porch and disappeared into the house. Jim finished spraying the last chair, then glared at the hose. All the clones had inherited an almost obsessive tidiness from Paul, and he was annoyed that Ed and Kira had not rewound the hose. It was not like them.


  The chairs would need a little time to dry before he moved them back to the porch. He ambled to the front door, depositing the can on the porch, and went inside.


  The house was silent. Al and Mike had gone to the university earlier to do some lab work. Jim wandered through the living room, which was furnished with old overstuffed chairs and sofas. Two learning booths stood in the corner. They resembled large transparent eggs; their screens were blank and their earphones were lying idly on the writing surfaces next to the chairs. Paul had installed two more booths upstairs in the room he had once used as a study. Few people had that many booths in their homes, but Jim knew that few people used the one booth they usually had, preferring to watch the large vidscreens on their walls. Al had left several print-outs on the writing surface of one booth. He was the “pack rat” of the clones and would gather piles of neatly folded printouts until someone, usually Mike, threw them out. He continued through the living room to the kitchen.


  The kitchen was empty. Jim was surprised, having assumed Kira and Ed had come in for a sandwich. He left the kitchen, went back through the living room and up the stairs, and decided he would ask them if they wanted help with the hose and if they wanted to have some lunch with him. He walked past Ed’s room. The door was open and there was no one inside. He went past Mike’s room, then his own, stopped at Kira’s door.


  It was closed. He knocked, heard the sounds of someone moving in the room. “Kira?” he said. He knocked again, then opened the door.


  Kira and Ed were sprawled on the bed. Both were naked. Ed turned and looked at Jim and appeared startled. Kira seemed calm. “Oh, no,” said Jim. He clenched his hands into fists. “Oh, no.” He felt himself shaking. The twin faces on the bed were watching him.


  He wanted to pound his fist into the wall. He turned and fled down the hall to his own room. He stood there, alone, trying to sort out the thoughts that tumbled through his mind. He heard soft footsteps coming down the hall. They stopped at his door. “Jim.” He did not move. “Jim.” He turned and saw Kira standing in the door, a long red robe draped over her shoulders.


  He gestured at the robe. “Your one concession to modesty,” he said bitterly. She came into the room and closed the door.


  “Why are you so angry, Jim?”


  He turned from her and sat on the chair at his desk. “There’s no reason to be angry,” he muttered. “I found out that we’re interchangeable to you too, that’s all.”


  “No, Jim,” she said softly, leaning against the door. “That’s not what you found out. Do you think for one moment I confuse Ed with you? Forget about yourself for one minute and think about him. He’s just about given up trying to reach out to anyone, including us. He’s so quiet about his problems, it’s easy to pretend he’s just shy or not that interested in people. You know how you felt, how lonely you were, but at least you kept trying with Moira, and you could reach me. Ed gave up trying, and about all you’ve accomplished today is reinforcing the way he feels. Now he’s sitting in my room feeling guilty.”


  Jim looked over at Kira. She was looking at the floor, folding her arms across her chest. “Oh, Jim, I don’t know. Maybe I have my own problems too. Don’t I have a right to solve them, or at least try? Or am I supposed to limit myself to you, or ignore Ed? Has this business really changed anything you might have found out through me?” She sighed. “Maybe it’ll be harder for us, Jim. We have to find our own answers in our own way, and we don’t even have the rough guidelines everybody else has. Some people would look at us and talk about incest taboos, and others would probably find it strange if we loved anyone else but the other clones. The point is, we have to try, and maybe we’ll make mistakes, but . . .”


  She turned and opened the door. “I still love you, Jim, just as much as I did before. Maybe none of us will ever feel the same way about anyone else. Maybe we really can’t, being the way we are, and that means that Ed needs me too, and maybe Al and Mike will if they ever look beyond each other.”


  She left the room but did not close the door. He sat at the desk trying to sort out his thoughts. He considered himself and the other clones, turned over their problems and relationships in his mind, and wondered what he should do now.


  He was with Kira, hands on her belly. She looked up at him as he hovered over her, guided his hand between her legs. He felt her wetness with his finger, moved forward and embraced her, embraced himself, and sighed as they merged.


  Jim lifted the suitcase and put it in the back seat of the car. Al leaned against the open car door. “We’ll miss you,” he said.


  “I won’t be gone long,” he replied. He turned to Kira. Her brow was wrinkled with worry. He reached over to her, grasped her shoulders. “Come on, cheer up,” he said. “I’ll be back in a month or so. I’m not running away. I know what I’m doing, and I know why.”


  She smiled at him tentatively, and he kissed her lightly on the forehead. Then he climbed into the car, waving his arm at the porch where Ed and Mike sat.


  He had explained himself to them as best he could, and he was satisfied that they understood him as well as could be expected. He would drive up to Moira’s home first. He would not make demands of her, would not force himself on her. He would not give up if she drew away from him. He would leave and go to a poetry workshop in Minnesota he had heard about, meet people there, be like anyone else.


  Kira had come to his room the night before. They lay on his bed, arms and legs entwined, as he told her about his hopes and his plans.


  It would be easy to stay with Kira, easy to give up on other people. He would not let himself do it yet, not until he had tried and failed many times.


  He started the car and drove away from the house slowly. When he got to the end of the narrow road, he turned his head and saw Kira and Al walking to the front porch. Suddenly he felt doubtful about his actions, wondered if he should leave, asked himself if he really wanted to go.


  He continued to drive until the house was out of sight and he was on the road leading to the automated highway. He thought of Kira again, saw her head resting on his shoulder, and wondered if he were making a mistake. Will I love anyone else as completely? The image of Kira faded from his mind. She had given him as many questions as answers.


  The world out there was just as worthy of his attention as his own personal problems. It was a world very different from the sheltered enclave of the university, a world of neatly organized cities inside pyramids and under domes, and disorganized cities that sprawled across the landscape. It was a world of people who looked beyond the earth to the stars, and people who sought to preserve old customs and ancient ways. It was a world of abundance for many and starvation for some, of green and fertile reclaimed wildernesses and eroded deserts. It was time that he tried to , understand his own place in this world.


  He drove the car onto the bypass, punched out his destination, and leaned back as the highway control took over, guided his car around the curved bypass, and shot him forward into the stream of cars on the highway.


  THE GERNSBACK CONTINUUM


  William Gibson


  Mercifully, the whole thing is starting to fade, to be-come an episode. When I do still catch the odd glimpse, it’s peripheral; mere fragments of mad-doctor chrome, confining themselves to the corner of the eye. There was that flying-wing liner over San Francisco last week, but it was almost translucent. And the shark-fin roadsters have gotten scarcer, and freeways discreetly avoid un-folding themselves into the gleaming eighty lane monsters I was forced to drive last month in my rented Toyota. And I know that none of it will follow me to New York; my vision is narrowing to a single wave-length of probability. I’ve worked hard for that. Tele-vision helped a lot.


  I suppose it started in London, in that bogus Greek taverna in Battersea Park Road, with lunch on Cohen’s corporate tab. Dead steam-table food and it took them thirty minutes to find an ice bucket for the retsina. Cohen works for Barris-Watford, who publish big, trendy “trade” paperbacks: illustrated histories of the neon sign, the pinball machine, the windup toys of Occupied Japan. I’d gone over to shoot a series of shoe ads; California girls with tanned legs and frisky Day-Glo jogging shoes had capered for me down the escalators of St. John’s Wood and across the platforms of Tooting Bec. A lean and hungry young agency had decided that the mystery of London Transport would sell waffle-tread nylon runners. They decide; I shoot. And Cohen, whom I knew vaguely from the old days in New York, had invited me to lunch the day before I was due out of Heathrow. He brought along a very fashionably dressed young woman named Dialta Downes, who was virtually chinless and evidently a noted pop-art historian. In retrospect, I see her walking in beside Cohen under a floating neon sign that flashes THIS WAY LIES MADNESS in huge sans-serif capitals.


  Cohen introduced us and explained that Dialta was the prime mover behind the latest Barris-Watford project, an illustrated history of what she called “American Streamlined Moderne.” Cohen called it “raygun Gothic.” Their working title was The Airstream Futuropolis : The Tomorrow That Never Was.


  There’s a British obsession with the more baroque elements of American pop culture, something like the weird cowboys-and-Indians fetish of the West Germans or the aberrant French hunger for old Jerry Lewis films. In Dialta Downes this manifested itself in a mania for a uniquely American form of architecture that most Americans are scarcely aware of. At first I wasn’t sure what she was talking about, but gradually it began to dawn on me. I found myself remembering Sunday morning television in the Fifties.


  Sometimes they’d run old eroded newsreels as filler on the local station. You’d sit there with a peanut butter sandwich and a glass of milk, and a static-ridden Hollywood baritone would tell you that there was A Flying Car in Your Future. And three Detroit engineers would putter around with this big old Nash with wings, and you’d see it rumbling furiously down some deserted Michigan runway. You never actually saw it take off, but it flew away to Dialta Downes’s never-never land, true home of a generation of completely uninhibited technophiles. She was talking about those odds and ends of “futuristic” Thirties and Forties architecture you pass daily in American cities without noticing; the movie marquees ribbed to radiate some mysterious energy, the dime stores faced with fluted aluminum, the chrome-tube chairs gathering dust in the lobbies of transient hotels. She saw these things as segments of a dreamworld, abandoned in the uncaring present; she wanted me to photograph them for her.


  The Thirties had seen the first generation of American industrial designers; until the Thirties, all pencil sharpeners had looked like pencil sharpeners your basic Victorian mechanism, perhaps with a curlicue of decorative trim. After the advent of the designers, some pencil sharpeners looked as though they’d been put together in wind tunnels. For the most part, the change was only skin-deep; under the streamlined chrome shell, you’d find the same Victorian mechanism. Which made a certain kind of sense, because the most successful American designers had been recruited from the ranks of Broadway theater designers. It was all a stage set, a series of elaborate props for playing at living in the future.


  Over coffee, Cohen produced a fat manila envelope full of glossies. I saw the winged statues that guard the Hoover Dam, forty-foot concrete hood ornaments leaning steadfastly into an imaginary hurricane. I saw a dozen shots of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Johnson’s Wax Building, juxtaposed with the covers of old Amazing Stories pulps, by an artist named Frank R. Paul; the employees of Johnson’s Wax must have felt as though they were walking into one of Paul’s spray-paint pulp utopias. Wright’s building looked as though it had been designed for people who wore white togas and Lucite sandals. I hesitated over one sketch of a particularly grandiose prop-driven airliner, all wing, like a fat symmetrical boomerang with windows in unlikely places. Labeled arrows indicated the locations of the grand ballroom and two squash courts. It was dated 1936.


  “This thing couldn’t have flown . . .?” I looked at Dialta Downes.


  “Oh, no, quite impossible, even with those twelve giant props; but they loved the look, don’t you see? New York to London in less than two days, first-class dining rooms, private cabins, sun decks, dancing to jazz in the evening . . . The designers were populists, you see; they were trying to give the public what it wanted. What the public wanted was the future.”


  I’d been in Burbank for three days, trying to suffuse a really dull-looking rocker with charisma, when I got the package from Cohen. It is possible to photograph what isn’t there; it’s damned hard to do, and consequently a very marketable talent. While I’m not bad at it, I’m not exactly the best, either, and this poor guy strained my Nikon’s credibility. I got out, depressed because I do like to do a good job, but not totally depressed, because I did make sure I’d gotten the check for the job, and I decided to restore myself with the sublime artiness of the Barris-Watford assignment. Cohen had sent me some books on Thirties design, more photos of stream-lined buildings, and a list of Dialta Downes’s fifty favorite examples of the style in California.


  Architectural photography can involve a lot of waiting; the building becomes a kind of sundial, while you wait for a shadow to crawl away from a detail you want, or for the mass and balance of the structure to reveal itself in a certain way. While I was waiting, I thought myself in Dialta Downes’s America. When I isolated a few of the factory buildings on the ground glass of the Hasselblad, they came across with a kind of sinister totalitarian dignity, like the stadiums Albert Speer built for Hitler. But the rest of it was relentlessly tacky: ephemeral stuff extruded by the collective American subconscious of the Thirties, tending mostly to survive along depressing strips lined with dusty motels, mattress wholesalers, and small used-car lots. I went for the gas stations in a big way.


  During the high point of the Downes Age, they put Ming the Merciless in charge of designing California gas stations. Favoring the architecture of his native Mongo, he cruised up and down the coast erecting raygun emplacements in white stucco. Lots of them featured superfluous central towers ringed with those strange radiator flanges that were a signature motif of the style, and made them look as though they might generate potent bursts of raw technological enthusiasm, if you could only find the switch that turned them on. I shot one in San Jose an hour before the bulldozers arrived and drove right through the structural truth of plaster and lathing and cheap concrete.


  “Think of it,” Dialta Downes had said, “as a kind of alternate America: a 1980 that never happened. An architecture of broken dreams.”


  And that was my frame of mind as I made the stations of her convoluted socioarchitectural cross in my red Toyota as I gradually tuned in to her image of a shadowy America-that-wasn’t, of Coca-Cola plants like beached submarines, and fifth-run movie houses like the temples of some lost sect that had worshiped blue mirrors and geometry. And as I moved among these secret ruins, I found myself wondering what the in-habitants of that lost future would think of the world I lived in. The Thirties dreamed white marble and slip-stream chrome, immortal crystal and burnished bronze, but the rockets on the covers of the Gernsback pulps had fallen on London in the dead of night, screaming. After the war, everyone had a car no wings for it and the promised superhighway to drive it down, so that the sky itself darkened, and the fumes ate the marble and pitted the miracle crystal . . .


  And one day, on the outskirts of Bolinas, when I was setting up to shoot a particularly lavish example of Ming’s martial architecture, I penetrated a fine membrane, a membrane of probability . . .


  Every so gently, I went over the Edge—


  And looked up to see a twelve-engined thing like a bloated boomerang, all wing, thrumming its way east with an elephantine grace, so low that I could count the rivets in its dull silver skin, and hear maybe the echo of jazz.


  I took it to Kihn.


  Merv Kihn, free-lance journalist with an extensive line in Texas pterodactyls, redneck UFO contactees, bush-league Loch Ness monsters, and the Top Ten conspiracy theories in the loonier reaches of the American mass mind.


  “It’s good,” said Kihn, polishing his yellow Polaroid shooting glasses on the hem of his Hawaiian shirt, “but it’s not mental; lacks the true quill.”


  But I saw it, Mervyn.” We were seated poolside in brilliant Arizona sunlight. He was in Tucson waiting for a group of retired Las Vegas civil servants whose leader received messages from Them on her microwave oven. I’d driven all night and was feeling it.


  “Of course you did. Of course you saw it. You’ve read my stuff; haven’t you grasped my blanket solution to the UFO problem? It’s simple, plain and country simple: people” he settled the glasses carefully on his long hawk nose and fixed me with his best basilisk glare ’see . . . things. People see these things. Nothing’s there, but people see them anyway. Because they need to, probably. You’ve read Jung. You should know the score . . . In your case, it’s so obvious: You admit you were thinking about this crackpot architecture, having fantasies . . .”


  “Look, I’m sure you’ve taken your share of drugs, right? How many people survived the Sixties in California without having the odd hallucination? All those nights when you discovered that whole armies of Disney technicians had been employed to weave animated holograms of Egyptian hieroglyphs into the fabric of your jeans, say, or the times when . . .”


  “But it wasn’t like that.”


  “Of course not. It wasn’t like that at all; it was “in a setting of clear reality,” right? Everything normal, and then there’s the monster, the mandala, the neon cigar. In your case, a giant Tom Swift airplane. It happens all the time. You aren’t even crazy. You know that, don’t you?” He fished a beer out of the battered foam cooler beside his deck chair.


  “Last week I was in Virginia. Grayson County. I interviewed a sixteen-year-old girl who’d been assaulted by—a bar hade.”


  “A what?”


  “A bear head. The severed head of a bear. This bar hade, see, was floating around on its own little flying saucer, looked kind of like the hubcaps on cousin Wayne’s vintage Caddy. Had red, glowing eyes like two cigar stubs and telescoping chrome antennas poking up behind its ears.” He burped.


  “It assaulted her? How?”


  “You don’t want to know; you’re obviously impressionable. “It was cold’ ” he lapsed into his bad southern accent ” “and metallic.” It made electronic noises. Now that is the real thing, the straight goods from the mass unconscious, friend; that little girl is a witch. There’s just no place for her to function in this society. She’d have seen the devil, if she hadn’t been brought up on “The Bionic Man’ and all those “Star Trek’ reruns. She is clued into the main vein. And she knows that it happened to her. I got out ten minutes before the heavy UFO boys showed up with the polygraph.”


  I must have looked pained, because he set his beer down carefully beside the cooler and sat up.


  “If you want a classier explanation, I’d say you saw a semiotic ghost. All these contactee stories, for in-stance, are framed in a kind of sci-fi imagery that permeates our culture. I could buy aliens, but not aliens that look like Fifties’ comic art. They’re semiotic phantoms, bits of deep cultural imagery that have split off and taken on a life of their own, like the Jules Verne air-ships that those old Kansas farmers were always seeing. But you saw a different kind of ghost, that’s all. That plane was part of the mass unconscious, once. You picked up on that, somehow. The important thing is not to worry about it.”


  I did worry about it, though.


  Kihn combed his thinning blond hair and went off to hear what They had had to say over the radar range lately, and I drew the curtains in my room and lay down in air-conditioned darkness to worry about it. I was still worrying about it when I woke up. Kihn had left a note on my door; he was flying up north in a chartered plane to check out a cattle-mutilation rumor (’muties,” he called them; another of his journalistic specialties).


  I had a meal, showered, took a crumbling diet pill that had been kicking around in the bottom of my shaving kit for three years, and headed back to Los Angeles.


  The speed limited my vision to the tunnel of the Toyota’s headlights. The body could drive, I told myself, while the mind maintained. Maintained and stayed away from the weird peripheral window dressing of amphetamine and exhaustion, the spectral, luminous vegetation that grows out of the corners of the mind’s eye along late-night highways. But the mind had its own ideas, and Kihn’s opinion of what I was already thinking of as my ’sighting” rattled endlessly through my head in a tight, lopsided orbit. Semiotic ghosts. Fragments of the Mass Dream, whirling past in the wind of my passage. Somehow this feedback-loop aggravated the diet pill, and the speed-vegetation along the road began to assume the colors of infrared satellite images, glowing shreds blown apart in the Toyota’s slipstream.


  I pulled over, then, and a half-dozen aluminum beer cans winked goodnight as I killed the headlights. I wondered what time it was in London, and tried to imagine Dialta Downes having breakfast in her Hempstead flat, surrounded by streamlined chrome figurines and books on American culture.


  Desert nights in that country are enormous; the moon is closer. I watched the moon for a long time and decided that Kihn was right. The main thing was not to worry. All across the continent, daily, people who were more normal than I’d ever aspired to be saw giant birds, Bigfeet, flying oil refineries; they kept Kihn busy and solvent. Why should I be upset by a glimpse of the 1930s pop imagination loose over Bolinas? I decided to go to sleep, with nothing worse to worry about than rattle-snakes and cannibal hippies, safe amid the friendly roadside garbage of my own familiar continuum. In the morning I’d drive down to Nogales and photograph the old brothels, something I’d intended to do for years. The diet pill had given up.


  The light woke me, and then the voices.


  The light came from somewhere behind me and threw shifting shadows inside the car. The voices were calm, indistinct, male and female, engaged in conversation.


  My neck was stiff and my eyeballs felt gritty in their sockets. My leg had gone to sleep, pressed against the steering wheel. I fumbled for my glasses in the pocket of my work shirt and finally got them on.


  Then I looked behind me and saw the city.


  The books on Thirties design were in the trunk; one of them contained sketches of an idealized city that drew on Metropolis and Things to Come, but squared everything, soaring up through an architect’s perfect clouds to zeppelin docks and mad neon spires. That city was a scale model of the one that rose behind me. Spire stood on spire in gleaming ziggurat steps that climbed to a central golden temple tower ringed with the crazy radiator flanges of the Mongo gas stations. You could hide the Empire State Building in the smallest of those towers. Roads of crystal soared between the spires, crossed and recrossed by smooth silver shapes like beads of running mercury. The air was thick with ships: giant wing-liners, little darting silver things (sometimes one of the quicksilver shapes from the sky bridges rose gracefully into the air and flew up to join the dance), mile-long blimps, hovering dragonfly things that were gyrocopters . . .


  I closed my eyes tight and swung around in the seat. When I opened them, I willed myself to see the mileage meter, the pale road dust on the black plastic dashboard, the overflowing ashtray.


  “Amphetamine psychosis,” I said. I opened my eyes. The dash was still there, the dust, the crushed filtertips. Very carefully, without moving my head, I turned the headlights on.


  And saw them.


  They were blond. They were standing beside their car, an aluminum avocado with a central shark-fin rudder jutting up from its spine and smooth black tires like a child’s toy. He had his arm around her waist and was gesturing toward the city. They were both in white: loose clothing, bare legs, spotless white sun shoes. Neither of them seemed aware of the beams of my headlights. He was saying something wise and strong, and she was nodding, and suddenly I was frightened, frightened in an entirely different way. Sanity had ceased to be an issue; I knew, somehow, that the city behind me was Tucson—a dream Tucson thrown up out of the collective yearning of an era. That it was real, entirely real. But the couple in front of me lived in it, and they frightened me.


  They were the children of Dialta Downes’s “80-that-wasn’t; they were Heirs to the Dream. They were white, blond, and they probably had blue eyes. They were American. Dialta had said that the Future had come to America first, but had finally passed it by. But not here, in the heart of the Dream. Here, we’d gone on and on, in a dream logic that knew nothing of pollution, the finite bounds of fossil fuel, or foreign wars it was possible to lose. They were smug, happy, and utterly content with themselves and their world. And in the Dream, it was their world.


  Behind me, the illuminated city: Searchlights swept the sky for the sheer joy of it. I imagined them thronging the plazas of white marble, orderly and alert, their bright eyes shining with enthusiasm for their floodlit avenues and silver cars.


  It had all the sinister fruitiness of Hitler Youth propaganda.


  I put the car in gear and drove forward slowly, until the bumper was within three feet of them. They still hadn’t seen me. I rolled the window down and listened to what the man was saying. His words were bright and hollow as the pitch in some Chamber of Commerce brochure, and I knew that he believed in them absolutely.


  “John,” I heard the woman say, “we’ve forgotten to take our food pills.” She clicked two bright wafers from a thing on her belt and passed one to him. I backed onto the highway and headed for Los Angeles, wincing and shaking my head.


  I phoned Kihn from a gas station. A new one, in bad Spanish Modern. He was back from his expedition and didn’t seem to mind the call.


  “Yeah, that is a weird one. Did you try to get any pictures? Not that they ever come out, but it adds an interesting frisson to your story, not having the pictures turnout.


  But what should I do?


  “Watch lots of television, particularly game shows and soaps. Go to porn movies. Ever see Nazi Love Motel? They’ve got it on cable, here. Really awful. Just what you need.”


  What was he talking about?


  “Quit yelling and listen to me. I’m letting you in on a trade secret: Really bad media can exorcise your semiotic ghosts. If it keeps the saucer people off my back, it can keep these Art Deco futuroids off yours. Try it. What have you got to lose?”


  Then he begged off, pleading an early-morning date with the Elect.


  “The who?”


  “These oldsters from Vegas; the ones with the microwaves.”


  I considered putting a collect call through to Lon-don, getting Cohen at Barris-Watford and telling him his photographer was checked out for a protracted season in the Twilight Zone. In the end, I let a machine mix me a really impossible cup of black coffee and climbed back into the Toyota for the haul to Los Angeles.


  Los Angeles was a bad idea, and I spent two weeks there. It was prime Downes country; too much of the Dream there, and too many fragments of the Dream waiting to snare me. I nearly wrecked the car on a stretch of overpass near Disneyland, when the road fanned out like an origami trick and left me swerving through a dozen minilanes of whizzing chrome tear-drops with shark fins. Even worse, Hollywood was full of people who looked too much like the couple I’d seen in Arizona. I hired an Italian director who was making ends meet doing darkroom work and installing patio decks around swimming pools until his ship came in; he made prints of all the negatives I’d accumulated on the Downes job. I didn’t want to look at the stuff myself. It didn’t seem to bother Leonardo, though, and when he was finished I checked the prints, riffling through them like a deck of cards, sealed them up, and sent them air freight to London. Then I took a taxi to a theater that was showing Nazi Love Motel, and kept my eyes shut all the way.


  Cohen’s congratulatory wire was forwarded to me in San Francisco a week later. Dialta had loved the pictures. He admired the way I’d ’really gotten into it,” and looked forward to working with me again. That afternoon I spotted a flying wing over Castro Street, but there was something tenuous about it, as though it were only half there. I rushed into the nearest newsstand and gathered up as much as I could find on the petroleum crisis and the nuclear energy hazard. I’d just decided to buy a plane ticket for New York.


  “Hell of a world we live in, huh?” The proprietor was a thin black man with bad teeth and an obvious wig. I nodded, fishing in my jeans for change, anxious to find a park bench where I could submerge myself in hard evidence of the human near-dystopia we live in. “But it could be worse, huh?”


  “That’s right,” I said, “or even worse, it could be perfect.”


  He watched me as I headed down the street with my little bundle of condensed catastrophe.


  HISTORY LESSON


  Arthur C. Clarke


  No one could remember when the tribe had begun its long journey. The land of great rolling plains that had been its first home was now no more than a half-forgotten dream.


  For many years Shann and his people had been fleeing through a country of low hills and sparkling lakes, and now the mountains lay ahead. This summer they must cross them to the southern lands. There was little time to lose. The white terror that had come down from the Poles, grinding continents to dust and freezing the very air before it, was less than a day’s march behind. Shann wondered if the glaciers could climb the mountains ahead, and within his heart he dared to kindle a little flame of hope. This might prove a barrier against which even the remorseless ice would batter in vain. In the southern lands of which the legends spoke, his people might find refuge at last. It took weeks to discover a pass through which the tribe and the animals could travel. When midsummer came, they had camped in a lonely valley where the air was thin and the stars shone with a brilliance no one had ever seen before. The summer was waning when Shann took his two sons and went ahead to explore the way. For three days they climbed, and for three nights slept as best they could on the freezing rocks, and on the fourth morning there was nothing ahead but a gentle rise to a cairn of gray stones built by other travelers, centuries ago.


  Shann felt himself trembling, and not with cold, as they walked toward the little pyramid of stones. His sons had fallen behind. No one spoke, for too much was at stake. In a little while they would know if all their hopes had been betrayed.


  To east and west, the wall of mountains curved away as if embracing the land beneath. Below lay endless miles of undulating plain, with a great river swinging across it in tremendous loops. It was a fertile land; one in which the tribe could raise crops knowing that there would be no need to flee before the harvest came.


  Then Shann lifted his eyes to the south, and saw the doom of all his hopes. For there at the edge of the world glimmered that deadly light he had seen so often to the north—the glint of ice below the horizon. There was no way forward. Through all the years of flight, the glaciers from the south had been advancing to meet them. Soon they would be crushed beneath the moving walls of ice . . .


  Southern glaciers did not reach the mountains until a generation later. In that last summer the sons of Shann carried the sacred treasures of the tribe to the lonely cairn overlooking the plain. The ice that had once gleamed below the horizon was now almost at their feet. By spring it would be splintering against the mountain walls.


  No one understood the treasures now. They were from a past too distant for the understanding of any man alive. Their origins were lost in the mists that surrounded the Golden Age, and how they had come at last into the possession of this wandering tribe was a story that now would never be told. For it was the story of a civilization that had passed beyond recall. Once, all these pitiful relics had been treasured for some good reason, and now they had become sacred though their meaning had long been lost. The print in the old books had faded centuries ago though much of the lettering was still visible—if there had been any to read it. But many generations had passed since anyone had had a use for a set of seven-figure logarithms, an atlas of the world, and the score of Sibelius’ Seventh Symphony printed, according to the flyleaf, by H. K. Chu and Sons, at the City of Peking in the year 2371 A.D.


  The old books were placed reverently in the little crypt that had been made to receive them. There followed a motley collection of fragments—gold and platinum coins, a broken telephoto lens, a watch, a cold-light lamp, a microphone, the cutter from an electric razor, some midget radio tubes, the flotsam that had been left behind when the great tide of civilization had ebbed forever.


  All these treasures were carefully stowed away in their resting place. Then came three more relics, the most sacred of all because the least understood. The first was a strangely shaped piece of metal, showing the coloration of intense heat. It was, in its way, the most pathetic of all these, symbols from the past, for it told of man’s greatest achievement and of the future he might have known. The mahogany stand on which it was mounted bore a silver plate with the inscription:


  Auxiliary Igniter from Starboard Jet Spaceship “Morning Star” Earth-Moon, A.D. 1985


  Next followed another miracle of the ancient science—a sphere of transparent plastic with strangely shaped pieces of metal imbedded in it. At its center was a tiny capsule of synthetic radio element, surrounded by the converting screens that shifted its radiation far down the spectrum. As long as the material remained active, the sphere would be a tiny radio transmitter, broadcasting power in all directions. Only a few of these spheres had ever been made. They had been designed as perpetual beacons to mark the orbits of the asteroids. But man had never reached the asteroids and the beacons had never been used.


  Last of all was a flat, circular tin, wide in comparison with its depth. It was heavily sealed, and rattled when shaken. The tribal lore predicted that disaster would follow if it was ever opened, and no one knew that it held one of the great works of art of nearly a thousand years before. The work was finished. The two men rolled the stones back into place and slowly began to descend the mountainside. Even to the last, man had given some thought to the future and had tried to preserve something for posterity. That winter the great waves of ice began their first assault on the mountains, attacking from north and south. The foothills were overwhelmed in the first onslaught, and the glaciers ground them into dust. But the mountains stood firm, and )When the summer came the ice retreated for a while. So, winter after winter, the battle continued, and the roar of the avalanches, the grinding of rock and the explosions of splintering ice filled the air with tumult. No war of man’s had been fiercer than this, and even man’s battles had not quite engulfed the globe as this had done.


  At last the tidal waves of ice began to subside and to creep slowly down the flanks of the mountains they had never quite subdued. The valleys and passes were still firmly in their grip. It was stalemate. The glaciers had met their match, but their defeat was too late to be of any use to man. So the centuries passed, and presently there happened something that must occur once at least in the history of every world in the universe, no matter how remote and lonely it may be.


  The ship from Venus came five thousand years too late, but its crew knew nothing of this. While still many millions of miles away, the telescopes had seen the great shroud of ice that made Earth the most brilliant object in the sky next to the sun itself.


  Here and there the dazzling sheet was marred by black specks that revealed the presence of almost buried mountains. That was all. The rolling oceans, the plains and forests, the deserts and lakes—all that had been the world of man was sealed beneath the ice, perhaps forever.


  The ship closed in to Earth and established an orbit less than a thousand miles away. For five days it circled the planet, while cameras recorded all that was left to see and a hundred instruments gathered information that would give the Venusian scientists many years of work.


  An actual landing was not intended. There seemed little purpose in it. But on the sixth day the picture changed. A panoramic monitor, driven to the limit of its amplification, detected the dying radiation of the five-thousand-year-old beacon. Through all the centuries, it had been sending out its signals with ever-failing strength as its radioactive heart steadily weakened. The monitor locked on the beacon frequency. In the control room, a bell clamored for attention. A little later, the Venusian ship broke free from its orbit and slanted down toward Earth, toward a range of mountains that still towered proudly above the ice, and to a cairn of gray stones that the years had scarcely touched . . .


  The great disk of the sun blazed fiercely in a sky no longer veiled with mist, for the clouds that had once hidden Venus had now completely gone. Whatever force had caused the change in the sun’s radiation had doomed one civilization, but had given birth to another. Less than five thousand years before, the half-savage people of Venus had seen sun and stars for the first time. Just as the science of Earth had begun with astronomy, so had that of Venus, and on the warm, rich world that man had never seen progress had been incredibly rapid.


  Perhaps the Venusians had been lucky. They never knew the Dark Age that held man enchained for a thousand years. They missed the long detour into chemistry and mechanics but came at once to the more fundamental laws of radiation physics. In the time that man had taken to progress from the Pyramids to the rocket-propelled spaceship, the Venusians had passed from the discovery of agriculture to antigravity itself—the ultimate secret that man had never learned.


  The warm ocean that still bore most of the young planet’s life rolled its breakers languidly against the sandy shore. So new was this continent that the very sands were coarse and gritty. There had not yet been time enough for the sea to wear them smooth.


  The scientists lay half in the water, their beautiful reptilian bodies gleaming in the sunlight. The greatest minds of Venus had gathered on this shore from all the islands of the planet. What they were going to hear they did not know, except that it concerned the Third World and the mysterious race that had peopled it before the coming of the ice.


  The Historian was standing on the land, for the instruments he wished to use had no love of water. By his side was a large machine which attracted many curious glances from his colleagues. It was clearly concerned with optics, for a lens system projected from it toward a screen of white material a dozen yards away.


  The Historian began to speak. Briefly he recapitulated what little had been discovered concerning the Third Planet and its people. He mentioned the centuries of fruitless research that had failed to interpret a single word of the writings of Earth. The planet had been inhabited by a race of great technical ability. That, at least, was proved by the few pieces of machinery that had been found in the cairn upon the mountain.


  “We do not know why so advanced a civilization came to an end,” he observed.


  “Almost certainly, it had sufficient knowledge to survive an ice Age. There must have been some other factor of which we know nothing. Possibly disease or racial degeneration may have been responsible. It has even been suggested that the tribal conflicts endemic to our own species in prehistoric times may have continued on the Third Planet after the coming of technology.


  “Some philosophers maintain that knowledge of machinery does not necessarily imply a high degree of civilization, and it is theoretically possible to have wars in a society possessing mechanical power, flight, and even radio. Such a conception is alien to our thoughts, but we must admit its possibility. It would certainly account for the downfall of the lost race.


  “It has always been assumed that we should never know anything of the physical form of the creatures who lived on Planet Three. For centuries our artists have been depicting scenes from the history of the dead world, peopling it with all manner of fantastic beings. Most of these creations have resembled us more or less closely, though it has often been pointed out that because we are reptiles it does not follow that all intelligent life must necessarily be reptilian.


  “We now know the answer to one of the most baffling problems of history. At last, after hundreds of years of research, we have discovered the exact form and nature of the ruling life on the Third Planet.”


  There was a murmur of astonishment from the assembled scientists. Some were so taken aback that they disappeared for a while into the comfort of the ocean, as all Venusians were apt to do in moments of stress. The Historian waited until his colleagues reemerged into the element they so disliked. He himself was quite comfortable, thanks to the tiny sprays that were continually playing over his body. With their help he could live on land for many hours before having to return to the ocean.


  The excitement slowly subsided and the lecturer continued:


  “One of the most puzzling of the objects found on Planet Three was a flat metal container holding a great length of transparent plastic material, perforated at the edges and wound tightly into a spool. This transparent tape at first seemed quite featureless, but an examination with the new subelectronic microscope has shown that this is not the case. Along the surface of the material, invisible to our eyes but perfectly clear under the correct radiation, are literally thousands of tiny pictures. It is believed that they were imprinted on the material by some chemical means, and have faded with the passage of time.


  “These pictures apparently form a record of life as it was on the Third Planet at the height of its civilization. They are not independent. Consecutive pictures are almost identical, differing only in the detail of movement. The purpose of such a record is obvious. It is only necessary to project the scenes in rapid succession to give an illusion of continuous movement. We have made a machine to do this, and I have here an exact reproduction of the picture sequence.


  “The scenes you are now going to witness take us back many thousands of years, to the great days of our sister planet. They show a complex civilization, many of whose activities we can only dimly understand. Life seems to have been very violent and energetic, and much that you will see is quite baffling.


  “It is clear that the Third Planet was inhabited by a number of different species, none of them reptilian. That is a blow to our pride, but the conclusion is inescapable. The dominant type of life appears to have been a two-armed biped. It walked upright and covered its body with some flexible material, possibly for protection against the cold, since even before the Ice Age the planet was at a much lower temperature than our own world. But I will not try your patience any further. You will now see the record of which I have been speaking.”


  A brilliant light flashed from the projector. There was a gentle whirring, and on the screen appeared hundreds of strange beings moving rather jerkily to and fro. The picture expanded to embrace one of the creatures, and the scientists could see that the Historian’s description had been correct. The creature possessed two eyes, set rather close together, but the other facial adornments were a little obscure. There was a large orifice in the lower portion of the head that was continually opening and closing. Possibly it had something to do with the creature’s breathing. The scientists watched spellbound as the strange being became involved in a series of fantastic adventures. There was an incredibly violent conflict with another, slightly different creature. It seemed certain that they must both be killed, but when it was all over neither seemed any the worse. Then came a furious drive over miles of country in a four wheeled mechanical device which was capable of extraordinary feats of locomotion. The ride ended in a city packed with other vehicles moving in all directions at breathtaking speeds. No one was surprised to see two of the machines meet head-on with devastating results.


  After that, events became even more complicated. It was now quite obvious that it would take many years of research to analyze and understand all that was happening. It was also clear that the record was a work of art, somewhat stylized, rather than an exact reproduction of life as it actually had been on the Third Planet.


  Most of the scientists felt themselves completely dazed when the sequence of pictures came to an end. There was a final flurry of motion, in which the creature that had been the center of interest became involved in some tremendous but incomprehensible catastrophe. The picture contracted to a circle, centered on the creature’s head.


  The last scene of all was an expanded view of its face, obviously expressing some powerful emotion. But whether it was rage, grief, defiance, resignation or some other feeling could not be guessed. The picture vanished. For a moment some lettering appeared on the screen, then it was all over. For several minutes there was complete silence, save for the lapping of the waves upon the sand. The scientists were too stunned to speak. The fleeting glimpse of Earth’s civilization had had a shattering effect on their minds. Then little groups began to start talking together, first in whispers and then more and more loudly as the implications of what they had seen became clearer. Presently the Historian called for attention and addressed the meeting again.


  “We are now planning,” he said, “a vast program of research to extract all available knowledge from this record. Thousands of copies are being made for distribution to all workers. You win appreciate the problems involved. The psychologists in particular have an immense task confronting them.


  “But I do not doubt that we shall succeed. In another generation, who can say what we may not have learned of this wonderful race? Before we leave, let us look again at our remote cousins, whose wisdom may have surpassed our own but of whom so little has survived.”


  Once more the final picture flashed on the screen, motionless this time, for the projector had been stopped. With something like awe, the scientists gazed at the stiff figure from the past, while in turn the little biped stared back at them with its characteristic expression of arrogant bad temper. For the rest of time it would symbolize the human race. The psychologists of Venus would analyze its actions and watch its every movement until they could reconstruct its mind. Thousands of books would be written about it. Intricate philosophies would be contrived to account for its behavior. But all. this labor, all this research, would be utterly in vain. Perhaps the proud and lonely figure on the screen was smiling sardonically at the scientists who were starting on their age-long fruitless quest. Its secret would be safe as long as the universe endured, for no one now would ever read the lost language of Earth. Millions of times in the ages to come those last few words would flash across the screen, and none could ever guess their meaning: A Walt Disney Production


  FOR THE PUBLIC


  Bernard I. Kahn


  Death wears more than one disguise. What honors in the form of strange plagues or unknown life forms may unsuspecting ships bring out of space from the worlds beyond? Between this menace and the public stand such men as Dr. David Munroe.


  The laughter was thin, sardonic and, to his hypertrophied sense of mental receptivity of the moment, acutely painful. Dr. David Munroe walked slowly back to his desk. It was a ritual to laugh, to accept such orders with a scornful grin.


  The public demanded an insouciant bravery, callous indifference, perfect self-abasement in those destined to die for its own interests. The clerical crew were laughing at him now. They had to, or they would experience his own mind-chilling fear and know the symptoms of agonizing frustration.


  Dr. David Munroe sat behind his desk, fingers whitened at their tips as he clasped and unclasped the elastic plastic arms of his chair; his mind a tight vortex of numbing, impotent anger. The flow of anger clutching his abdomen was like the painful waves of a gastric spasm.


  He wanted to scream a defiant refusal at those powers representing the public who casually changed the order of his life and intended to dispose of its planned process with such indifference. But he put the heresy of such thoughts into the inner deeps of his subconscious mind. He had been too well schooled, too artfully conditioned by these same powers for anything but the most shallow type of emotional protest. The pain of it was: he knew it. Knew he could do nothing.


  His thin fingers jabbed nervously at the phone box on his desk. The fatuous face of his blonde-haired secretary appeared immediately. “Get the Office of Industrial Endocrinology.” His mouth tightened to a narrow ridge of indignant resentment. “This call is not for the public. Tell the Lunar Operator to put the charges on my bill.”


  “Yes, sir.” The secretary’s face was bovinely expressionless. “You wish to speak to Dr. Roberta Wallace?”


  As she blanketed the phone he could hear the thin, derisive laughter of the clerks, heard one of them saying: “. . . the boss won’t be alive much longer.”


  He stared at the various colored phones, panels and screens which brought him visual, vocal contact with the subsidiary activities of his quarantine station, as if he had never seen them before. His fingers caressed the communication tapes emerging from the desk as if touching them for the last time. The metronomic clicking of the filing cabinet behind him was now as depressing as a requiem.


  By sheer effort of will he channeled his mind into cortico-thalamic patterns, sought analysis of his emotional chaos. It wasn’t, he realized, the terror that comes with the foreknowledge of impending death which aroused such high emotivity. Nor was it the anger in protest of having to go to Exotic for the third time, an order which was in violation of the mores of the Bureau. He was far too well integrated for such thalamic emotions. It was the cerebration of the fear of disease before death.


  It was the cold unescapable fact that by all the laws of chance he would be diseased before he did die; and the lack of the knowledge of what disease it might be, perhaps a new one, was cause enough for his cortical unrest.


  He leaned back in the softly padded chair, placed sweaty palms together, realized he had to adjust his affairs. He curtained his cold, black thoughts with reality, wondered with a wry sense of humor to whom he would will his ski car.


  The gong of the operations vodaphone erupted sharply into his mind. His schizoid preoccupation vanished instantly as he punched knobs on his phone, brought the duty officer to focus.


  “S. S. Sylvestrus; PF-704: Interglobal Lines is standing off requesting pratique. Senior Medical Officer is Dr. Guerdian Lilly: Professional 32-56-2134. You will contact the ship and take such action as is necessary for the public.”


  Dr. Munroe swung to the filing cabinet behind his desk, punched name and number of the ship’s doctor. The microcard slid into the viewer, was projected on the screen. Dr. Munroe scanned the professional qualifications of the medical officer. He dialed the ship’s medical number.


  The face of the gray-haired, alert-eyed physician appeared on the screen instantly. “This is Lilly, Medical Officer of the Sylvestius requesting pratique.”


  Munroe transferred the image of the photograph on his card with the picture of the man on the screen to the analyzer. Automatically the pictures blended. He looked at the likeness calibrator. The point of feature differential was well within the margin of error allowed for aging difference. Apparently they had not been out very long. He waited while a new photograph was made, became a part of the doctor’s master card.


  “This is Munroe, Senior Medical Officer, Ninth Lunar Quarantine Station. Report point of departure, duration, and nature of voyage. List all patients with their diseases. This demand is made for the public.”


  “Earthing from Ferenzia, Planet II; Albrecht System. Freight has been subjected to approved routine decontamination procedures. Holds are now under three atmospheres of chloropoxsine. Ship’s company consists of two-twenty officers and ratings. Passengers twelve hundred and ten. One birth en route. No deaths. One case of ondecca fever, cured without sequelae. Request clearance.”


  “Pratique granted.”


  He turned to the other phone announcing the arrival of a freighter from Halseps. His mind leafed through the pages of memory to recall the planet. He was forced to go to the planetary index file. It was a small planet of a distant sun on the very periphery of man’s growing empire. Operations could tell him nothing about the ship or the medical officer.


  When he called the ship, the grooved face of a snarl-haired, black-browed, square-chinned man appeared. An officer’s cap was cocked on the ragged remnant of one ear. His beady, black eyes were venomously sadistic. “I’m Bill Blackbern, medical officer of the ship,” his voice was angrily resentful, “don’t remember my number. We ain’t got any disease aboard. We want to clear for Earth. Is that satisfactory with you boys?” he finished sarcastically.


  Dave Munroe punched out the name and from more than five million medical cards in his filing cabinet, two photomicrographs slid into the projector. One of them was a new graduate. The face of the freighter’s medical officer was similar to the other card but feature correlation was ejected by the analyzer.


  “Place your face one inch from the screen,” Dave ordered, “and open your eyes wide.” He slid an ophthalmoscopic camera over his screen, photographed the eye grounds of the doctor, compared those with the prints he had. They tallied.


  “Look, Doc,” Blackbern’s voice was a rasping growl, “I said we want to clear Earthwards. Our ship is clean in and out. Our holds are filled with treated nalyor skins. Soft beautiful pelts that glow in the dark like each strand was made of platinum. The finest things ever to come from an animal. The gals will go wild over them. Give us clearance and I’ll see you get one. They’re worth a thousand stellars each. Nice thing for your wife.”


  At the mention of wife a sick feeling of anguish followed by a surge of unreasoning anger swept him. He ignored the bribe. “My records fail to show me what ship you’re in. My last entry is dated seven years ago when you were expelled from practice on Dynia.”


  “I was railroaded by one of the big companies,” Blackbern exploded. “I got a job on this ship and we cruised about the Aldebaran nucleus. We’re Earthing from Halseps. We’ve got thirty officers and men—”


  “How many did you start with?”


  “We started with about a hundred but—”


  “What happened to them?” Dave asked sharply.


  Blackbern grinned unpleasantly. “You ain’t been out among the lesser rocks. Out there, there ain’t no law, no God and the boys play for keeps. If you land on an airless planet and you got an enemy, you might find he’s put metal filings in your atmosphere regenerator; or if it’s a virulent planet why he might burn a weld in your armor.” He laughed rudely. “The Canaberra is a clean ship, in and out.”


  “I’m familiar with conditions at the periphery,” Dave said coldly. “Do you have any disease of any type in your ship?”


  “If we do have, does it mean we can’t go to Earth? We’ve got a fortune in skins. We’ll take care of any spacemen—” He stopped suddenly.


  Dave’s nimble fingers danced over switches on his desk. Attention in the Station! Attention Earth Guard! Attention Exotic Disease Control! The ship to which I’m now talking, the freighter Canaberra, Earthing from Halseps has been denied pratique. The professional ability and standards of the medical officer are open to doubt. Cradle ship for examination; begin routine external hull wash. This is for the public.”


  Blackbern’s face became dark and ugly. “You and your public. All right you nosy pig-brain. I’ve got several guys here with something that acts like malignant tuberculosis, at least they’re coughing their lungs out,” he laughed sadistically, “but in little pieces you understand, just little pieces.”


  The closed phone from the yard office rang and the ground doctor appeared on the screen. “Dr. Munroe,” he said, “I’d like to remind you there is no epidemiologist at Exotic. Only the pathology crew and the medics from the Colonial Office.” He paused. “Dr. Craig died this morning.”


  “I know it. I’m taking over control this afternoon.”


  “Doctor, not you again,” concern mirrored the physician’s face. “That’s too bad.”


  “It’s for the public,” Dave said sharply.


  “It’s for the public,” the doctor repeated the liturgy.


  Dave pressed the stud turning on his window. He looked out over the quarantine station. Cupped in Tycho’s crag-walled crater the symmetrical buildings were beautiful in their utilitarian design. The tackle gang expanding the cradle to receive a Transtellar freighter looked like silver bugs in the harsh, white sunlight. The ship settled into the ways like a ball floating slowly into a kitten’s claws. An exploring battleship, cradled earlier, was discharging its crew into the Physicals Building. The ground crew was setting up fire guns preparing to wrap the hull in a sterilizing flame blanket. Lines hosing out to the ship from the Chemical Building, from this distance, looked like thin, golden snakes.


  Above the Lunar surface, the Sylvestrus gathering speed for Earth was like a flaming mirror. Near her was the Canaberra, Blackbern’s freighter.


  He brought it closer on the screen and his lips curled in disgust. Its hull was a dirty black, mottled with areas of reddened corrosion. One of the port screens was blanked out by a cracked, plastic disk. The grounding tackle hung to the ship like shreds of seaweed to a rotten log. Freezing vapor from expanding air, escaping from a rent in the topside surface, looked like a thin plume of steam from a tea kettle.


  The sight of the ship with its dread implications of disease was an anchor to his weary emotions. He realized again the public had to be protected from the biological catastrophe such a ship would cause.


  One extraterrestrial disease, made horribly contagious by lack of any racial immunity, would sweep Earth’s billions; they would fall before such infection like pillars of steel in a neutrone flame.


  He was a policeman; protecting the health of the public. A wave of pure contentment swept him, washed away the sodden feeling of morose despair and indignant anger.


  The gong of the phone and the appearance of an unfamiliar face on the plate brought him to the screen. “This is the toll operator on Earth. Calling Dr. Munroe. Dr. Dave Munroe. Is this Dr. Munroe, Ninth Lunar Quarantine, Tycho?”


  “This is Dr. Munroe. My number is Professional 33-64-1875. I am ready to speak. This call is not, I repeat, this call is not for the public.”


  “This call is not for the public,” the operator repeated. “You will have a closed channel between you and your party. Vernier adjustment.” She read off the settings for his phone. There was a flash of violet light, she disappeared and the clear, wide, gold-flecked eyes of Roberta were smiling into his own.


  “When will it be, Davey?” Her voice held promise of happiness in its lilting richness. “I’ve never waited so impatiently.”


  He swallowed, hating to see the grinding crash of all their dreams. “It won’t be, might never be, Roberta.”


  She leaned closer to her screen. So close she blanked out the details of the laboratory behind her. “You mean our marriage was forbidden?” Her lovely eyes widened in bewildered wonder. “But David. Why? Was it you? Me?”


  He fumbled for a cigarette to hide the terrible burst of frustrated anger filling his mind. He forced sardonic laughter through his tight mouth. “The marital division of the bureau gave us a clean pratique. It was the”—he spit out the words—“the Bureau of Public Health, Epidemiology Division!”


  “What! But David,” startled surprise flickered between her level brows.


  “They had good reason,” he admitted, forcing himself to put it into words. “You see I’m to go to Exotic Disease Control.”


  “Ohhhhh! David no!” She capped her mouth with a long slender hand as her face became gaunt and pale. “Not again. Not that—” Her voice trailed off into a clicking whisper.


  He tore a strip of tape from the scribe talk, transliterated the message slowly, realizing as he did so, he was reciting what might well be his own epitaph. “ ‘From: Director General, Public Health. To: All Personnel. Dr. James Craig, Commander in the Public Health, Senior Medical Officer, Exotic Disease Control, Lunar Station, died this morning while entering a disease ship. He willfully entered this ship, well aware of its hazards. His conduct was in keeping with the highest traditions of the Public Health Service. Signed: Gumnes, Director General.’


  “Now listen. It’s right on the same tape. Saving money,” he explained bitterly. “ ‘Personal transfer order: Commander David Munroe, Planetary Epidemiologist, upon reporting to Commander Sigmund Russell, Planetary Epidemiologist, you will take command of Exotic Disease Control to fill out the term of the late Dr. James Craig. This transfer is for the public.’


  “From: Personnel Division: In accordance with Directive 43,


  Paragraph B of the rules and regulations of the Public Health Service which states that personnel assigned extra-hazardous duty as exemplified by Exotic Disease Control may not be married; you, Dr. David Munroe, are informed that your request for permission to marry Dr. Roberta Wallace is denied until such time as you have completed your newly assigned tour of duty. This denial is for the public.’ ”


  “How long will you be there?” Roberta asked in a tight, hushed voice.


  “I’ll have about four months. I’ve been there twice, you know. No one,” he said slowly, “has come back a third time.”


  She tried to sound matter-of-fact. “That’s what comes from being a good doctor. Mediocrity does have its compensations.” She forced a smile. “Just think, it’ll be double pay with a bonus. Oh! Dave, if only you don’t have to go prowling around in some derelict. That is what gets them all.”


  “Someone has to see where the ship came from,” he pointed out. “It’s for the public.”


  “If you do get a derelict showing dead lights, just take the organisms and never mind trying to clean the ship for some big company. Don’t try and be a hero.”


  He laughed at her advice. “That’s all you ever do. Just open the ship at the landing room air lock, take a sample of the organisms. See if they are the lethal cause. If they are, you just turn them over to the bacteriochemists for classification. You let the pharmacology crew work out the antigen. Then you pull the log to see where the ship had been, sterilize it, turn it over to the Colonial Office.”


  “Promise me you won’t go tramping around inside one of those ships,” she insisted.


  “That’s sure death; particularly if the cause of the dead lights is bacterial. That’s what killed Craig, I understand. They brought in a ship from the Mycops nucleus. The bacteria thrived on ultraviolet radiation. They were evolved in an atmosphere that was intensely ionized and extremely hot. I understand the planet is extremely rich in radium. He sterilized himself in an acid shower, covered himself with a flame blanket, but when he bivalved his suit in his quarters one of them must have still been alive. He was dead within an hour. They volatilized the ship.” He shook his head. “Nope, I can assure you I won’t go exploring into a derelict. Do I look as though I were dropped on my head as an infant?”


  She ignored his humor. “Let me talk to the Director,” she suggested tenderly. “I’m doing some work for his Bureau; maybe he’ll listen to me and give you new orders.”


  The line of his mouth grew hard and chiseled at this threat to his masculine ego. “Roberta, you’ll do no such thing. Look, I have a lot of work to do. I’ll call you before I go over to Exotic.”


  “No, don’t.” She touched the corners of her eyes with a handkerchief. “I’ll be here waiting for you when you return. Just return, that’s all I’m warning you. Besides,” she managed a smile, “I’ve got work to do, too.”


  “Once I get to Exotic, I can’t call you, you know.”


  “That’s better, it won’t interfere with what I’m doing. I’m trying to set up a pharmacologic formula for chitinizing the skin of the beryllium workers in the mines of Nebos. Of course it has to be reversible so they can come back to their families. Besides,” she laughed reflectively, “we should be saving our money. Just think when you come back you’ll get a year’s vacation. Let’s settle on Zercan. I hear it’s a gorgeous planet. I’ll be a housewife and cook your meals right from cans like a real twentieth-century wife and you can practice medicine. Oh! David, do be careful.”


  He cut off the phone, hating himself for the emotionalism that made the globus form in his throat; realized the trajectory of such thoughts was causing mental trauma sufficient to make him a physical coward.


  He clicked his jaws, drew up a scribe bank, dictated his will. He was removing his personal effects from the desk when Dr. Russell walked in.


  “Personnel hated to do this to you,” Russell informed him after their formal greeting, “but there was just no one else in the area with your experience who hadn’t already been there twice. You were the nearest.”


  “It’s for the public,” Dave pointed out.


  “Just don’t venture beyond the landing rooms of any dead ships chasing unclassified bacteria,” he cautioned, “and I’m sure you’ll come through. Remember, don’t risk your life for nothing.”


  Dave thought the warning was excessive. “You want to be briefed on this station?”


  “I had a similar duty on Meissner. Fill out any gaps for me.” He clicked details on his fingers. “Lunar Operations routes the ship to your station. You check the ship’s surgeon with the analyzer and if everything is all right the ship is granted pratique for Earth.”


  “If feature correlation is in excess of aging difference, check eye grounds. Some of these tramp freighters can do wonders with illegal plastic surgeons. They drag in contraband and all kinds of organisms.”


  “I’ll remember that. If the ship has a doubtful itinerary, cradle and your ground crew decontaminate the ship and its cargo and the junior medics examine the personnel. They report deviants to you for whatever action you decide.”


  “Whenever you have a doubt, send it to Exotic,” Dave insisted. The blonde-haired secretary appeared on the phone. “Exotic Disease Control on 4; can you take the call?”


  Dave flicked switches on his desk. “Munroe, Ninth Lunar Quarantine. You want me?”


  “This is Thurman, chief of ratings at Exotic, sir. I called Operations and they referred me to you. The Canaberra is here, medical officer is a Dr. Blackbern. We started the routine hull wash but he refuses to let my crew in to decontaminate the hold areas. Dr. Nissen is examining the crew now. And, sir,” Thurman appeared worried, “the Starry Maid is over us demanding that we remove some patients at once. Their doctor is most insistent.”


  “What’s the Starry Maid?”


  Russell leaned forward, blanked the phone. “That’s the private yacht of Mr. Latham Nordheimer.”


  Dave whistled. “Where,” he whispered, “would he have been to pick up anything needing Exotic?”


  Russell shrugged. “He’s got a socialite playboy for a medical officer. He couldn’t tell the difference between simple acne and malignant space burn. He’s my idea of what a high-grade moron would be with no intelligence. He’s crazy about Nordheimer’s daughter but whether it’s mutual or not I don’t know. Because he is so intellectually inferior he’s like all dim brains; dangerous when crossed. He loves his power as medical man to one of Solar’s richest men. He’d like nothing better than to turn in a doctor for a missed diagnosis.”


  “Nice boy to talk back to,” Dave unblanked the phone. “Thurman, tell Dr. Blackbern I ordered you to enter the ship. If he questions this order further, call the Duty Officer of the Guard and request the riot Marines. I’ll back you up.”


  “Shall I remove the patients from the Starry Maid?”


  “No. They might have something contagious. Let them stew in their own impatience. We’re the Public Health Service not animals to be ordered about.”


  He cut off the phone, poured two cups of coffee. “I’m not going to get high blood pressure for some rich man.” Dave grinned at Russell. “Have you ever noted that a rich man becomes paranoid; starts thinking he is above the people?”


  Russell’s laugh was as soothing as balm on a space boil. “Just the same I admire your courage telling the mighty Nordheimer to wait. It’s always a comfort, though, to know the Bureau will back us up for the public.”


  Dave finished his coffee. He picked up the phone, announced to the station the transfer of authority. He turned off the phone, locked the tape box, handed over the keys to Dr. Russell. “It’s all yours now. Would you have your steward pack my clothes and ship them to the Personnel Desk in the Bureau? I’ll pick them up there if I come out of Exotic.”


  “Will do.” At the panel leading to the mobile ramp Russell placed a comforting hand on Dave’s shoulder. “Good luck, Munroe. Stay out of derelicts and I’ll try not to send you anything green.”


  Exotic Disease Control is located on the northern edge of Mare Capsicum. The station is as functional as a lathe and with just about the same amount of beauty. It consists of a group of hemispherical buildings arranged concentrically around the metallic cradling table.


  It lacks the dynamic architecture that makes Lunar Quarantine Stations so outstanding. Exotic Control was designed solely for isolating the new bacteria, viruses, fungi and yeasts with which mankind infects himself from the distant, biologically unexplored planets.


  The little brown house, as the doctors refer to the isolation hospital, is located here. It is in its wards that passengers and spacemen, who have become infected, wait until their disease is cured or—! It is a part of the cost of spatial exploration; man would have it no other way.


  At Exotic Disease Control are located the esoteric pathologists, the virologists, bacterio-chemists, pharmacologists. Here, too, are located the planetary cartographers and ecologists, ceaselessly studying the characteristics of the better planets so they can be certified for colonization.


  When Dave alighted from the lunar car, the crew about the dirty freighter dropped chemical lines, greeted him with brazen clanging of metal as they clapped bronzed sheathed hands on the armor of his metal-covered shoulders.


  The medical division, the landing gangs, the sterile squads and the decontamination crews followed him into the Administration Building. “It’s good to be back here again,” Dave said when he had thrown back his glassite helmet.


  At this palpable lie, all the men let out a whoop of laughter. He stilled it with raised hand. “I don’t need to enlarge on our responsibility to the public. They trust us to prevent disease reaching Earth.


  “We’ll work here now just as we did the last time I was here. I alone will investigate ships from any of the outer nuclei, or those that have questionable disease in any way. I will make all primary diagnosis and do autopsies on those remains found in ships. No one try to risk his life doing something that is my duty. These are my orders.”


  Dr. Blackbern shouldered his way through the group about Dave. “Cute talk you boys make. Very lovely prattle about the care the public gets, but how about me, us? We’re a part of the public, too. I’ve been here now for three hours and all I’ve heard is talk, talk, talk.”


  His dark face, stained by the tarnish of his beard, was sarcastically malevolent. “We’ve got a fortune in skins out there we want to take to Earth. One of your medics came aboard, jerked about all of our crew.”


  “Before you got here,” Nissen, the pathologist, interposed, “I went aboard to see Blackbern’s men. Nordheimer was getting so impatient I began to worry about what he might do to you.”


  “I don’t think he can hurt me officially,” Dave said easily. “What about the crew?”


  “Orya fever, ninety-five per cent morbidity rate. Bacterioscope reveals it in their blood; profound toxemia on the hemospectroscope. They’ll all have to stay in isolation until cure is effected. The inner fittings of the ship will have to be burned. I checked the pelts but they can be decontaminated in the gas house.”


  “You don’t touch that ship or those pelts.” Blackbern’s face flamed with anger. “I’ve got a right to talk, too. I’m telling you I’m going to Earth to sell those skins—”


  “Shut up!” Dave’s voice was suddenly explosive. “I run this station—”


  “Why you little test-tube washer.” Blackbern’s arm swept out, pushed the men back, away from him. He came forward, a black, enraged animal, fists like lead ingots whirling madly. Dave saw it, saw the frustrated hysteria in the man, sidestepped the blow with the ease of a professional dancer, for all that he was incased in heavy armor. He caught the raging man’s arm, whirled him over his shoulder to fall stunned and helpless at his feet.


  He winked at the grinning men. “He didn’t know that we test-tube washers, softies that we are, have to exercise at 3-Gs one hour every day.” He looked at Blackbern’s stupefied face. “Get up,” he ordered curtly, “we’re medical men, not marines.”


  Blackbern crawled heavily to his feet. His venomous eyes were more respectful. “You going to check my ship,” he hesitated, added grudgingly, “sir?”


  Dave flicked the wrist switch of his armor. Gears whined in its metallic flanks as it bivalved. He stepped out, shook the creases out of his uniform. “I’m going to check the spacemen first.”


  The patients, thin, wasted caricatures of men, lay in their bunks in the isolation ward, watched him with anxious expressions in their deeply socketed eyes.


  Corpsmen, clad in contagion-free gowns, were setting up the steri-banks. Nurses were briskly inserting needles into the veins of the cubital fossa, sterilizing their blood, adding amino acids to the nutrient to speed recovery.


  He stopped by one of the bunks. “When did you first get sick?”


  The spaceman’s voice was a harsh croak. “About six weeks out of Halseps. Nothing but processed food to eat. Air went foul. Too much work . . . holding the ship together. No medicines . . . air ducts corroded through . . . no circulation—” The voice trailed off into sleep.


  It was the typical story of a tramp freighter. He continued with his ward rounds: offered the cheering confidence of an early recovery to the patients; cautioned corpsmen against carelessness.


  Before he was through, a messenger came to him with a note from Thurman: “Nordheimer has just put through a call to the Chancellor’s Office protesting his needless delay.”


  Dave swore softly, balled the note, dropped it in the flame chute of a decontagion basket. He turned to Dr. Nissen: “Conduct the Guard Office, tell them what we have here. They may want to hold the captain for improper conduct. When the skins are clean, call the Finance Division of the Colonial Office so they can arrange an auction for the skins. I’m going out to check the ship.”


  The interior of the Canaberra was a rotten, rusted mess. Eroded hull plates allowed air seepage so the atmosphere generators were constantly overloaded. In consequence of the lowered oxygen tension the men had suffered debilitating, chronic anoxemia. Air ducts were fouled so that circulation of even vitiated air was impossible. The sewage disposal plant had broken down and filthy sludge filled the under decks.


  He shuddered to think of the social conditions at the periphery of man’s empire. The crew’s quarters were a stifling miasma; it was a wonder any of them lived to make Earth. The holds of the ship were filled with untreated nalyor skins, which in spite of their filthy condition radiated the glowing platinum beauty which made them the most beautiful pelt ever seen in the astrosphere.


  Dave summoned Blackbern. “I’m condemning your ship. It will be taken to the hulk yard and broken up. You may protest this action before the Domain Board. This condemnation is for the public.” He ignored the vituperative response.


  The ground crew attached cables to the overtop shackles and tugs lifted the freighter from the cradle.


  Instantly, it seemed, the sleek lines of the Starry Maid appeared over the cradling table. Its polished hull gleamed like living flame.


  The landing crew grabbed anchoring lines, passed terminal hooks through the ground eyelets. Winches in the landing compartments of the yacht turned, tightening the lines, and as power was released from the gravity plates the ship fell slowly into the bassinet.


  The landing lock opened and two figures came down the ramp.


  Dave blinked his eyes.


  Never had he seen such space armor. The helmets were domes of jet; the wearer could see out through the uni-transparent metal but he couldn’t see within the cover. A red cross of inlaid rubies flamed brilliantly on the chest of one of the figures. A blaze of diamonds monogramed J. N. flickered on the left breast of the other armored figure. Scrolls of gold foamed over the arms and shoulders of the armor.


  “I’m Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer, Senior Surgeon of Nordheimer & Company and Medical Officer of the yacht—”


  “Which of you is which?” Dave looked from one dome to the other. How in the name of deep space could they expect him to know which of the slender figures was speaking?


  The figure with the jeweled medical cross stepped forward. “I wish to protest our long delay. A hulk like that freighter should not be seen ahead of Mr. Nordheimer. I want you to bring up litters and remove our patients at once.”


  Dave listened to the contentious voice with amused incredulity. “Look, Doc,” he said after a long pause, “this is Exotic Disease Control. If you think you have something serious enough for isolation, then it must be serious enough to warrant potential quarantine of the entire ship. Suppose we see the patients first.”


  Dave walked up the ramp. As the panels closed the diamond-monogramed figure disappeared into another compartment. Dave watched curiously as the other figure stepped into a metal frame which unhinged the armor. At the sight of its ornate, padded interior he wondered with a perverse sense of humor if the motors of the suit weren’t gold-plated and the air ducts lined with platinum.


  “Whatcha got?” he asked after introducing himself.


  Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer’s arrogant face puckered into a haughty frown. “Now really. I don’t know. I’m not a planetary epidemiologist. That’s your field.”


  “What’re their symptoms?”


  “It’s a loathsome thing; changes their personality.” Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer delicately touched the waves of his beautiful blond hair. “I’ll tell you about them as we go to their quarters.”


  He led the way through corridors tesselated with fabulously beautiful paneling, over carpeting as soft as rubberoid foam. Intricately engraved doors opened at their approach, whispered softly as they closed behind them.


  “It had an insidious onset. They became weak; at first we thought it sheer laziness, so many spacemen are, you see. It’s a big problem on many of our outer nuclei freighters. You’d be surprised at all the difficulty our captains have with the bums. I have an entire department just—”


  “Never mind the economics of your job,” Dave cut in sharply, “how about your patients now?”


  Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer turned, stared insolently at Dave. “The malaise I was speaking of appeared like laziness. I insisted the captain work them harder. I realized they were ill with some strange malady when they started developing a rather alarming glossitis. Their mouths and tongues were inflamed; dysphagia was quite pronounced. They are now having difficulty in even swallowing water. Then their skins started turning that loathsome green color. I knew it was serious and of course isolated them at once; had a special air filter rigged, it’s really quite a work of engineering art. I’m thinking of writing a paper on it for publication in the Journal of Spatial Medicine.”


  “What? The air filter or the men’s illness?” Dave did not even try to hide the derision in his voice.


  Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer ignored the scom in Dave’s voice. “Their hair got brittle and started falling out and their nails became ridged. As you will see they are wasting rapidly from a profound toxemia. We must have them off at once. I can assure you none of us have become infected.”


  They passed through the crew’s quarters, stopped abruptly at its welded door. Some spacemen wheeled up a portable lock, started fastening it to the paneling.


  “How’ve you been feeding these men?” Dave wondered.


  “I put a corpsman in with them, gave them processed food. Of course I haven’t gone in there. I couldn’t risk infecting Mr. Nordheimer or Janith with anything.”


  Dave wheeled in the yacht’s diagnostic equipment; exquisite medical instruments which made him writhe with professional envy.


  The warm odor of congestion, like an unaired gymnasium, filled his nostrils. The bunk rooms were packed to the ceiling with sweating, miserable, palpably ill men.


  He examined their yellow-green skin carefully; looked long at their reddened, swollen tongues. All of them were afflicted with the same type of disease. He examined blood under the bacterioscope. No organism caused their illness; the toxemia came from the waste of their own bodies. They were weak from sheer anemia. He raised his head from the hemiglobinometer, dark fury in his eyes.


  Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer was leaning against the bulkhead, oblivious to the hostile stares of the men. “Well? What do they have, Munroe?” he asked indifferently.


  “Chlorosis! Simple spatial anemia. Due to lack of protein in their diet.”


  “That’s what I told him,” a gray-haired spaceman muttered angrily. “Processed food is all they gave that bunch. We regulars ate good, them got nothing.”


  Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer straightened abruptly. “You don’t certainly expect them to eat like Mr. Nordheimer or the officers.”


  “By deep space,” the spaceman growled, “they should be fed something besides bread and vitamin tablets, even if they are working their way back to Earth.” He looked at Dave. “And we could have a doctor on this ship, too.”


  Dave knew the spaceman’s knowledge of hematology had not been learned from textbooks. It had been learned the hard way; from dietary experience in deep, black space. If Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer had not been so indifferent to the health of the crew, he would have insisted that they be fed a more adequate diet; aborted the illness before it ever started. He recalled what Dr. Russell had said about the moronic mind of the Starry Maid’s medical officer.


  “I want to speak to the owner,” Dave said.


  “I hardly believe Mr. Nordheimer would care to speak to you,” Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer said rudely. “After all, you know he just doesn’t see anybody.”


  “I’m not just anybody.” Dave’s eyes narrowed angrily. “I’m speaking for the public. I insist on seeing him.”


  “The public,” Mortimer laughed scornfully. “Mr. Nordheimer is not interested in the public—”


  “But I am,” Dave broke in, fury in his voice. “I’ll see him if I have to tear these bulkheads down with my bare hands.”


  Dr. Mortimer stepped back at the sight of Dave’s icy, angry face. He darted a quick look at the smirking spacemen. “You public employees certainly have a hypertrophied sense of responsibility.” He tittered self-consciously at his clinical analysis. “Very well, I’ll take you to see Mr. Nordheimer, but mind you don’t expect a kind reception.” There was condescending mockery in his voice. “At least you’ll see the grand salon and that is more than most people ever do.”


  Dave followed the slender doctor to the grand salon of the ship. He stopped abruptly as he stepped in. Eyes widened in unashamed, breathless wonder. Never had he seen such an impressive sight.


  He was looking at the Macro-Mafintic Falls of Zaragahn, Sirius’ great planet. He recognized it from teleposters. Now he was looking at its captured reality. It was the most magnificent sight he had ever seen; unutterably breath-taking in its majestic beauty.


  Mountains, glittering with snow, vanished into an illusory horizon, water from a mighty river burst forth to fall for twenty-five thousand meters into a narrow, tortuous canyon. But three-quarters of the way down, up-sweeping wind caught the watery shaft, tore it into mist, whirled it cyclonically upwards. Electrostatic charges formed on the droplets to be neutralized by vivid electric discharges, and through the mist jagged lightning flashed ceaselessly and the deep-throated rumble of thunder echoed in the mountains.


  Dave had heard the sight of the Falls rivaled the splendor of Sirius’ incredible, tumultuous prominences. He could believe that now.


  Man lacked the multiple perceptive ability so necessary to appreciate the tremendous forces in a solar storm. His sensual comprehension could not grasp and hold for cerebration the magnitude of the incredible, flaming vortices that writhed and twisted millions of miles above Sirius’ churning surface.


  The Macro-Mafintic Falls can be adequately appreciated for all its majestic worth. It captures perception through senses that are instinctively familiar. Man has crawled on the slopes of mountains; felt the vibrating wonder of their creation. He has seen clouds form, felt the coolness of their mist; been thrilled by their rain. He has seen and felt and feared the lightning; trembled with wonder at the crack of thunder. He has built dams; listened with smug satisfaction as a tamed river roared its spilling protest. This, then, was but the infinite magnification of an age-old experience.


  He looked on in wonder. The Falls seemed to strike on a churning violet cloud that billowed and swirled over a foundation of lightning before it fell into the incredible gorge.


  The room was built on a promontory jutting out over a wide, deep chasm. A fireplace, burning golden apple wood, crackled behind him and the air was spicy with the tangy, piny freshness of high mountains.


  Dave walked to the rail, looked up at the snow-capped peaks. Impossible to believe this sublime scene was but the three-dimensional art of a photographer. It was too dynamic. The flashing lightning, the rumble of thunder, the roar of the Falls muted by distance was too real.


  It required actual mental effort for him to realize he was not standing on a real rock on Zaragahn looking at the Falls; instead he was in the grand salon of a sumptuous yacht, now resting in the landing cradle of Exotic Disease Control.


  “Are you sight-seeing,” an irritable voice snapped, “or did you want to see me?”


  Dave whirled and in a flash was conscious of Mortimer’s condescending sneer and the thin, vulture face of Mr. Nordheimer regarding him with cynical, beady black eyes.


  “I’ve just examined your crewmen,” Dave announced flatly.


  “That’s kind of you,” rasped Nordheimer, “now take them off so we can Earth. I’ve waited here long enough.”


  Dave faced the fabulously wealthy, almost omnipotent Nordheimer with the slightest trickle of fear welling within him. Stories of his greedy love of power had seeped into the smallest colonies of Earth’s empire.


  He had once hurled the might of his private spatial force on a planet because it failed to recognize his economic power. It was whispered that on the planets of the periphery he was worshiped as a god, a devil, an emperor; that one planet was his arsenal of empire, devoted exclusively to the manufacture of weapons to keep him in power. That some day he intended to be the master of the world.


  “No!” Dave said, “their illness is not infectious; they do not need to be removed.”


  There was a tormenting moment of intense nervous tension in the room. Lightning from the Falls tinted the walls vivid violet and the roll of thunder, like an oncoming storm, was a menacing rumble.


  Nordheimer settled deeply into a low, spun-metal divan. Corrugated lids closed slowly over his venomous eyes. A cynical smile curled at the corners of his thin, bloodless lips. “My doctor said their illness was infectious; that is enough for me. I tell you now. Take those men off and at once. That is an order.”


  “No!” Dave’s voice was curtly emphatic. “Your men suffered from protein starvation; they became anemic with a disease as old as Earthly immigration Chlorosis. You picked those men from some planet, brought them back here to save yourself the cost of a regular crew. I will inform the Immigration officers of this and they will remove and treat your men.”


  Nordheimer’s brows met in a satanic V. His thin, irritable face reddened ominously. “You infer my doctor was wrong.”


  “Your doctor,” Dave answered, turning to Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer, “is an incompetent moron.”


  “You can’t say that about me.” Mortimer started forward.


  “Shut up!” Nordheimer growled. “He’s probably right.” He looked up at Dave, slowly, without moving his eyes from those of the doctor, reached out for a platinum-trimmed glass. A clawlike hand brought the glass to his mouth, he sipped slowly, hypnotic eyes looking steadily into Dr. Munroe’s. “Do you refuse to take those men off this ship?” The glass was held close to his mouth.


  “I do,” Dave said steadily. “Exotic Disease Control is run for the public; not for the whims of privileged groups.”


  “The public.” Nordheimer snorted. “Who cares about them anyway—”


  “The Public Health Service,” Dave retorted angrily. Nordheimer set the glass down, pulled a wallet from his pocket, extracted a thick sheaf of hundred stellar notes. “Take this and buy yourself a present. I’ll—”


  Dave started towards the door. “I will release you at once, Immigration will expect you in thirty minutes.”


  “Come back here.” Nordheimer whirled to Mortimer. “Summon the captain.”


  “What’s the matter, Father; found something you can’t buy?” They turned at the throaty voice. Janith Nordheimer was standing in an open panel. Dave recognized her from the numerous picture magazines. She stepped out, walking the length of the compartment with a lazy, free stride. Viewing her this way, Dave could appreciate the groomed perfection she represented. She sauntered to a taboret, touched a pedal on the tesselated deck with the toe of a diamond-encrusted shoe.


  “Hate that view,” she said as multiple panels formed to screen the view of the Falls. She rested her elbows on the back of a chair, regarded Dave, an insolent expression in her dark, sophisticated eyes.


  “Protecting the insensate mob, watching the helpless public; you must have studied the manual of the Juvenile Planeteers. I understand they do things like good deeds and such.”


  Mortimer snickered, clapping his hands together happily. “Munroe,” he giggled. “Munroe the Noble.”


  The captain of the yacht came in at that moment. “You sent for me, sir?”


  “Yeah.” Nordheimer jerked his head at Dave. “This bacteria engineer orders me, me to take my ship over to Immigration and have them put those patients in bed and I would have to pay for that, besides having all of the hoi polloi on Earth knowing where I’d been.”


  “Yes, sir,” the captain said deferentially. “You will remember, sir, I advised you that landing at Exotic Disease Control, unless we had some really infectious disease, was dangerous—”


  “Who cares about it being dangerous,” Nordheimer sneered. “Toss this germ mechanic—”


  “Germ mechanic.” Dr. Mortimer discharged a bellow of laughter. “That’s a good one, yes sir, that’s really a good one, germ mechanic. I’ll have to remember that one—”


  “Shut up when I’m talking,” Nordheimer rumbled. He turned back to the captain. “Toss him off the ship, and I don’t bother whether he has armor or not—”


  “We’re too close to Earth for that now, sir,” the captain interposed cautiously. “All he has to do is to raise his hand, speak into his wrist communicator and we’d be blasted by the Guard before we could raise the Chancellor’s Office.”


  Janith Nordheimer chuckled. “But he would be blasted, too.”


  “That’s right,” the captain admitted, “but he is at Exotic Disease Control. The doctors of the Public Health Service ordered here are conditioned to expect death. It is part of their duty. I’m sure the doctor would rather die by a neutron blast than by a disease he is sure to get from some derelict from the outer nuclei.”


  The Nordheimers looked at him with new-formed respect in their widened eyes. “We’ll go to Immigration,” Nordheimer said hastily. He whirled on Dave. “Understand one thing, you mention one word of this conversation officially and I’ll have your job.”


  “Why, Mr. Nordheimer,” Dave hoped his expression showed astonished wonder, “I didn’t know you needed employment.”


  The last thing he heard as he started down the corridor to the lock was Janith’s taunting laugh and her sneering admonition he had better be very, very careful from now on.


  He told the doctors and the chief about the scene. “The Old Boy is a power,” Dr. Nissen pointed out in a worried voice. “He has lots of rocks in the sky, he can control Planetary Congress and they dictate to the Chancellor.”


  “But they are all afraid of the public.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Well, there’s nothing to do about it now. Let’s go on to Blackbern’s patients.” He stopped, placed a hand on Nissen’s shoulder. “Of the two personalities, I admire Blackbern’s stupid ruthlessness much more than the calculating cruelty of the Teutonic-minded Nordheimer.”


  Dave was in the A & R checking welds in his armor when Operations summoned him on the phone. “Get on the closed channel, the Director of the Inner Port wishes to speak to you privately.”


  Dave made the contact in his office. “This is Munroe, Exotic Disease Control. Duty Officer requested I contact you on the closed channel.”


  “Can your side be seen or heard in?” the director asked cautiously. Dave read off his settings. The director seemed satisfied, for he said at once, “Nordheimer is mad at you. He put pressure on the Chancellor, the cabinet met in secret session and is drafting a bill to limit the power of the Public Health Service. Nordheimer said he’d just be satisfied if they get rid of you. What happened?”


  “I made him wait while I took care of some sick patients from a freighter.”


  “He’s spreading some nasty tales about you. Something about accepting a bribe and insulting his daughter and calling his medical officer an incompetent fool—”


  Dave laughed. “The last part is true. However, when I went aboard I was wearing an open wrist phone, everything that was said is a matter of record. I sent it to the Earth Office with my own comments.”


  “If they can’t get you legally, he’ll do it some other way.”


  “I’ve been expecting something,” Dave admitted. “But all they can do is kill me.”


  “Don’t be so resigned,” the director snapped.


  Three days later as the setting Earth was casting long shadows across the crater floor his dread was crystallized into reality.


  He was standing by the ramp talking with the senior medical officer of an exploring battleship which had just slid out of the velvety sky to unload a pet for bacterial evaluation.


  He laughed as the brontosaurus-like creature in its glassite cage was wheeled down the freight ramp. A thought flashed through his mind, amusing in its perversity. Nordheimer should have such an animal for his doctor.


  The gong of the phone in his helmet was startlingly explosive. “Duty Officer on Operations Channel.” He muttered a hasty excuse to the doctor, walked over to the portable screen, plugged his phone jack.


  “Duty Officer speaking. The Marston, a freighter, lost for over two years, has been found out near Pluto. The ship is owned by Astrosphere, one of the Nordheimer companies. Nordheimer requests a complete inner examination of the ship.


  “The Public Health Service said an emphatic no. They could see no reason for risking valuable personnel. The company officials went to the Secretary of Spatial Commerce, stated the Marston had been sent on a voyage of commercial exploration and it was essential that not only the log be secured but the condition of the cargo be determined and the salvage possibilities of the ship. You’d have to go deep inside and make a determine. This order is for the public.”


  Dave flicked off the phone with a wry grin. So this is how Brother Nordheimer acts when he’s crossed. He realized with cold objectivity this action on Nordheimer’s part was essential if he wished to continue in economic power.


  Nordheimer could not attack him with his secret police; their altercation had been made public now and the mass of the people would rebel against such a militant action. He was doing it cleverly, by seeing that he went into a ship with a high death potential.


  He checked his armor minutely. Ran in new air lines, lights, communication circuits, even replaced the bearings on the blowers. He remembered Blackbern’s crack about broken welds; never left his armor alone. He charged his own physiology with every known immune vaccine, serum and bacterin. He spent his free time studying Pyter’s Index of Extraterrestrial Diseases.


  When Operations called, announcing the tugs would cradle the freighter within an hour, he felt himself as ready for battle against the Unknown as he would ever be.


  Dave armored himself, summoned the various crews who would help him make primary entrance, walked blithely out to the landing cradle.


  He was not surprised to see the two armored figures of Dr. Mortimer J. Mortimer and Janith Nordheimer watching him, taunting smiles on their derisive faces. It intrigued him that they would leave off blank helmets to be certain he would see and recognize them; know to the fullness the bitterness of certain defeat at their hands. He would have felt let down if they had not been there.


  He hid his galling frustration behind a mask of insouciant laughter. “Hail, Nordheimer. I who am about to die and stuff salute you.” There was mockery in his derisive salute.


  “I’ll pull you from this detail if you’ll agree to be conditioned to work for father.” Janith directed her voice on a light beam so it could not be heard by her companion.


  “Thanks for the offer,” Dave said quietly. “But you see I’m a physician.”


  People from lunar stations were assembling about the cradle in a vast semicircle; gathering with the morbid fascination only impending catastrophe or violent death can induce. Dave looked at them in their varied armor, could not help but laugh at the neuroses which motivated such behavior.


  He turned on the open communication circuit so all could hear him. “Now hear this.” He raised his voice, realizing as he shouted that he was betraying tension; instantly channeled his mind into precise, frigid patterns. “Now hear this,” he ordered quietly, as if directing one of his crews. “No one is to cross the limiting lights set by the tower. This order is for your protection.” He looked at Janith and Mortimer. “This order is for you, too. Get back at once.”


  He walked to the landing cradle as tugs appeared overhead holding the Maiston in the grip of unyielding tractors. In the bluish Earth-set the vast, insensate freighter was ominously menacing. Dave looked up at its corroded, curving sides and could not help but shudder at the thought of the grisly things he would find in its black interior.


  The steri-crew was wheeling up vortex guns, tractor banks, flame generators, acid lines and the tools necessary to make entrance to a derelict. Dave was aware a hush had settled over the crowd. The thin, distant murmur of noise from a thousand communicators had become a portentous silence now.


  They were waiting with avid interest for that breathless moment when he opened the locks and entered the ship. They could hardly wait to hear what he would say about his findings. He knew some of them were growling impatiently at his cautious preparations, grumbling at his exterior inspection.


  The chief rolled up the portable bacterial wagon. Dave stood still as the medical kit’s tractors and repellers were balanced, brought to focus on his back. He took a few steps to test its drag. “Lighten it by fifty kilos,” he directed. “I might have to climb and, chief, set the automatic neutral so I can step around and back without unfocusing. I don’t want to chase the thing over the lunarscape to find a test tube.”


  He walked slowly up the ramp, moved along the blackened, rusted keel. In some distant past the ship had rested on a planet’s earthy surface; frozen earth cracked off at his touch.


  Instantly he melted the dirt with a hand torch. A crumb of dust, loaded with an unknown virus, could settle in a joint of his metal shoes, infect the station. He took tweezers, teased off a few clumps, put them in solution, centrifuged, read the organic indicator on the bacterioscope, sighed with relief. The stuff was sterile. The actinic power of solar radiation had killed any organisms clinging to the ship. He took a larger sample for the geologists, turned to the landing room.


  He took hold of the recessed handle, turned and pulled. The door was frozen closed. “Set up a vortex, center it on the door, pull the door and as the air explodes out turn to full temp.”


  He stepped back, turned on his suit to full reflection so as to avoid external heating. The crew aimed their whirling flames at the door, tractors penciled at the handle, the door tore open with a grinding vibration, felt even through his cushioned shoes. Air expanded out, was caught in the whirling vortex, heated instantly to its ultimate limit.


  Dave stood on the deck of the entrance lock. He flashed his light on the rusting bulkheads, on winches oxidized by time, on armor, long since obsolete. He looked at the ship’s design on the wall, studied the passages, corridors, location of offices and holds. He went back out, picked up a power cable, plugged it into the ship’s emergency line. The ammeter showed a tremendous drain, but no lights flashed in the compartment, nor did his own circuits break with overload.


  He pushed the handle of the winch to see if he had power there, but the handle crumbled to flaky dust in his grip. He took a scalpel from his mobile kit, scraped at the door and the metal cracked and peeled with brittle weakness. “The interior metal is about as strong as tin foil.” He made the announcement surprised at his own calmness. “Call for the consulting metallurgists.”


  He found the automatic log, the device which recorded all the captain’s orders, messages and directives to his crew, unfastened it from its niche, dropped it in a sterilizing bath, handed it out to Thurman. “I noticed their last entry was they were leaving the Cepheus nucleus. That’s a hard white area, so we can expect a most virulent type of organism. Flame before opening.”


  “Are you really going inship?” Thurman asked anxiously.


  “I must, it is orders.”


  He pushed on the door leading inship and the panel crashed inwards. The metal had the tensile strength of decayed wood.


  Curiosity had not erased his natural fear or conquered his vague apprehension.


  As he walked gingerly up the long corridor he had the spine-tingling sensation that someone was watching him and that at any moment one of the panels would slide back and someone would step out and ask what he was doing in their ship.


  “I feel crazy,” he said aloud.


  “You all right, sir?” It was Thurman’s voice, it sounded faint, alarmingly faint.


  He shivered with expectation as he rounded the corridor and started up the ramp towards the fifth deck. He felt the tug of the kit behind him suddenly slacken and he whirled abruptly to see his mobile unit careening madly back down the ramp. It hit the bulkhead, crashed through its friable metal, vanished into the cave it created.


  At the same instant he was aware that his light was growing steadily dimmer and the air in his suit was stifling. He looked at the instruments on his left wrist. He could feel the pulsating throb of laboring motors in his shoes. They were pulling current, acting as though they were being shorted out.


  That was what had happened to his kit. The tubes had blown from an unexpected surge. Every instinct told him he should go back and tell the Director General of the Public Health Service to shove his activity into deepest space and keep it there. The discipline that came from years of training was greater than instinctual protective mental mechanisms.


  He stopped in the center of the corridor to adjust his air machine. He turned off his laboring motors and set the emergency bellows in his suit’s flanks. As long as he walked they would circulate air, but he couldn’t stand still.


  Then his lights went out.


  He stopped, petrified with fearful, startled surprise. He started gropingly to retrace his steps, trying to remember each turn he had made when he became conscious that the bulkheads, the overhead, even the deck were emitting a faint golden glow and as his eyes became dark-adapted he discovered that he could see perfectly well. He forced himself to continue up the ramp and through the corridors.


  He came to it!


  The panel he dreaded, hoped to reach. The entrance to the crew’s quarters.


  He pushed through the friable panel. Stopped! Abruptly!


  Sweat oozed from his brow, dripped down his back. Sweat formed on the palms of his hands, made them damp in their sheathed gloves. Nausea gripped him. The crew, all of them, were here!


  They weren’t the macabre, decayed sight he had expected to find, actually hoped to find. They laid in their plastic bunks and their unclothed bodies were semitransparent and they glowed with a lambent flickering radiance. Their features were vaguely discernible. He experienced the eerie sensation they were turning their heads, observing his every action.


  He forced himself to the side of the bunk. Pushed out his sheathed hand, touched one of the things. Instantly he felt a shock. A shock as though an intense surge of pure energy had leaped through his entire organism and stultified his brain. It was painful in its intensity, exquisitely pleasant in its cortical suggestion.


  But the touch itself had done something of unutterable wonder to the body.


  The light playing through the human remains flickered violently, vibrated with intense nervous energy as though his touch had disturbed a primal balance. Then, the body vanished in a flash of coruscating fire and a tiny ball of flame, almost microscopic in size, burned on the plastic bed frame.


  He touched another body, watched it coalesce into condensed living energy, felt the same orgiastic sensation ripple through his brain. He started to laugh, was aware that he was laughing, looked at his hand, giggling at the flame which leaped from the metal sheathing his fingers.


  “The ultimate bacterial form; the pure electric protein. I’ve found it,” he shouted. “Bacteria of pure energy.” He jumped up and down, clapping his hands in joyous abandon at the concept of his thought, distantly aware of his euphoric insanity. He knew, too, that what he had found was a long-anticipated discovery.


  It was a mathematical certainty it would be found. The medical physicists had expected to find such a life form as soon as they realized the verity of atomic energy. A life principle that by-passed the usual organic methods of existence, took their energy, without clumsy digestion, absorption, detoxification and evacuation, directly from the primal source. It was the ultimate of bacterial evolution.


  He knew in the deep wells of his mind that his actions now were a result of short circuits in the thalamic synapses, that the pyramidal cells of his cortex were being subjected to an intense radiation. Just as it had drained the current from his motors, shorted out the intricate hookups in his medical kit, it was even now destroying the delicate fabric of his mind.


  The living neutrons of coalescing flame whirling in semiorganic patterns were absorbing the energy pouring into the ship. They were multiplying in number, growing in strength. They would ooze forth through the metal their activity had decayed, fall on the landing platform and there, subjected to the intense solar radiation, they would utterly destroy his station and all that it meant.


  Through the cloying mist forming through his mind the basic pattern of normal conduct was still able to assert itself. He remembered the public!


  Dave stared down incredulously at the lambent flame eroding the fresh metal of his armored hands. He experienced a rising fury that a sentient bacterium should so fog his mind. Thalamic rage, instinctive rather than intuitive, surged through him.


  He pulled the steri-gun from its sheath, pointed its needle muzzle at the deck, squeezed the grip. Livid flame struck the deck, splashed about his feet, tore through the friable metal, volatilized girders weakened by disease, tore through the next deck, fountained on the one beneath that, burned out through the ship to volcano on the metal landing platform, in a burst of energy that lit up the lunarscape.


  He looked down through the gaping hole, turned his tortured vision to the flaming erosion of his hand. Slowly, deliberately, as though he were drunk and had to carefully reason out each motion, he transferred the gun, pointed it at the infected arm and convulsively fisted the hilt.


  There was a long, long moment of unbearable pain, of agony so great it taxed his wavering sanity to experience the tremendous burst of impulses bombarding his mind. The dark curtain of shock was shrouding his brain as he leaped into the hole he had blasted.


  He opened his eyes into instant, alert consciousness. He turned his head, integrating himself with his surroundings. Dr. Nissen with a corps of nurses were watching him with that professional detachment which comes from years of practice. Nissen slowly came over to his bed, withdrew an infusion needle from his leg.


  Then he experienced the impact of memory. He raised his arms, looked down at the right hand. He had not expected it to be there, was actually surprised to see it. He flexed the fingers, rubbed their tips across the coverings of the bed.


  He knew then it was a cleverly grafted prosthesis, as good, well almost as good, as his own arm and hand had been.


  “How long?” He was surprised at the timbre of his voice.


  “Three weeks,” Nissen replied. “We did the surgery at once; kept you out until we were sure the grafts took.”


  “Grafts?”


  “You burned your feet off with your steri-pistol.”


  “Oh—”


  Nissen sat on the edge of the bed. “We got a classification on the stuff. It’s an organism, lives by synergism, derives energy of existence direct from photonic energy. It’ll live and multiply on anything with a metallic or electrical structure.”


  “What did you do with the ship?”


  “We sent it into the sun. You made quite a name for yourself. Hero, you know, trying to destroy yourself for humanity. Nordheimer even sent you flowers. Blackbern sent you a skin. Sorry about your feet, but you know. It’s for the public.”


  “Yes,” Dave said slowly, feeling the awkward heaviness of his prosthetic extremities. “I know. It’s for the public.”


  Unfortunately there can be something new under the sun—when that sun is not Sol.


  MIMIC


  Donald A. Wollheim


  It is less than five hundred years since an entire half of the world was discovered. It is less than two hundred years since the discovery of the last continent. The sciences of chemistry and physics go back scarce one century. The science of aviation goes back forty years. The science of atomics is being born.


  And yet we think we know a lot.


  We know little or nothing. Some of the most startling things are unknown to us. When they are discovered they may shock us to the bone.


  We search for secrets in the far islands of the Pacific and among the ice fields of the frozen North while under our very noses, rubbing shoulders with us every day, there may walk the undiscovered. It is a curious fact of nature that that which is in plain view is oft best hidden.


  I have always known of the man in the black cloak. Since I was a child he has always lived on my street, and his eccentricities are so familiar that they go unmentioned except among casual visitors. Here, in the heart of the largest city in the world, in swarming New York, the eccentric and the odd may flourish unhindered.


  As children we had hilarious fun jeering at the man in black when he displayed his fear of women. We watched, in our evil, childish way, for those moments; we tried to get him to show anger. But he ignored us completely, and soon we paid him no further heed, even as our parents did.


  We saw him only twice a day. Once in the early morning, when we would see his six-foot figure come out of the grimy dark hallway of the tenement at the end of the street and stride down toward the elevated to work—again when he came back at night. He was always dressed in a long black cloak that came to his ankles, and he wore a wide-brimmed black hat down far over his face. He was a sight from some weird story out of the old lands. But he harmed nobody, and paid attention to nobody.


  Nobody—except perhaps women.


  When a woman crossed his path, he would stop in his stride and come to a dead halt. We could see that he closed his eyes until she had passed. Then he would snap those wide watery blue eyes open and march on as if nothing had happened.


  He was never known to speak to a woman. He would buy some groceries maybe once a week, at Antonio’s—but only when there were no other patrons there. Antonio said once that he never talked, he just pointed at things he wanted and paid for them in bills that he pulled out of a pocket somewhere under his cloak. Antonio did not like him, but he never had any trouble with him either.


  Now that I think of it, nobody ever did have any trouble with him.


  We got used to him. We grew up on the street; we saw him occasionally when he came home and went back into the dark hallway of the house he lived in.


  One of the kids on the block lived in that house too. A lot of families did. Antonio said they knew nothing much about him either, though there were one or two funny stories.


  He never had visitors, he never spoke to anyone. And he had once built something in his room out of metal.


  He had then, years ago, hauled up some long flat metal sheets, sheets of tin or iron, and they had heard a lot of hammering and banging in his room for several days. But that had stopped and that was all there was to that story.


  Where he worked I don’t know and never found out. He had money, for he was reputed to pay his rent regularly when the janitor asked for it.


  Well, people like that inhabit big cities and nobody knows the story of their lives until they’re all over. Or until something strange happens.


  I grew up, I went to college, I studied. Finally I got a job assisting a museum curator. I spent my days mounting beetles and classifying exhibits of stuffed animals and preserved plants, and hundreds and hundreds of insects from all over.


  Nature is a strange thing, I learned. You learn that very clearly when you work in a museum. You realize how nature uses the art of camouflage. There are twig insects that look exactly like a leaf or a branch of a tree. Exactly. Even to having phony vein markings that look just like the real leaf’s. You can’t tell them apart, unless you look very carefully.


  Nature is strange and perfect that way. There is a moth in Central America that looks like a wasp. It even has a fake stinger made of hair, which it twists and curls just like a wasp’s stinger. It has the same colorings and, even though its body is soft and not armored like a wasp’s, it is colored to appear shiny and armored. It even flies in the daytime when wasps do, and not at night like all the other moths. It moves like a wasp. It knows somehow that it is helpless and that it can survive only by pretending to be as deadly to other insects as wasps are.


  I learned about army ants, and their strange imitators.


  Army ants travel in huge columns of thousands and hundreds of thousands. They move along in a flowing stream several yards across and they eat everything in their path. Everything in the jungle is afraid of them. Wasps, bees, snakes, other ants, birds, lizards, beetles—even men run away, or get eaten.


  But in the midst of the army ants there also travel many other creatures—creatures that aren’t ants at all, and that the army ants would kill if they knew of them. But they don’t know of them because these other creatures are disguised. Some of them are beetles that look like ants. They have false markings like ant-thoraxes and they run along in imitation of ant speed. There is even one that is so long it is marked like three ants in single file. It moves so fast that the real ants never give it a second glance.


  There are weak caterpillars that look like big armored beetles. There are all sorts of things that look like dangerous animals. Animals that are the killers and superior fighters of their groups have no enemies. The army ants and the wasps, the sharks, the hawk, and the felines. So there are a host of weak things that try to hide among them—to mimic them.


  And man is the greatest killer, the greatest hunter of them all. The whole world of nature knows man for the irresistible master. The roar of his gun, the cunning of his trap, the strength and agility of his arm place all else beneath him.


  It was, as often happens to be the case, sheer luck that I happened to be on the street at that dawning hour when the janitor came running out of the tenement on my street shouting for help. I had been working all night mounting new exhibits.


  The policeman on the beat and I were the only people besides the janitor to see the things that we found in the two dingy rooms occupied by the stranger of the black cloak.


  The janitor explained—as the officer and I dashed up the narrow rickety stairs—that he had been awakened by the sound of heavy thuds and shrill screams in the stranger’s rooms. He had gone out in the hallway to listen.


  Severe groaning as of someone in terrible pain—the noise of someone thrashing around in agony—was coming from behind the closed door of the stranger’s apartment. The janitor had listened, then run for help.


  When we got there the place was silent. A faint light shone from under the doorway. The policeman knocked; there was no answer. He put his ear to the door and so did I.


  We heard a faint rustling—a continuous slow rustling as of a breeze blowing paper. The cop knocked again but there was still no response.


  Then, together, we threw our weight at the door. Two hard blows and the rotten old lock gave way. We burst in.


  The room was filthy, the floor covered with scraps of torn paper, bits of detritus and garbage. The room was unfurnished, which I thought was odd.


  In one corner there stood a metal box, about four feet square. A tight box, held together with screws and ropes. It had a lid, opening at the top, which was down and fastened with a sort of wax seal.


  The stranger of the black cloak lay in the middle of the floor—dead.


  He was still wearing the cloak. The big slouch hat was lying on the floor some distance away. From the inside of the box the faint rustling was coming.


  We turned over the stranger, took the cloak off. For several instants we saw nothing amiss—


  At first we saw a man, dressed in a somber, featureless black suit. He had a coat and skintight pants.


  His hair was short and curly brown. It stood straight up in its inch-long length. His eyes were open and staring. I noticed first that he had no eyebrows, only a curious dark line in the flesh over each eye.


  It was then that I realized that he had no nose. But no one had ever noticed that before. His skin was oddly mottled. Where the nose should have been there were dark shadowings that made the appearance of a nose, if you only just glanced at him. Like the work of a skillful artist in a painting.


  His mouth was as it should be, and slightly open—but he had no teeth.


  His head perched upon a thin neck.


  The suit was—not a suit. It was part of him. It was his body.


  What we thought was a coat was a huge black wing sheath, like a beetle has. He had a thorax like an insect, only the wing sheath covered it and you couldn’t notice it when he wore the cloak. The body bulged out below, tapering off into the two long, thin hind legs. His arms came out from under the top of the “coat.” He had a tiny secondary pair of arms folded tightly across his chest. There was a sharp round hole newly pierced in his chest just above these arms still oozing a watery liquid.


  The janitor fled gibbering. The officer was pale but standing by his duty. I heard him muttering under his breath an endless stream of Hail Marys.


  The lower thorax—the “abdomen”—was very long and insectlike. It was crumpled up now like the wreck of an airplane fuselage.


  I recalled the appearance of a female wasp that had just laid eggs—her thorax had had that empty appearance.


  The sight was a shock such as leaves one in full control. The mind rejects it, and it is only in afterthought that one can feel the dim shudder of horror.


  The rustling was still coming from the box. I motioned the white-faced cop and we went over and stood before it. He took his nightstick and knocked away the waxen seal.


  Then we heaved and pulled the lid open.


  A wave of noxious vapor assailed us. We staggered back as suddenly a stream of flying things shot out of the huge iron container. The window was open, and straight out into the first glow of dawn they flew.


  There must have been dozens of them. They were about two or three inches long and they flew on wide gauzy beetle wings. They looked like little men, strangely terrifying as they flew—clad in their black suits, with expressionless faces and their dots of watery blue eyes. And they flew out on transparent wings that came from under their black beetle coats.


  I ran to the window, fascinated, almost hypnotized. The horror of it had not reached my mind at once. Afterward I have had spasms of numbing terror as my mind tries to put the things together. The whole business was so utterly unexpected.


  We knew of army ants and their imitators, yet it never occurred to us that we too were army ants of a sort. We knew of stick insects and it never occurred to us that there might be others that disguise themselves to fool, not other animals, but the supreme animal himself—man.


  We found some bones in the bottom of that iron case afterward. But we couldn’t identify them.


  Perhaps we did not try hard. They might have been human—


  I suppose the stranger of the black cloak did not fear women so much as it distrusted them. Women notice men, perhaps, more closely than other men do. Women might become suspicious sooner of the inhumanity, the deception. And then there might perhaps have been some touch of instinctive feminine jealousy. The stranger was disguised as a man, but its sex was surely female. The things in the iron box were its young.


  But it is the other thing I saw when I ran to the window that had shaken me most. The policeman did not see it. Nobody else saw it but me, and I only for an instant.


  Nature practises deceptions in every angle. Evolution will create a being for any niche, no matter how unlikely.


  When I went to the window, I saw the small cloud of flying things rising up into the sky and sailing away into the purple distance. The dawn was breaking and the first rays of the sun were just striking over the housetops.


  Shaken, I looked away from that fourth-floor tenement room over the roofs of the lower buildings. Chimneys and walls and empty clotheslines made the scenery over which the tiny mass of horror passed.


  And then I saw a chimney, not thirty feet away on the next roof. It was squat and red brick and had two black pipe ends flush with its top. I saw it suddenly vibrate, oddly. And its red brick surface seem to peel away, and the black pipe openings turn suddenly white.


  I saw two big eyes staring up into the sky.


  A great, flat-winged thing detached itself silently from the surface of the real chimney and darted hungrily after the cloud of flying things.


  I watched until all had lost themselves in the sky.


  PAX GALACTICA


  Ralph Williams


  Galactic Security decided that this upstart planet Terra must be taught a lesson—for its own good, of course. Only the results proved to be highly surprising to both Terra and Galactic Security. Consult either Colonel Albert Baker or the Galactic Task Commander on that point.


  In North America it was a bright, cool April night when Galactic Security, after several years of careful observation, decided the Solar Phoenix was a little too hot for Terrestrials to play with.


  Early Warning, as was its function, made first contact as the ships flashed up over the northwestern horizon. The first report was disbelieved, it was off the grid and too high and too fast—but it was followed almost instantly by contact from three other sites. The controller made a rough mental plot from those first few tracks and did not like it at all. He gnawed his thumbnail for about thirty seconds, and by that time the tracks were going up in plot. The sight decided him. There was no time to be wrong about this, the strangers were closing too fast, better to take a chance on looking silly than to be caught short.


  He scrambled everything he had and transmitted a full alert—On the control deck of the lead ship of the second element, the captain and the task commander of the GS patrol stood watching Earth roll by them fifty miles below.


  “We’re being tracked,” the watch officer said. He did not speak 124 in English, of course, nor in any Earthly tongue. As a matter of fact, he did not speak at all, as we use the term.


  The task commander nodded. “Let ‘em track. This is task, not reconnaissance. They’ll have plenty of reason to know we’re here in a few minutes, anyway.”


  Below, off the starboard bow, a smudge of light marking an airfield suddenly winked out. “Rather effective security they have, at that,” he added grudgingly, “considering their technical limitations.”


  “Coming on first target,” the watch officer said.


  The task commander glanced at the position plot and stepped over to his station. “Polka Dot Leader, Task Leader,” he said, “coming on your target. Advise on execution.”


  “Polka Dot Leader, Roger,” the speaker said, “coming on target.” Thirty miles ahead, the first gleaming shape showed gaping holes along its belly as its bays slid open.


  “On target,” the speaker said.


  An orderly array of stubby-winged projectiles drifted leisurely out of her belly.


  “All clear, 1319 and a quarter,” the speaker said.


  “Roger,” the task commander said. “Rendezvous.”


  The empty bays of the big silver ship blinked shut and she stuck her nose up and began to climb. Below her, her progeny dipped and swung faster and faster toward Earth, while the remainder of the formation swept past above.


  The task commander studied the position plot again. “Polka Dot Two,” he said, “coming on your target.”


  The radar did not at first catch the drop, but when the lead ship left formation and began to climb, the controller smelled death on its way. Without thinking twice, he ordered Bomb Warning A. He had no way of knowing what was coming, but those ships up there were certainly nuclear powered, no chemical engine could drive that high and fast, and whatever they laid would be potent. For himself, and the personnel of plot, there was nothing he could do. They had to stay and keep trying. He did not, he thought somewhat gloomily, even have time to worry about it; at that moment the first tracks on the projectiles began to come through, as they separated from the formation, and he began to be very busy.


  There was no use trying for the ships themselves, they went over at five times his interceptors’ ceiling and six times their speed, he vectored everything he had in on the extrapolated drop course. Even this was useless, he soon found. As they closed with his fighters, the projectiles suddenly put on power and took evasive action. He had guessed they would, a free drop would hardly be made from that altitude and distance, but confirmation did not make him happy. The first projectile sizzled past the fighters at fifteen hundred miles an hour and streaked for the base—


  Strategic Air Command alerted on the first flash, and by the time the GS patrol had made its second drop the heavies were rumbling out onto the runways. They were armed and their eggs snuggled lethally in their bellies, but their pilots did not yet know their targets. Their mission was retaliatory, to get air-borne before the first strike hit them, and to see there were no bases for the enemy to return to. They would get their targets when the enemy was identified.


  They never did get them. The first bomber was fifty miles out climbing on course when they got the bad news from their controller. A moment later their own radar picked up the bandit, closing fast from above. The turrets began to swivel, but they were not fast enough, they could not even track the enemy; as he flashed by at two thousand yards something flickered out to touch the big bomber, and it crumpled in on itself and lost speed and began to fall through the night just beginning to be touched by dawn.


  The commanding general of SAC himself had observed the action by radar.


  “Those weren’t bomb-drops,” he said. “They were fighter-drops, Fighter-bombers, probably. They’ll be here next.”


  His words were prophetic. They were—


  The GS patrol had flown into day, through it, and back into night again, on a course that roughly quartered the globe, by the time the last drop was made. Task Leader and Red Stripe Three pulled up to orbital altitude together and cut power. Polka Dot Leader had already made her pickup and the others were dropping down to do the same, but it would be some time before Red Stripe’s parasites completed their missions.


  Reports were coming in regularly, it was already obvious that the strike would be completely successful, and the task commander was in a jovial mood. There were losses, of course, even with a ten-to-one superiority in speed and an astronomical edge in armament a planet-wide action against an alert and savagely resistant foe cannot be fought without losses, but they were well within the calculated margin the commander had sent back to base in his preliminary estimate. He had done a good, workmanlike job, and he knew it. Adequate recognition would come at base, but in the meantime he wanted to explain just how good a job it was, and he could not very well do this to military personnel; they were all below him in rank so he sought out the civilian observer from the Department of Minorities and Backward Peoples.


  “How do you like it?” he asked. “Good, fast, clean job, don’t you think? All we have to do now is pick up our chicks, seed the inhibitor, and get out.”


  The Department man was somewhat dazed, he had never seen anything quite like this before. “Well, yes, I suppose so,” he said. “How many casualties do you think there will be?”


  The task commander pulled at his lip, mentally extrapolating the reported losses. “Not more than twenty,” he said confidently, “just over one per cent. Very cheap, really, for a planetary action of this scope.”


  “No, no,” the Department man said impatiently. “I know our own losses are light. The others, I mean, the Terrestrials, how many of those do you think we’re killing?”


  “Well, I hadn’t really tried to guess,” the task commander said uneasily. He had not thought of the natives before as people, he was familiar with them, of course, from the years of observation and his briefing; but he had been thinking only in terms of installations to be destroyed.


  “I suppose they’ll run rather high,” he said. “We’ve tried to avoid nonstrategic targets, but you can’t rip the heart out of a heavily militarized planet without killing people. Yes, I suppose their casualties will be heavy.”


  He scratched thoughtfully at his nose. “Um-m-m . . . military crews . . . civilian personnel . . . we’re pinpointing our strikes, you understand, but population is so dense in some areas, we can’t confine fission products, vapors, dusts, and I don’t suppose they are at all well protected . . . let’s say three or four million, in all.” The Department man stared at him. “Three or four million? Do you suppose the Council knew that when they authorized this raid?”


  “Of course they did,” the task commander said impatiently. “You have to remember this planet is already heavily overpopulated, well over two billion, it’s really bursting at the seams, these people breed like flies. Actually, four million is only two tenths of a per cent, or less, of the total population. A minor famine or epidemic could take that many, the next atomic war could have taken ten or twenty per cent, if we hadn’t pulled their teeth.


  “It’s bad, I’ll grant you that,” he added hastily, seeing the look on the Department man’s face. “Even tragic. But you have to look at things like this rationally, from the long view. These people have to be controlled for their own good, we can’t let them just run loose to slaughter each other and perhaps even destroy the planet.


  “With the advanced weapons they had, they were like idiot children playing with machine guns.”


  The Pentagon was not, in the raiders’ operations, a military target. In the midst of disaster and confusion, Intelligence and Communications still functioned, if not smoothly, at least adequately. The basic picture of the raid and its effect began to shape up almost before the last raider had slid up through the atmosphere to join the formation orbiting effortlessly above.


  First, there was no longer in any part of the world, so far as careful reconnaissance could determine, any store of fissionable material nor any plant for processing such material. Where these had been were now boiling pits of liquid magma, with the air above and about lethally charged with radioactive debris. Either the raiders had perfect intelligence, or they had instruments able to sniff out the stuff with uncanny precision, in either event they had got them all.


  Second, most of the nuclear technicians—and this included the best technical and scientific brains in the world—had gone with their works.


  Third, the raiders were extraterrestrial. They had not spared any major nation, and they were too well-armed and well-organized, they did not fit in any Earthly technology.


  Whence they had come, and whither gone, no one could say with assurance, but their purpose was clear—to see that men did not again use nuclear energy for either war or peace.


  Forty-eight hours later, as the inhibitor settled down from the stratosphere, a secondary interdict became manifest. Men would also no longer use chemical explosives. Above a pressure of two hundred psi, chemical reactions were self-damping. Hydroelectric and steam plants functioned normally, low-compression engines and jets idled without power; but guns fizzled damply and high-compression engines stalled. A ceiling had been put on the compact power available to man.


  Attempts were made at censorship, the enormity of the raid’s implications were so obvious that the most stringent measures were indicated. Presses and editions were impounded, reporters locked up and even shot, a straight embargo on all nonmilitary long-distance communications was clamped down, security officers sprouted new ulcers and went sleepless. But it was too big, too sudden and unexpected, too spectacular. Even after years of indoctrination and screening and stringent regulation, there were too many poor security risks in the services, too many leaks, too many people who simply refused to understand the necessity for keeping their mouths and minds and eyes and ears closed in matters of military significance. And in every community there were the loud-mouths and wiseacres who could draw and spread conclusions from the fact that Oak Ridge and Brookhaven and Hanford and Los Alamos were hit, that their automobiles no longer ran, that guns would not shoot.


  The news got out.


  Men of good will had been talking disarmament for years. Now they had it, a free gift from heaven, somewhat roughly delivered but none the less effective.


  After the first shock, thoughtful men everywhere began to consider what it might mean—


  “It means,” Paul Bonner said, “rescue at the eleventh hour, the Marines have landed, the courier has ridden up with the reprieve.” He sipped appreciatively at his second preprandial martini. “These are very good, dear.”


  His wife, curled at his feet before the fireplace, nodded complacently.


  “It means,” he continued, “men can relax and live again. Here we were, sitting on a powder magazine, the few sane ones among us at the mercy of the brainless yuts giving each other hotfeet, and now suddenly some watchful intelligence, like a careful parent, has snatched the matches away.”


  “I’m going to miss our car,” his wife sighed.


  “I shan’t,” Bonner said positively. “There were too many cars, too many airplanes, too much speed. Man’s machines evolved faster than he. We weren’t built to cover miles in split minutes. Now we can slow down and catch up, consolidate our gains, live at a more natural pace, take time to think and really live. I say, it’s a cheap price to pay.”


  And:


  “The fact of disarmament itself,” Professor Salton wrote in his diary, “is of secondary significance, and must have been adjudged so by the raiders themselves. Had they been chiefly intent on demilitarizing the planet, they would not logically have confined themselves to the targets they chose. The logic of complete demilitarization would have included the dispersal of armies in the field, and the destruction of all heavy industry which might contribute to the manufacture of munitions other than chemical and nuclear explosives. It is significant that stores of poison gas and biological warfare centers were not attacked.


  “The inference can therefore be drawn that the raiders were socially sophisticated enough, and sufficiently well informed, to recognize the deep imbalance in our culture between the physical and social sciences.


  “Their primary concern was to right this imbalance.”


  The professor turned a page and sat for a moment with poised pen, seeing not the blank sheet before him, but the panorama of western history, developing in tracings of ever more complex scope from the first few crabbed scribblings of the Sumerians.


  “The focus of the main stream of human thought and inquiry,” he wrote, “proceeds across the broad canvas of the plenum not in a steady progression, but in complicated pendulumlike sweeps from extreme to extreme—Hegelian thesis and antithesis, except that the final result is never a simple balancing, the synthesis results rather from the shading in of all areas between the opposite poles of thought until the distinction is lost and it all becomes one. This pendulum has multi-dimensional articulation, so that the trace is never a simple linear function, it never covers exactly the same area twice. Its movement is a complex function of all the things men have known or thought about since the beginning of time.


  “The European Renaissance came as a reaction to the sterile perfectionism of Augustinian idealism. Because its impetus derived from an extreme of preoccupation with human behavior and morals, it not only swung wildly to the opposite extreme of rigidly objective experimentalism, but it spent its major force in the field of physical science. This was no accident, it was an inevitable outgrowth of the spirit of the times and the antecedents of our culture.


  “We have now worked around the periphery of physical knowledge till we have again reached the pole of intuitive rationalism, where the universe melts into a confusing amorphism only scholars can feel at home in. Men of inquiring and independent minds must inevitably recoil into a simpler atmosphere where sight and touch again have meaning.


  “The next swing should have directed us back to a concern with human motivation and activity.


  “There were several indications that this trend was indeed developing.


  “Men were wondering seriously why they thought like men, in a world engineered for the comfort of their animal bodies; as five hundred years earlier they had wondered why men had bodies, if only the soul were important. The development of the physical sciences had subtly loosened the hold of superstition on the minds of men, so that if they were unwilling to follow, they at least tolerated, students who classified the cherished opinions of themselves and others as phenomena in the physical universe, and called all the physical universe a valid field for objective inquiry. Scattered engineers and clinicians here and there were beginning to establish functional relations between pride and pay scales, human fellowship and production records, social status and sexual mores. The alchemistic mind-doctors were seeking the philosopher’s stone which would transmute the dross of our individual foibles into shining gold—but stumbling here and there on factual discoveries scientists might later turn to good account. Perhaps Korzybski had written the ‘Novum Organum’ of a new Renaissance. And the germs of new mathematics that could handle the manifold variables were sprouting. The time was ready for a Newton.


  “But it came too late. It needed fifty or a hundred years to get its growth, and with the helium bomb the world no longer had that time left.


  “So the Raiders came. In effect, they moved the clock of our conquest of the physical world back a hundred years. Before they came, we had passed the peak of the gasoline age and were moving into the atomic age. When they left, we were back in the age of steam.


  “Undoubtedly, in the years to come, men will again discover energy sources as powerful as those they lost, but it will take time, perhaps not as long as the original hundred years, but still a breathing spell. And in that time the science of human behavior will have its chance. By the time we are ready to fly to the stars again, or have the power to blast whole armies out of existence, we will have means of controlling ourselves so that this power is used with cunning foresight for the good of man, rather than suicidally, like an idiot child playing with a machine gun.


  “This is the best thing that could have happened to men.”


  And:


  A writer who had dedicated the best years of his life to a crusade against the pointless stupidities and petty unthinking cruelties of his fellow men, at two bits a word, was putting the finishing touches on a rush article.


  “Pride,” he wrote, “goeth before a fall—and men who thought they had tamed all nature, and were looking for new worlds to loot in the stars, have suddenly learned they have a master. The simple-minded barbarians who strutted valorously with the power of thousands of horses at their command have seen their most prized works crumble like sand castles before the tide.


  “It was a lesson men sorely needed, the simple lesson of humility.


  “In my own mind, for the first time since Hiroshima, is peace and good will and comfortable assurance that me and mine will live out our normal span in a world of men chastened and rendered less cocksure by this experience.


  “I say, God bless the raiders—”


  There were, of course, some who were not quite so sure—


  On a hillside in Asia some two months after the raiders had come, Sergeant Albert Baker sat in the bright summer sun watching through glasses the mouth of a low pass. A cloud of dust rose there which came quickly down into the valley. Sparkles of light from burnished lance-tips flashed from the cloud. A Mongol swordsman with horsetails tied to his cap cantered out ahead and reined up to look around.


  Baker’s lips drew back in a snarl. This was the enemy. To them, the inhibitor had meant nothing. They threw their guns away, sharpened their lances, and whooped down upon the gun crews, tankers, and machine-gunners who clubbed useless carbines and threw rocks. The first few weeks had been massacre. After that the Americans recovered somewhat from their shock, began to reorganize and pick up edged weapons, to fight their way back to the sea. They were outnumbered and outmaneuvered, they could not in a few days learn a type of warfare devoid of firepower and mechanized supply, and the retreat was mostly a rout.


  During that time, only men who moved fast and learned quickly survived. Baker was only nineteen, but he had come all the way, in this fighting he was an old hand, a veteran who knew all the tricks. He could hardly remember what it felt like to ride in a truck, sleep on a full belly, or command weapons that killed in great bursts of flame or sheets of lead. The tools he knew were knife and spear, arbalest and sword. His enemy was not a plane or a tank, it was the flat-faced horseman with sword or lance.


  The Americans now stood with their backs to the sea, waiting for evacuation complicated by lack of Diesel-or gasoline-powered landing craft. Their situation was not bad, really, there were not very many of them left to evacuate, most were dead in the hills and plains of the interior; and to some extent supply had caught up with them here, they ate more often and they had a weapon to at least harass the horsemen.


  The leading squadrons were well into the valley now, the point abreast of Baker. He moved his magneto box around between his knees and squatted over it, his glasses on the man standing on a spiny ridge at the lower end of the valley. Presently the man signaled, and Baker pressed the plunger. In the valley below, a thin vapor began to creep out from all sides toward the horsemen in the center. Baker carefully checked his sector with his glasses. All cylinders had fired—they almost had to, poison gas was cheap in the United States but dear here where the cylinders were brought up on men’s backs, and they had been spread thin.


  “All right,” he said finally, “let’s get out of here before those gooks spot us.”


  His men needed no urging, they had been uncomfortably aware of their exposed position for some time. They picked up their weapons and moved off at a swift walk along the hillside. There was a small gully they must cross, and here they donned masks before they scrambled down. The bank on the other side was steep, they needed to boost each other up to make it, and they were not all up when half a troop of the enemy, red-eyed and wheezing, came stampeding up out of the valley at them.


  Baker saw them coming only a few hundred yards away, with his little force split, half on the bank and half below. He dropped his arbalest to cock it and shouted a warning.


  There were three pikes in the party, twelve-foot shafts with heavy, wicked points of razor-ground steel armor scrap. The men had been using these to climb the bank, they snatched them away now and swung out to set them with drilled precision. The other men in the gully had captured swords and bayoneted M-i’s, except for Baker and one other with arbalests of jeep spring-leaves and airplane cable mounted on M-i stocks. One man, a swordsman, was hanging on the edge of the bank by his elbows, on the verge of hoisting himself over, he twisted his head to look over his shoulder, hesitated a moment, and then slid back down to join them. Baker was glad to see him come, there was another arbalest on the bank, that was a good place for him, but the swordsmen and spearmen up there were useless. Still he could not order them back down, this looked like a death trap. Their left flank was anchored on the bank, but their right hung in the air. He grabbed two spearmen and swung them around to give some protection, but there were just not enough of them to cover it adequately. He and the other arbalestier stepped in behind the pikemen and spearmen, who had dropped to their knees, and Baker slipped in a quarrel.


  The enemy point swerved in at them, settling his lance, and at five yards Baker shot the horse in the throat. The other arbalestier took the second. A swordsman flashed by on the right and swung viciously at Baker, who parried with the stock of his weapon. At the same moment, from the comer of his eye he saw a horse caught on two of the pikes and one of his spearmen leaping out, yelling, over the pikemen and struggling horses to bayonet its rider. After that there was only dust and confusion and flashing steel and yelling men, and then sudden quiet. It took some minutes for Baker to realize the clash was over and he still alive—actually the enemy had not been anxious to press their charge home or turn his flank, they had only been trying to get out of the valley as quickly as possible and the platoon had been in the way.


  Still, it had not been fun, the brief flurry had cost them men. Baker cursed the enemy and the raiders both, thinking how much difference even one stinking Browning would have made—


  After twenty years, the inhibitor against high-pressure chemical reaction lost its effectiveness and needed to be re-seeded. It was a routine task for one cruiser, there was no real reason for the former task commander, now deputy fleet admiral, to go along. At the moment, however, things were quiet and Galactic Security labored under an economy budget. The admiral needed the flighttime, and besides he was curious. He held a peculiar affection for Earth, the action of twenty years before had been his first independent task command, and still stood in his mind as a perfectly planned and executed job.


  The civilian observer from the Department of Minorities and Backward Peoples went along because the Department wanted a check and he had asked for the assignment. He, too, was curious; this had been an unorthodox and controversial experiment from the start, and he was still unconvinced of its overall desirability.


  They came in over the pole on almost the same course they had flown twenty years before, and the admiral was first to notice the change.


  “No radar,” he said, watching the instruments.


  Where before a whole continent had quivered and reacted with alert savagery to their appearance, they now coasted alone through the bright sky, apparently unheeded and unknown to men. It made the admiral vaguely uneasy.


  The seeding was to be done at two hundred thousand, in a crisscross pattern which would take several hours, and the Department observer wanted to go down in the tender and make some checks at a lower altitude. The admiral decided to go with him.


  They glided down to five thousand feet before applying power, careless of who might see the disk-shaped flier drifting overhead; there was no particular reason to avoid observation now, this planet had already known them.


  Over the northern United States, there was superficially little change, the admiral had little difficulty in orienting himself by the photo-charts made more than twenty years before, railroads and highways still cut in straight lines across the plains checker-boarded by wheatfields. Not till they came over the lakes region did they begin to notice significant differences. Here, small villages spotted crossroads where they had not appeared on the old charts, and cities had shrunk and drawn in upon themselves. Once again, the United States was a predominantly rural nation.


  In the days immediately after the raid, there had been little change in those cities not directly affected. There were deaths from radiation sickness and poisoning as the debris of the raid sifted through the atmosphere, and film badges and gas masks became a part of the everI’day costume of those who could afford them; automobiles rusted where they stood and there were minor inconveniences; but the streetcars still ran, electric signs flashed, and the plumbing worked. In those first days, aside from the blasted areas, the farms and suburbs were hardest hit. Life there had tied itself tightly to the internal-combustion engine, to tractors and trucks and aircraft and Diesel engines.


  There were not very many crops planted or harvested in North America that year.


  As summer wore on, the cities also began to feel the pinch. Distribution was difficult without trucks, highlands and reservoirs needed helicopters and power boats for maintenance. Prices rose and inconveniences multiplied.


  By fall, in the poorer sections, people were starving.


  By the next spring, the population of the United States was less than sixty million and the machinery of civilization rusted unattended while people scrabbled for food. The bones of Paul Bonner and his pretty wife lay in a roadside ditch, with spring rains melting the ice and flesh from them.


  That summer was bad too, but the seeds of resurgence were sprouting. The federal gold hoard came out of its vaults to buy food men would not sell for paper, and when the hard yellow coin began to circulate people forgot their despair and their wits sharpened and they looked about for opportunity. Old stem-wheelers slid off the banks and creaked out of sloughs to push tons of Argentine beef and horses and grain up the inland waters from New Orleans. Independent train crews hauled loads for speculators out from St. Louis and Cincinnati and Kansas City. People drifted back to the cities to build steam tractors.


  In another year the trains were running on schedules of a sort and a few turbine-powered automobiles and trucks were on the highways.


  Five years after the raid, the country was back on its feet, but it was not the same country. Cultures, like individuals, discard patterns of behavior associated with defeat and cherish jealously those associated with gratification. The trauma of sudden, almost mortal, disaster is apt to intensify these reactions to the point of mania.


  From five thousand feet, the country now looked green and prosperous, even the scars of Brookhaven were growing over. The admiral studied the peacefully pastoral scene, the bustling but not overcrowded cities, with approval.


  From five thousand feet, he could not see the scavenger-gnawed skeletons still tangled in obscure briar patches, nor the scars and bitterness and hatred still tangled in people’s hearts. If he saw, he did not particularly note the little groups of hard-faced observers here and there who studied his craft through binoculars and carefully filmed its every move.


  The Department observer could not see them either, but he was better versed in social phenomena than the military man, and he was not so sure.


  “Let’s see what Europe looks like,” he said.


  In Asia, after the debacle, the Americans evacuated about twelve thousand troops to Japan. Most of these, being veteran and reliable, were brought back to restore order when the domestic military establishment fell apart. Now again there were detachments in the Philippines and the Pacific Islands, and in Malaya to protect the growing rubber demand, but the mainland of Asia was left to the warlords and khans.


  In Europe, defeat had not been so disastrous. The enemy there were almost as heavily mechanized as the NATO nations, and as discomfited to find themselves suddenly disarmed. Also, they experienced internal troubles from those of their own peoples who had never taken kindly to statism. These troubles were compounded by the fact that the dissident elements were mainly just those who clung to and were most adept with yataghan and knife, bow and lance, horse and camel; many a Muscovite commissar fumbled uselessly with his pistol while Finnish knife or Montenegrin dagger or Ukrainian scythe bit into him.


  Still, the enemy had numbers, and under the urge of famine he swept across Europe, looting and burning and killing to the Rhine, sending isolated raiding parties as far as the Pyrenees, then decomposed from internal stresses. His troops frittered away and disappeared, but Europe lacked the energy to recover. When the first great wave of horsemen from the steppes came, the only organized opposition they met was from the scattered American garrisons along the Rhine, and they foraged to the channel, so that in middle Europe hardly stone stood on stone and one might go for miles without seeing a living man.


  Here, the admiral could see the skulls even from the air. In Potsdamer-Platz, they were piled in the neat Asiatic habit into a pyramid over fifty feet high.


  They swung back across Bavaria then, and along the Rhine, staring wordlessly at the desolation below, livened only by the occasional disorderly gaggle of squat dark riders with their trains of loot. The admiral tugged uneasily at his collar and glanced sidelong at the civilian, but the latter said nothing, and then the admiral suddenly brightened. Away across the Rhine his trained eye had caught a hint of order, a flash of steel. He tapped the pilot’s arm and pointed, and they swung down over a marching column of men, coming with burnished arms and steady step and even formation along a highway to cut behind a swarm of the savages.


  Colonel Albert Baker pulled his horse off to the side and reined around to watch his regiment come up into the battle-line. They were rugged and tough, veterans with a sprinkling of husky recruits from midwestern prairies and Norman farms and Scotch hills, the fastest marching infantry since Grant’s, and, with allowances for fire-power, perhaps the deadliest. Still, this was the time they were vulnerable, the next few minutes while they maneuvered directly from the column of march into the line. The colonel did not like it, but he was working on Evaluation’s clockwork schedule, and there was nothing much he could do about it. The forward elements of his flanking archers began to drift out onto the plain, and he debated whether to throw them forward as a screen, slowing down his disposition but making a tactically sounder maneuver. Just then a squadron of dragoons jingled past at a trot, and he breathed easier. Corps had promised the cavalry screen, but he distrusted cavalry, they were always skittering off somewhere else when you needed them most, and he had not really believed they would show up.


  The 103rd was next in the line, his right flank would rest on them, and he watched now as they moved into position smartly, and with drums beating to set the step his regiment swung out onto When they were clear the colonel raised his hand, bugles screamed, the plain and up into line. Standard-bearers ran forward and dressed and set guidons, squads and companies wheeled and marked time and countermarched, dust rose and swirled in choking clouds, lieutenants and sergeants back-pedaled anxiously and shouted hoarse commands and blew on whistles. The pattern began to fill in. Lines grew out of seeming chaos and weaved back and forth, dressing, and then the regiment was blocked solidly in its place, left flank on the river and right on the 103rd. The colonel eased himself in his saddle and lit a cigar, turning to survey the field as a whole.


  For the first time since he had got his orders, he began to see how the battle would shape up. They had cut the hordes off from their train, he saw, far down the valley in his rear women and children, cook fires and wagons and pack animals tangled in a frightened mess. The enemy were strung up the valley, sucked up there probably by skirmishing cavalry, but pausing now to look back at the infantry who had come in behind them. It had been a tricky maneuver, but it had worked, and the enemy now must either fight or run. They would fight, the colonel knew, the horsemen would never leave their women and loot without a battle. He waited with cold confidence, knowing the light cavalry did not exist that could break a division of drilled heavy infantry solidly anchored with protected flanks.


  He eased his right leg and studied his own men again. They were at ease now, their places marked by their weapons, some sitting, smoking or chewing field rations, breathing easy and in good shape. To their rear there was a sudden clatter as the batteries of steam centrifugals and mortars galloped up. Must be about time for things to start, the colonel thought sourly, it would be a miracle if artillery was actually spaded in and fired up by the time action joined. He trotted slowly back to his command post and joined his staff.


  The horde made up its mind, bunched and began to drift back down the valley. Half a dozen blimps came up over the hills to the right and scattered napalm and spreading blobs of gas on the enemy, and suddenly they picked up speed and started coming like an avalanche, spread out over a half mile front, a wall of dust two hundred feet high surging along with them. The infantry were on their feet now, nervously stamping out butts, opening lanes for the dragoons to stream back through. Behind, there was a whine as the turbine-driven centrifugals came up to speed.


  Baker spoke to his bugler. The bugle sang and the lines stiffened and solidified. Company officers ran back and forth dressing the front, and then suddenly the pikemen dropped and set their pikes and raised their shields. What had been an orderly array of men in infantry blue battle dress was now a solid line of glittering steel, reaching from river to cliffs on the far side, backed solidly by the lines of archers and swordsmen, file closers and mobile reserve, a heavy infantry division in line of battle. It made a grim, imposing sight. In the unnoticed flier overhead, the admiral almost fell out of his seat in his excitement, the fighting he knew was nothing like this, but he liked it.


  The colonel was alert but unimpressed, he had seen it many times before, and he knew the rest would not be so pretty. He gauged the distance to the enemy, and spoke to his bugler again. The archers stepped out between the pikes and took their stand, leisurely setting their arrows in the ground in preparation for rapid fire. They were the elite, a pikeman or arbalestier could be trained in a few months but an archer needed to grow up with a longbow in his hands to use it effectively, and the colonel guarded them jealously, not because he loved them but because he couldn’t get along without them. He wondered now, as he had often before, if the arbalest would ever be technically improved to the point of being a completely satisfactory missile weapon for light infantry.


  The first ranks of oncoming horsemen were five hundred yards out now, and the mortars popped for the first time and sent a flood of lazy bombs arching overhead to burst and spread blazing napalm. The shouts of officers calling the range came dimly above the general racket, and then the first volley from the archers rose and fell in a cloud and slugs from the centrifugals began to whistle overhead, playing like hydraulic blasts on the onrushing enemy, eroding them away in patches and swathes. The archers were firing at will now, the air was solid with their shafts, it seemed impossible that horse or man could come through that hail and the sickening plop of the fire-bombs. Still they came, and there rose an answering swarm of arrows from their short stiff bows to rattle on the infantry’s upraised shields. The archers skipped nimbly back into their ranks, and from between the now unobscured pikes the flamethrowers spat clouds and flame.


  On Baker’s front, the enemy broke, they dashed up against the pikes and recoiled, unable to force the flaming wall with its sharp steel core. Neither could they turn and face the gas cloud rolling threateningly in their rear, they raced in tangled streams back and forth parallel to the front, seeking a weak spot, while arbalestiers and centrifugals and flame-throwers poured fire relentlessly into them.


  The 103rd was not having such good luck. Their front was broken in two places, and one serious melee developed into a momentary break-through. Baker alerted part of his reserve to help if necessary, but they closed up without aid and the cavalry in the rear finished off the few enemy who did come through.


  The battle was over now, the rest slaughter. Baker turned his attention again to his own front, watching with cold appreciation the death his regiment was dealing.


  The enemy was seeking only escape. Some tried to swim the river, where Baker’s archers picked them off at leisure. Some scrambled up the cliffs on the other side, where they made equally good targets, and some drove recklessly back into the gas cloud to strangle. Very few got away. The mass thinned, and then there were only isolated riders racing madly past, and then nothing but a slowly settling cloud of dust, with an occasional limping figure drawing a flurry of fire, riderless horses stampeding aimlessly.


  Baker looked at his watch. It was somewhat under two hours since he had ordered his men into action; less than two hours to annihilate a dozen hordes that had harried whole provinces for years—a good day’s work.


  The admiral settled back into his seat and drew a deep breath.


  “Well,” he said somewhat inadequately, “I’m afraid we didn’t do such a good job of stopping war on this planet.”


  “We certainly lowered the population level that was worrying you Malthusians, though,” the observer said. “That little tiff down there,” he waved his hand, “must have helped by five or six thousand.”


  He rubbed wearily at his face. “No, it’s no good,” he said heavily. “We never should have permitted this experiment. You shoot-em-up boys are always too anxious to civilize people by gunfire. I am going to recommend that the Department question Security’s stand in this matter at the next Council meeting, and urge we review the whole history of our contact with these people. It may not be too late to do something constructive yet.”


  “Now wait a minute,” the admiral said stubbornly. “This may not have gone just according to plan, but it wasn’t our plan, you long-hairs were the people who developed this theory that if we could block off the natives’ physical expansion they’d be forced to develop a peaceful civilization; all Security did was to implement that plan. And there is some improvement. They may still be killing each other, but at least they aren’t using mass weapons any more, it’s man to man, between warriors. They aren’t blowing up whole cities, women and children, the sick and peaceful along with the belligerent—”


  The stretcher-bearers were working through the ranks now, picking up the dead and wounded, but they did not bother with the enemy. The dragoons were taking care of them. They were out front again, picking their way gingerly between the burning areas where the bombs had dropped, thrusting and hacking here and there as they found wounded, catching horses, dismounting to pick up an especially interesting bit of loot.


  Let them have it, the colonel thought, what he wanted was the wagon train in the rear. There would be the real loot, women and stores and gold and all the stripped wealth of this land fine-combed again and again by the raiders. The colonel fought for his rank and his retirement and vaguer, higher, imponderables he felt but could not have put a name to, but his men fought for loot. There was no rotation in this army, only death or crippling wounds, retirement perhaps for a few who were lucky, at the end of a hard life of constant battle. They needed the occasional fierce satisfactions of looted gold and wine, unopposed slaughter and destruction, to balance the hard discipline of their daily life. The colonel knew this, he did not begrudge them their fun, although for disciplinary reasons he liked to take his in quieter form. So now he sat, forgetting the battle already, estimating his chances, plotting cunningly how his regiment should be first to fall upon the camp.


  He suddenly noticed some of the men looking up, and pointing, and he, too, looked up and for the first time saw the Galactic observation flier, hanging motionless over the battlefield. His mind went back twenty years, to the gully in Korea, to the hundred thousand men who had left their bones to whiten in that retreat, to his mother and father and brothers and sisters, who had lived near Oak Ridge before the raiders came, in an area still posted as radioactive.


  He studied the flier carefully.


  “You, too, boy,” he thought, “Just wait a while, we’ll get to you yet, we haven’t forgotten—”


  Professor Salton was writing in his diary—


  “In retrospect,” he wrote, “it is obvious that the effect of the raiders upon Terrestrial development was much more complex than at first appeared. They halted the explosive burgeoning of physical power available to man, and forced him to direct his energies in other directions. They gave man time and impetus to develop the social sciences he had forgotten in the sudden unfolding of physical power. But they altered his basic orientation.


  “Before the raid, men lived in a world in which they were supreme, and had only each other to fear. The abrupt brutality of the raid, emphasized by its aftermath of famine and disruption, sharply reminded them that they were small fry in a shark-swarming, hostile universe, apt at any moment to be gulped up.


  “Five hundred years earlier, they might have withdrawn into a shell of protective humility and prayer. A hundred years later, they might have understood the workings of their own minds well enough to preserve a balance. As it was, they reacted instinctively, but in the pattern of an aggressive culture, aggressively.


  “Since physical science had failed them, they cast it aside and snatched up the newer, subtler tools of thought and life. The new learning that might have taught men to live with each other was ground and sharpened for hostile uses.


  “The millennium of peace, which seemed so close, has again been postponed—”


  And:


  “Colonel Baker,” the general said, I’d like you to meet Major Pellati. He’s the man who set up your targets for you this afternoon, the chief of our corps evaluation staff.”


  “Well, you did a good job on that, major,” the colonel said. “Everything folded together like a peddler’s pack. I don’t think a hundred of those devils got away.”


  “We didn’t intend for very many to get away.” The major looked around distastefully. “You like this racket?” he asked abruptly.


  It was somewhat noisy. Division headquarters had been set up in an old building, a monolithic concrete relic of the atomic age, as indestructible without explosives as a mountain, and the junior officers had promptly organized a party.


  At one end of the plank bar twenty company officers were harmonizing “Dinah.” Half the band were following Baker’s band leader in the “Tennessee Waltz” while the other half played something unidentifiable but certainly not the “Tennessee Waltz.” As a finishing touch, three Marine observers within arm’s length of Baker and Pellati were defiantly bellowing “Zamboanga.” It was quite a party.


  “Why, yes,” Baker said, “it is a little noisy.”


  With common consent, they picked up a bottle of Calvados from the bar and sought quieter surroundings. “Oops,” Pellati said at the first door they tried and backed hurriedly out. “Occupied,” he said briefly. They wandered down a long hall and found an alcove housing an ex-window, now ventilated agreeably by the fresh evening air. They sat down on the window ledge with the bottle between them.


  “Yes, sir, that was a nice action,” Baker said. Something that had been lurking in the back of his mind all day came to the fore. “Were you in Korea?” he asked.


  “I was at Inchon. That’s where we first used von Neumann’s mathematics to evaluate a large-scale operation. Worked pretty good.”


  “That was before my time. I got there just in time to be right in the middle when the raid hit and the gooks climbed all over us. That’s what I was thinking about; this afternoon, I was thinking, ‘Boy, I’ll bet this learns you buggers a good lesson, I’ve been saving this twenty years for you.’ ”


  He sucked gently at the bottle. “Did you say you were in Evaluation at Inchon?” he asked suddenly. “Didn’t know they had anything like that then.”


  “Well, it was pretty crude stuff,” the major said. “Experimental. Half mathematics and half good guessing.”


  “It still looks like magic to me.”


  “It isn’t. Tactics isn’t an art any more, or even science. It’s just engineering. If your intelligence is good, and you know what you’ve got to work with, all you have to do is work up the equations. With those savages we were fighting today, you don’t even have to make allowances for independent thought, they don’t think, just react like machines. Once you know the basic pattern of that reaction, you can just about predict every move they’ll make for the next six months. Then it’s just a question of being in the right place at the right time.”


  “Did you see that raider flier this afternoon?” he asked abruptly. Baker nodded.


  “Those are the ones we’ll have to sweat for,” the major said. “Well,” Baker said piously, “I hope to live to see the day, but I don’t know; they’ve got a pretty big edge on us in weapons—”


  “Weapons don’t mean a thing, colonel. Disparity in armament is simply one of the factors to which we assign weights in the tactical and strategic equations.” He took a cigar from his pocket and lit it carefully, staring cross-eyed down his long nose.


  “Twenty years ago, we put our faith in gadgets—radar and guns and engines and nuclear explosives—and you remember what happened. We learned our lesson. There’s always somebody with bigger and better stuff. So now we learn to use what we do have with maximum effect, and stick to simple weapons we know won’t fail us. Our hole card is the infantryman walking on his own two legs with good solid steel in his hands.


  “We can’t lose, because we don’t depend on tools, we depend on knowing what people are going to do with tools, and adapt our own action to the circumstances. With the Latin Americans we used a combination of force and economic and moral action. With the British, we used economic and political means. With these gooks, we use force at the moment, it’s cheaper to kill them than to educate them. I don’t know just what we’ll use with the Raiders, but we’ll take them, don’t ever doubt that, all in good time, after we’ve cleaned our own house and have this planet organized.


  “I worked on the initial evaluation, right after the raid, we had plenty of material to work up, and we learned enough even then to show they had weaknesses. Our biggest unit is still working on it, every time somebody comes up with a new refinement they work it down a little finer, every time we get new data it goes into the mill. The pictures we got of that fellow this afternoon are on the way back already. That’s what we want now, little things, which side the pilot sits on, what part of the battle interested them, anything to fill in the picture.


  “Some day, they’ll land, get close enough for us to get our hands on them, and we’ll be ready for them.”


  The major took the cigar out of his mouth and spat.


  The watch chief socio-technician was monitoring reports by radio-fax, television, and voice; and keeping up a running fire of commentary for the evaluators and calculators who were screening the material and feeding it into the machines.


  “Raider landing as predicted,” he said, “near major urban center—Chicago. Bless Bess, what a ship, big as the Queen Mary—” Machines clicked and chattered and hummed smoothly.


  “Plan Sugar-fourteen, modification three on basis current information, just initiated.”


  “Somebody’s dragging their feet,” one of the calculators said. “I just cranked out modification five, and mod-4 was acknowledged by Field control at 2113.”


  “Log it,” the watch chief advised. “They’ll try to bounce it on us, they’re always wrong but they keep hoping.”


  “Mod-4 coming up,” he added. “Only three and a half minutes late, they’re outdoing themselves today. That’s old Fatso running to the ship instead of walking—Which stupid knothead took my coffee cup?”


  On a balcony overlooking the control center, the commanding officer was explaining the operation to some high brass.


  “Well, I can see you have a nice operation here,” a general said. “Very smooth. But what I don’t understand is how you Evaluation people are so sure the Raiders don’t have something equivalent to our own Strategic and Tactical Evaluation. If they do, what are we going to do then?”


  “They can’t have,” the CO said positively. “Remember, we’ve been evaluating these people for fifty years.


  “In order to have STE, you have to have a basic science of human motivation. And they don’t have it. The Raid itself is our basic evidence for that. There’s no indication that they had anything whatever to gain from the raid, they did it to save us from self-destruction.


  “A race that can destroy half a planet’s population, forcibly impose its will on an alien race, not for the legitimate aim of self-preservation but because it wants to play God, can’t possibly understand even the first rudiments of social control. That type of thinking is authoritarian, symptomatic of egotistic atomism.


  “No, we’ll take them all right. We have to. The universe isn’t safe with people like that running loose, living in an insane world of subjective surrealism, but acting on men who live and die in the real world of objective events.


  “They’re like idiot children playing with a machine gun.”


  RING AROUND THE REDHEAD


  John D. MacDonald


  The prosecuting attorney was a lean specimen named Amery Heater. The build-up given the murder trial by the newspapers had resulted in a welter of open-mouthed citizens who jammed the golden oak courtroom.


  Bill Maloney, the defendant, was sleepy and bored. He knew he had no business being bored. Not with twelve righteous citizens who, under the spell of Amery Heater’s quiet, confidential oratory were beginning to look at Maloney as though he were a fiend among fiends.


  The August heat was intense, and flies buzzed around the upper sashes of the dusty windows. The city sounds drifted in the open windows, making it necessary for Amery Heater to raise his voice now and again.


  But though Bill Maloney was bored, he was also restless and worried. Mostly he was worried about Justin Marks, his own lawyer.


  Marks cared but little for this case. But, being Bill Maloney’s best friend, he couldn’t very well refuse to handle it. Justin Marks was a proper young man with a Dewey mustache and frequent daydreams about Justice Marks of the Supreme Court. He somehow didn’t feel that the Maloney case was going to help him very much.


  Particularly with the very able Amery Heater intent on getting the death penalty.


  The judge was a puffy old citizen with signs of many good years at the brandy botde, the hundreds of gallons of which, surprisingly, had done nothing to dim the keenness of eye or brain.


  Bill Maloney was a muscular young man with a round face, a round chin, and a look of sleepy skepticism. A sheaf of his coarse, corn-colored hair jutted out over his forehead. His eyes were clear, deep blue.


  He stifled a yawn, remembering what Justin Marks had told him about making a good impression on the jury. He singled out a plump lady juror in the front row and winked solemnly at her. She lifted her chin with an audible sniff.


  No dice there. Might as well listen to Amery Heater.


  “. . . and we, the prosecution, intend to prove that on the evening of July tenth William Howard Maloney did murderously attack his neighbor, James Finch, and did kill James Finch by crushing his skull. We intend to prove there was a serious dispute between these men, a dispute that had continued for some time. We further intend to prove that the cause of this dispute was the dissolute life being led by the defendant.”


  Amery Heater droned on and on. The room was too hot. Bill Maloney slouched in his chair and yawned. He jumped when Justin Marks hissed at him. Then he remembered that he had yawned and he smiled placatingly at the jury. Several of them looked away hurriedly.


  Fat little Dr. Koobie took the stand. He was sworn in, and Amery Heater, polite and respectful, asked questions which established Koobie’s name, profession, and presence at the scene of the “murder” some fifty minutes after it had taken place.


  “And now, Dr. Koobie, would you please describe in your own words exactly what you found.”


  Koobie hitched himself in his chair, pulled his trousers up a little over his chubby knees, and said, “No need to make this technical. I was standing out by the hedge between the two houses. I was on Jim Finch’s side of the hedge. There was a big smear of blood around. Some of it was spattered on the hedge. Barberry, I think. On the ground there was some hunks of brain tissue, none of them bigger than a dime. Also a piece of scalp maybe two inches square. Had Jim’s hair on it, all right. Proved that in the lab. Also found some pieces of bone. Not many.” He smiled peacefully. “Guess old Jim is dead, all right. No question of that. Blood was his and the hair was his.”


  Three jurors swallowed visibly, and a fourth began to fan himself vigorously.


  Koobie answered a few other questions, and then Justin Marks took over the cross-examination.


  “What would you say killed Jim Finch?”


  Many people gasped at the question, having assumed that the defense would be that, lacking a body, there was no murder.


  Koobie put a fat finger in the corner of his mouth, took it out again. “Couldn’t rightly say.”


  “Could a blow from a club or similar weapon have done it?”


  “Good Lord, no! Man’s head is a pretty durable thing. You’d have to back him up against a solid concrete wall and bust him with a full swing with a baseball bat and you still wouldn’t do that much hurt. Jim was standing right out in the open.”


  “Dr. Koobie, imagine a pair of pliers ten feet long and proportionately thick. If a pair of pliers like that were to have grabbed Mr. Finch by the head, smashing it like a nut in a nutcracker, could it have done that much damage?”


  Koobie pulled his nose, tugged on his ear, frowned, and said, “Why, if it clamped down real sudden like, I imagine it could. But where’d Jim go?”


  “That’s all, thank you,” Justin Marks said.


  Amery Heater called other witnesses. One of them was Anita Hempflet.


  Amery said, “You live across the road from the defendant?”


  Miss Anita Hempflet was fiftyish, big-boned, and of the same general consistency as the dried beef recommended for Canadian canoe trips. Her voice sounded like fingernails on the third-grade blackboard.


  “Yes, I do. I’ve lived there thirty-five years. That Maloney person, him sitting right over there, moved in two years ago, and I must say that I . . .”


  “You are able to see Mr. Maloney’s house from your windows?”


  “Certainly!”


  “Now tell the court when it was that you first saw the redheaded woman.”


  She licked her lips. “I first saw that . . . that woman in May. A right pleasant morning it was, too. Or it was until I saw her. About ten o’clock, I’d say. She was right there in Maloney’s front yard, as bold as brass. Had on some sort of shiny silver thing. You couldn’t call it a dress. Too short for that. Didn’t half cover her the way a lady ought to be covered. Not by half. She was . . .”


  “What was she doing?”


  “Well, she come out of the house and she stopped and looked around as though she was surprised at where she was. My eyes are good. I could see her face. She looked all around. Then she sort of slouched, like she was going to keel over or something. She walked real slow down toward the gate. Mr. Maloney came running out of the house and I heard him yell to her. She stopped. Then he was making signs to her, for her to go back into the house. Just like she was deaf or something. After a while she went back in. I guessed she probably was made deaf by that awful bomb thing the government lost control of near town three days before that.”


  “You didn’t see her again?”


  “Oh, I saw her plenty of times. But after that she was always dressed more like a girl should be dressed. Far as I could figure out, Mr. Maloney was buying her clothes in town. It wasn’t right that anything like that should be going on in a nice neighborhood. Mr. Finch didn’t think it was right, either. Runs down property values, you know.”


  “In your knowledge, Miss Hempflet, did Mr. Maloney and the deceased ever quarrel?”


  “They started quarreling a few days after that woman showed up. Yelling at each other across the hedge. Mr. Finch was always scared of burglars. He had that house fixed up so nobody could get in if he didn’t want them in. A couple of times I saw Bill Maloney pounding on his door and rapping on the windows. Jim wouldn’t pay any attention.”


  Justin cross-examined.


  “You say, Miss Hempflet, that the defendant was going down and shopping for this woman, buying her clothes. In your knowledge, did he buy her anything else?”


  Anita Hempflet sniggered. “Say so! Guess she must of been feebleminded. I asked around and found out he bought a blackboard and chalk and some kids’ books.”


  “Did you make any attempt to find out where this woman came from, this woman who was staying with Mr. Maloney?”


  “Should say I did! I know for sure that she didn’t come in on the train or Dave Wattle would’ve seen her. If she’d come by bus, Myrtle Gisco would have known it. Johnny Farness didn’t drive her in from the airport. I figure that any woman who’d live openly with a man like Maloney must have hitchhiked into town. She didn’t come any other way.”


  “That’s all, thank you,” Justin Marks said.


  Maloney sighed. He couldn’t understand why Justin was looking so worried. Everything was going fine. According to plan. He saw the black looks the jury was giving him, but he wasn’t worried. Why, as soon as they found out what had actually happened, they’d be all for him. Justin Marks seemed to be sweating.


  He came back to the table and whispered to Bill, “How about temporary insanity?”


  “I guess it’s o.k. if you like that sort of thing.”


  “No. I mean as a plea!”


  Maloney stared at him. “Justy, old boy, are you nuts? All we have to do is tell the truth.”


  Justin Marks rubbed his mustache with his knuckle and made a small bleating sound that acquired him a black look from the judge.


  Amery Heater built his case up very cleverly and very thoroughly. In fact, the jury had Bill Maloney so definitely electrocuted that they were beginning to give him sad looks—full of pity.


  It took Amery Heater two days to complete his case. When it was done, it was a solid and shining structure, every discrepancy explained, everything pinned down. Motive. Opportunity. Everything.


  On the morning of the third day the court was tense with expectancy. The defense was about to present its case. No one knew what the case was, except, of course, Bill Maloney, Justin Marks, and the unworldly redhead who called herself Rejapachalandakeena. Bill called her Keena. She hadn’t appeared in court.


  Justin Marks stood up and said to the hushed court, “Your Honor. Rather than summarize my defense at this point, I would like to put William Maloney on the stand first and let him tell the story in his own words.”


  The court buzzed. Putting Maloney on the stand would give Amery Heater a chance to cross-examine. Heater would rip Maloney to tiny shreds. The audience licked its collective chops.


  “Your name?”


  “William Maloney, 12 Braydon Road.”


  “And your occupation?”


  “Tinkering. Research, if you want a fancy name.”


  “Where do you get your income?”


  “I’ve got a few gimmicks patented. The royalties come in.”


  “Please tell the court all you know about this crime of which you are accused. Start at the beginning, please.”


  Bill Maloney shoved the blond hair back off his forehead with a square, mechanic’s hand and smiled cheerfully at the jury. Some of them, before they realized it, had smiled back. They felt the smiles on their lips and sobered instantly. It wasn’t good form to smile at a vicious murderer.


  Bill slouched in the witness chair and laced his fingers across his stomach.


  “It all started,” he said, “the day the Army let that rocket get out of hand on the seventh of May. I’ve got my shop in my cellar. Spend most of my time down there.


  “That rocket had an atomic warhead, you know. I guess they’ve busted fifteen generals over that affair so far. It exploded in the hills forty miles from town. The jar upset some of my apparatus and stuff. Put it out of kilter. I was sore.


  “I turned around, cussing away to myself, and where my coal bin used to be, there was a room. The arch leading into the room was wide and I could see in. I tell you, it really shook me up to see that room there. I wondered for a minute if the bomb hadn’t given me delusions.


  “The room I saw didn’t have any furniture in it. Not like furniture we know. It had some big cubes of dull silvery metal, and some smaller cubes. I couldn’t figure out the lighting.


  “Being a curious cuss, I walked right through the arch and looked around. I’m a great one to handle things. The only thing in the room I could pick up was a gadget on top of the biggest cube. It hardly weighed a thing.


  “In order to picture it, you’ve got to imagine a child’s hoop made of silvery wire. Then right across the wire imagine the blackest night you’ve ever seen, rolled out into a thin sheet and stretched tight like a drumhead on that wire hoop.


  “As I was looking at it I heard some sort of deep vibration, and there I was, stumbling around in my coal bin. The room was gone. But I had that darn hoop in my hand. That hoop with the midnight stretched across it.


  “I took it back across to my workbench where the light was better. I held it in one hand and poked a finger at that black stuff. My finger went right through. I didn’t feel a thing. With my finger still sticking through it, I looked on the other side.


  “It was right there that I named the darn thing. I said, ‘Gawk!’ And that’s what I’ve called it ever since. The gawk. My finger didn’t come through on the other side. I stuck my whole arm through. No arm. I pulled it back out. Quick. Arm was O.K. Somehow it seemed warmer on the other side of the gawk.


  “Well, you can imagine what it was like for me, a tinkerer, to get my hands on a thing like that. I forgot all about meals and so on. I had to find out what it was and why. I couldn’t see my own hand on the other side of it. I put it right up in front of my face, reached through from the back and tried to touch my nose. I couldn’t do it. I reached so deep that without the gawk there, my arm would have been halfway through my head . . .”


  “Objection!” Amery Heater said. “All this has nothing to do with the fact . . .”


  “My client,” Justin said, “is giving the incidents leading up to the alleged murder.”


  “Overruled,” the judge said.


  Maloney said, “Thanks. I decided that my arm had to be someplace when I stuffed it through the gawk. And it wasn’t in this dimension. Maybe not even in this time. But it had to be someplace. That meant that I had to find out what was on the other side of the gawk. I could use touch, sight. Maybe I could climb through. It intrigued me, you might say.


  “I started with touch. I put my hand through, held it in front of me, and walked. I walked five feet before my hand rammed up against something. I felt it. It seemed to be a smooth wall. There wasn’t such a wall in my cellar.


  “There has to be some caution in science. I didn’t stuff my head through. I couldn’t risk it. I had the hunch there might be something unfriendly on the other side of the gawk. I turned the thing around and stuck my hand through from the other side. No wall. There was a terrific pain. I yanked my hand back. A lot of little bloodvessels near the surface had broken. I dropped the gawk and jumped around for a while. Found out I had a bad case of frostbite. The broken blood vessels indicated that I had stuffed my hand into a vacuum. Frostbite in a fraction of a second indicated nearly absolute zero. It seemed that maybe I had put my hand into space. It made me glad it had been my hand instead of my head.


  “I propped the thing up on my bench and shoved lots of things through, holding them a while and bringing them back out. Made a lot of notes on the effect of absolute zero on various materials.


  “By that time I was bushed. I went up to bed. Next day I had some coffee and then built myself a little periscope. Shoved it through. Couldn’t see a thing. I switched the gawk, tested with a thermometer, put my hand through. Warm enough. But the periscope didn’t show me a thing. I wondered if maybe something happened to light rays when they went through that blackness. Turns out that I was right.


  “By about noon I had found out another thing about it. Every time I turned it around I was able to reach through into a separate and distinct environment. I tested that with the thermometer. One of the environments I tested slammed the mercury right out through the top of the glass and broke the glass and burned my hand. I was glad I hadn’t hit that one the first time. It would have burned my hand off at the wrist.


  “I began to keep a journal of each turn of the gawk and what seemed to be on the other side of it. I rigged up a jig on my workbench and began to grope through the gawk with my fireplace tongs.


  “Once I jabbed something that seemed to be soft and alive. Those tongs were snatched right through the gawk. Completely gone. It gave me the shudders, believe me. If it had been my hand instead of the tongs, I wouldn’t be here. I have a hunch that whatever snatched those tongs would have been glad to eat me.


  “I rigged up some grappling hooks and went to work. Couldn’t get anything. I put a lead weight on some cord and lowered it through. Had some grease on the end of the weight. When the cord slacked off, I pulled it back up. There was fine yellow sand on the bottom of the weight. And I had lowered it thirty-eight feet before I hit sand.


  “On try number two hundred and eight, I brought an object back through the gawk. Justy has it right there in his bag. Show it to the people, Justy.”


  Justin looked annoyed at the informal request, but he unstrapped the bag and took out an object. He passed it up to the judge who looked at it with great interest. Then it was passed through the jury. It ended up on the table in front of the bench, tagged as an exhibit.


  “You can see, folks, that such an object didn’t come out of our civilization.”


  “Objection!” Heater yelled. “The defendant could have made it.”


  “Hush up!” the judge said.


  “Thanks. As you can see, that object is a big crystal. That thing in the crystal is a golden scorpion, about five times life size. The corner is sawed off there because Jim Finch sawed it off. You notice that he sawed off a big enough piece to get a hunk of the scorpion’s leg. Jim told me that leg was solid gold. That whole bug is solid gold. I guess it was an ornament in some other civilization.


  “Now that gets me around to Jim Finch. As you all know, Jim retired from the jewelry business about five years ago. Jim was a pretty sharp trader. You know how he parlayed his savings across the board so that he owned a little hunk of just about everything in town. He was always after me to let him in on my next gimmick. I guess those royalty checks made his mouth water. We weren’t what you’d call friends. I passed the time of day with him, but he wasn’t a friendly man.


  “Anyway, when I grabbed this bug out of the gawk, I thought of Jim Finch. I wanted to know if such a thing could be made by a jeweler. Jim was home and his eyes popped when he saw it. You know how he kept that little shop in his garage and made presents for people? Well, he cut off a section with a saw. Then he said that he’d never seen anything like it and he didn’t know how on earth it was put together. I told him that it probably wasn’t put together on earth. That teased him a little, and he kept after me until I told him the whole story. He didn’t believe it. That made me mad. I took him over into my cellar and showed him a few things. I set the gawk between two boxes so it was parallel to the floor, then dropped my grapples down into it. In about three minutes I caught something and brought it up. It seemed to be squirming.”


  Maloney drew a deep breath. “That made me a shade cautious. I brought it up slow. The head of the thing came out. It was like a small bear—but more like a bear that had been made into a rug. Flat like a leech, and instead of front legs it just seemed to have a million little sucker disks around the flat edge. It screamed so hard, with such a high note, that it hurt my ears. I dropped it back through.


  “When I looked around, old Jim was backed up against the cellar wall, mumbling. Then he got down on his hands and knees and patted the floor under the gawk. He kept right on mumbling. Pretty soon he asked me how that bear-leech and that golden bug could be in the same place. I explained how I had switched the gawk. We played around for a while and then came up with a bunch of stones.


  Jim handled them, and his eyes started to pop out again. He began to shake. He told me that one of the stones was an uncut ruby. You couldn’t prove it by me. It would’ve made you sick to see the way old Jim started to drool. He talked so fast I could hardly understand him. Finally I got the drift. He wanted us to go in business and rig up some big machinery so we could dig through the gawk and come back with all kinds of things. He wanted bushels of rubies and a few tons of gold.


  “I told him I wasn’t interested. He got so mad he jumped up and down. I told him I was going to fool around with the thing for a while and then I was going to turn it over to some scientific foundation so the boys could go at it in the right way.


  “He looked mad enough to kill me. He told me we could have castles and cars and yachts and a million bucks each. I told him that the money was coming in faster than I could spend it already, and all I wanted was to stay in my cellar and tinker.


  “I told him that I guessed the atomic explosion had dislocated something, and the end product belonged to science. I also told him very politely to get the devil home and stop bothering me.


  “He did, but he sure hated to leave. Well, by the morning of the tenth, I had pretty well worn myself out. I was bushed and jittery from no sleep. I had made twenty spins in a row without getting anything, and I had begun to think I had run out of new worlds on the other side of the gawk.


  “Like a darn fool, I yanked it off the jig, took it like a hoop and scaled it across the cellar. It went high, then dropped lightly, spinning.


  “And right there in my cellar was this beautiful redhead. She was dressed in a shiny silver thing. Justy’s got that silver thing in his bag. Show it to the people. You can see that it’s made out of some sort of metal mesh, but it isn’t cold like metal would be. It seems to hold heat and radiate it.”


  The metal garment was duly passed around. Everybody felt of it, exclaimed over it. This was better than a movie. Maloney could see from Amery Heater’s face that the man wanted to claim the metal garment was also made in the Maloney cellar.


  Bill winked at him. Amery Heater flushed a dull red.


  “Well, she stood there, right in the middle of the gawk which was flat against the floor. She had a dazed look on her face. I asked her where she had come from. She gave me a blank look and a stream of her own language. She seemed mad about something. And pretty upset.


  “Now what I should have done was pick up that gawk and lift it back up over her head. That would have put her back in her own world. But she stepped out of it, and like a darn fool I stood and held it and spun it, nervous like. In spinning it, I spun her own world off into some mathematical equation I couldn’t figure.


  “It was by the worst or the best kind of luck, depending on how you look at it, that I made a ringer on her when I tossed the gawk across the cellar. Her make-up startled me a little. No lipstick. Tiny crimson beads on the end of each eyelash. Tiny emerald-green triangles painted on each tooth in some sort of enamel. Nicely centered. Her hairdo wasn’t any wackier than some you see every day.


  “Well, she saw the gawk in my hands and she wasn’t dumb at all. She came at me, her lips trembling, her eyes pleading, and tried to step into it. I shook my head, hard, and pushed her back and set it back in the jig. I shoved a steel rod through, holding it in asbestos mittens. The heat beyond the blackness turned the whole rod cherry red in seconds. I shoved it on through the rest of the way, then showed her the darkened mitten. She was quick. She got the most horrified look on her face.


  “Then she ran upstairs, thinking it was some sort of joke, I guess. I noticed that she slammed right into the door, as though she expected it to open for her. By the time I got to her, she had figured out the knob. She went down the walk toward the gate.


  “That’s when nosy Anita must have seen her. I shouted and she turned around and the tears were running right down her face. I made soothing noises, and she let me lead her back into the house. I’ve never seen a prettier girl or one stacked any . . . I mean her skin is translucent, sort of. Her eyes are enormous. And her hair is a shade of red that you never see.


  “She had no place to go and she was my responsibility. I certainly didn’t feel like turning her over to the welfare people. I fixed her up a place to sleep in my spare room and I had to show her everything. How to turn on a faucet. How to turn the lights off and on.


  “She didn’t do anything except cry for four days. I gave her food that she didn’t eat. She was a mess. Worried me sick. I didn’t have any idea how to find her world again. No idea at all. Of course, I could have popped her into any old world, but it didn’t seem right.


  “On the fourth day I came up out of the cellar and found her sitting in a chair looking at a copy of See magazine. She seemed very much interested in the pictures of the women. She looked up at me and smiled. That was the day I went into town and came back with a mess of clothes for her. I had to show her how a zipper worked and how to button a button.”


  He looked as if that might have been fun.


  “After she got all dressed up, she smiled some more, and that evening she ate well. I kept pointing to things and saying the right name for them.


  “I tell you, once she heard the name for something, she didn’t forget it. It stayed right with her. Nouns were easy. The other words were tough. About ten that night I finally caught her name. It was Rejapachalandakeena. She seemed to like to have me call her Keena. The first sentence she said was, ‘Where is Keena?’


  “That is one tough question. Where is here and now? Where is this world, anyway? On what side of what dimension? In which end of space? On what twisted convolution of the time stream? What good is it to say, ‘This is the world’ ? It just happens to be our world. Now I know that there are plenty of others.


  “Writing came tougher for her than the sounds of the words. She showed me her writing. She took a piece of paper, held the pencil pointing straight up, and put the paper on top of the rug. Then she worked that pencil like a pneumatic hammer, starting at the top right corner and going down the page. I couldn’t figure it until she read it over and made a correction by sticking in one extra hole in the paper. I saw then that the pattern of holes was very precise—like notes on a sheet of music.


  “She went through the grade school readers like a flash. I was buying her some arithmetic books one day, and when I got back she said, ‘Man here while Billy gone.’ She was calling me Billy. ‘Keena hide,’ she said.


  “Well, the only thing missing was the gawk, and with it Keena’s chance to make a return to her own people. I thought immediately of Jim Finch. I ran over and pounded on his door. He undid the chain so he could talk to me through a five-inch crack, but I couldn’t get in. I asked him if he had stolen the little item. He told me that I’d better run to the police and tell them exactly what it was that I had lost, and then I could tell the police exactly how I got it. I could tell by the look of naked triumph in his eyes that he had it. And there wasn’t a thing I could do about it.


  “Keena’s English improved by leaps and bounds, and pretty soon she was dipping into my texts on chemistry and physics. She seemed puzzled. She told me that we were like her people a few thousand years back. Primitives. She told me a lot about her world. No cities. The houses are far apart. No work. Everyone is assigned to a certain cultural pursuit, depending on basic ability. She was a designer. In order to train herself, she had had to learn the composition of all fabricated materials used in her world.


  “I took notes while she talked. When I get out of this jam I’m going to revolutionize the plastics industry. She seemed bright enough to be able to take in the story of how she suddenly appeared in my cellar. I gave it to her slow and easy.


  “When I was through, she sat very still for a long time. Then she told me that some of the most brilliant men of her world had long ago found methods of seeing into other worlds beyond their own. They had borrowed things from worlds more advanced than their own and had thus been able to avoid mistakes in the administration of their own world. She told me that it was impossible that her departure should go unnoticed. She said that probably at the moment of her disappearance, all the resources of a great people were being concentrated on that spot where she had been standing talking to some friends. She told me that some trace of the method would be found and that they would then scan this world, locate her, and take her back.


  “I asked her if it would be easier if we had the gawk, and she said that it wasn’t necessary, and that if it was, she would merely go next door and see Jim Finch face to face. She said she had a way, once she looked into his eyes, of taking over the control of his involuntary muscles and stopping his heartbeat.


  “I gasped, and she smiled sweetly and said that she had very nearly done it to me when I had kept her from climbing back through the gawk. She said that everybody in her world knew how to do that. She also said that most adults knew how to create, out of imagination, images that would respond to physical tests. To prove it she stared at the table. In a few seconds a little black box slowly appeared out of misty nothingness. She told me to look at it. I picked it up. It was latched. I opened it. Her picture smiled out at me. She was standing before the entrance of a white castle that seemed to reach to the clouds.


  “Suddenly it was gone. She explained that when she stopped thinking of it, it naturally disappeared, because that was what had caused it. Her thinking. I asked her why she didn’t think up a doorway to her own world and then step through it while she was still thinking about it. She said that she could only think up things by starting with their basic physical properties and working up from there, like a potter starts with clay.


  “So I stopped heckling Jim Finch about that time. I was sorry, because I wanted the gawk back. Best toy I’d ever had. Once I got a look in Jim’s garage window. He’d forgot to pull the shade down all the way. He had the gawk rigged up on a stand and had a big arm, like the bucket on a steam shovel, rigged up, only just big enough to fit through the hoop. He wasn’t working it when I saw him. He was digging up the concrete in the corner of his cellar. He was using a pick and he had a shovel handy. He was pale as death. I saw then that he had a human arm in there on the floor and blood all over. The bucket was rigged with jagged teeth. It didn’t take much imagination to figure out what Jim had done.


  “Some poor innocent character in one of those other worlds had had a massive contraption come out of nowhere and chaw his arm off. I thought of going to the police, and then I thought of how easy it would be for Jim Finch to get me stuck away in a padded cell while he stayed on the outside, all set to pull more arms off more people.”


  Heater glanced uneasily at the jury. They were drinking it in.


  “I told Keena about it and she smiled. She told me that Jim was digging into many worlds and that some of them were pretty advanced. I gradually got the idea that old Jim was engaging in as healthy an occupation as a small boy climbing between the bars and tickling the tigers. I began to worry about old Jim a little. You all know about that couple of bushels of precious stones that were found in his house. That’s what made him tickle the tigers. But the copi didn’t find that arm. I guess that after he got the hole dug, Jim got over his panic and realized that all he had to do was switch the gawk around and toss the arm through. Best place for old razor blades I ever heard of.


  “Well, as May turned into June and June went by, Keena got more and more confident of her eventual rescue. As I learned more about her world, I got confident of it too. In a few thousand years we may be as bright as those people. I hope we are. No wars, no disease.


  “And the longer she stayed with me, the more upset I got about her leaving me. But it was what she wanted. I guess it’s what I’d want if somebody shoved me back a thousand years B.C. I’d want to get home, but quick.


  “On the tenth of July I got a phone call from Jim Finch. His voice was all quavery like a little old lady. He said, ‘Maloney, I want to give that thing back to you. Right away.’ Anything Jim Finch gave anybody was a spavined gift horse. I guessed that the gobblies were after him like Keena had hinted.


  “So I just laughed at him. Maybe I laughed to cover up the fact that I was a little scared, too. What if some world he messed with dropped a future-type atomic bomb back through the gawk into his lap P I told him to burn it up if he was tired of it.


  “I didn’t know Jim could cuss like that. He said that it wouldn’t burn and he couldn’t break it or destroy it any way. He said that he was coming out and throw it across the hedge into my yard right away.


  “As I got to my front door, he came running out of his house. He carried the thing like it was going to blow up.


  “Just as he got to the hedge, I saw a misty circle in the air over his head. Only it was about ten feet across. A pair of dark blue shiny pliers with jaws as big as the judge’s desk there swooped down and caught him by the head. The jaws snapped shut so hard that I could hear sort of a thick, wet, popping sound as all the bones in old Jim’s head gave way all at once.


  “He dropped the gawk and hung limp in those closed jaws for a moment, then he was yanked up through that misty circle into nothingness. Gone. Right before my eyes. The misty circle drifted down to grass level and then faded away. The gawk faded right away with it. You know what it made me think of? Of a picnic where you’re trying to eat, and a bug gets on your arm and bothers you. You pinch it between your thumb and forefinger, roll it once, and throw it away. Old Jim was just about as important to those blue steel jaws as a hungry red ant is to you or me. You could call those gems he got crumbs, I guess.


  “I was just getting over being sick in my own front yard when Timmy came running over, took one look at the blood, and ran back. The police came next. That’s all there is to tell. Keena is still around and Justy will bring her in to testify tomorrow.”


  Bill Maloney yawned and smiled at the jury.


  Amery Heater got up, stuck his thumbs inside his belt, and walked slowly and heavily over to Bill.


  He stared into Bill’s smiling face for ten long seconds. Bill shuffled his feet and began to look uncomfortable.


  In a low, bitter tone Amery Heater said, “Gawks! Golden scorpions! Tangential worlds! Blue jaws!” He sighed heavily, pointed to the jury, and said, “Those are intelligent people, Maloney. No questions!”


  The judge had to pound with his gavel to quiet the court. As soon as the room was quiet, he called an adjournment until ten the following morning.


  When Bill Maloney was brought out of his cell into court the next morning, the jurors gave each other wise looks. It was obvious that the young man had spent a bad night. There were puffy areas under his eyes. He scuffed his heels as he walked, sat down heavily, and buried his face in his hands. They wondered why his shoulders seemed to shake.


  Justin Marks looked just as bad. Or worse.


  Bill was sunk in a dull lethargy, in an apathy so deep that he didn’t know where he was and cared less.


  Justin Marks stood up and said, “Your Honor, we request an adjournment of the case for twenty-four hours.”


  “For what reason?”


  “Your honor, I intended to call the woman known as Keena to the stand this morning. She was in a room at the Hotel Hollyfield. Last night she went up to her room at eleven after I talked with her in the lounge. She hasn’t been seen since. Her room is empty. All her possessions are there, but she is gone. I would like time to locate her, your Honor.”


  The judge looked extremely disappointed.


  He pursed his lips and said in a sweet tone, “You are sure that such a woman actually exists, Counselor?”


  Justin Marks turned pale, and Amery Heater chuckled.


  “Of course, your Honor! Why, only last night . . .”


  “Her people came and got her,” Bill Maloney said heavily. He didn’t look up. The jury shifted restlessly. They had expected to be entertained by a gorgeous redhead. Without her testimony, the story related by Maloney seemed even more absurd than it had seemed when they had heard it. Of course, it would be a shame to electrocute a nice clean young man like that, but really you can’t have people going about killing their neighbors and then concocting such a fantasy about it . . .


  “What’s that?” the judge asked suddenly.


  It began as a hum, so low as to be more of a vibration than a sound. A throb that seemed to come from the bowels of the earth. Slowly it increased in pitch and in violence, and if the judge had any more to say on the subject, no one heard him. He appeared to be trying to beat the top of his desk in with the gavel. But the noise couldn’t be heard.


  Slowly climbing up the audible range, it filled the court. As it passed the index of vibration of the windows, they shattered, but the falling glass couldn’t be heard. A man who had been wearing glasses stared through empty frames.


  The sound passed beyond the upper limits of the human ear, became hypersonic, and every person in the courtroom was suddenly afflicted with a blinding headache.


  It stopped as abruptly as a scream in the night.


  For a moment there was a misty arch in the solid wall. Beyond it was the startling vagueness of a line of blue hills. Hills that didn’t belong there.


  She came quickly through the arch. It faded. She was not tall, but gave the impression of tallness. Her hair was the startling red of port wine, her skin so translucent as to seem faintly bluish. Her eyes were halfway between sherry and honey. Tiny crimson beads were on the tip of each eyelash. Her warm full lips were parted, and they could all see the little green enameled triangles on her white teeth. Her single garment was like the silver metallic garment they had touched. But it was golden. Without any apparent means of support, it clung to her lovely body, following each line and curve.


  She looked around the court. Maloney’s eyes were warm blue fire. “Keena!” he gasped. She ran to him, threw herself on him, her arms around his neck, her face hidden in the line of jaw, throat, and shoulder. He murmured things to her that the jury strained to hear.


  Amery Heater, feeling his case fade away, was the first to recover.


  “Hypnotism!” he roared.


  It took the judge a full minute of steady pounding to silence the spectators. “One more disturbance like this, and I’ll clear the court,” he said.


  Maloney had come to life. She sat on his lap and they could hear her say, “What are they trying to do to you?”


  He smiled peacefully. “They want to kill me, honey. They say I killed Jim Finch.”


  She turned and her eyes shriveled the jury and the judge.


  “Stupid!” she hissed.


  There was a little difficulty swearing her in. Justin Marks, his confidence regained, thoroughly astonished at finding that Bill Maloney had been telling the truth all along, questioned Keena masterfully. She backed up Maloney’s story in every particular. Maloney couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Her accent was odd, and her voice had a peculiar husky and yet liquid quality.


  Justin Marks knuckled his mustache proudly, bowed to Amery Heater, and said, “Do you wish to cross-examine?”


  Heater nodded, stood up, and walked over slowly. He gave Keena a long and careful look. “Young woman, I congratulate you on your acting ability. Where did you get your training? Surely you’ve been on the stage.”


  “Stage?”


  “Oh, come now! All this has been very interesting, but now we must discard this dream world and get down to facts. What is your real name?”


  “Rejapachalandakeena.”


  Heater sighed heavily. “I see that you are determined to maintain your silly little fiction. That entrance of yours was somehow engineered by the defendant, I am sure.” He turned and smiled at the jury—the smile of a fellow conspirator.


  “Miss So-and-so, the defense has all been based on the idea that you come from some other world, or some hidden corner of time, or out of the woodwork. I think that what you had better do is just prove to us that you do come from some other world.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Just do one or two things for us that we common mortals can’t do, please.”


  Keena frowned, propped her chin on her fist. After a few moments she said, “I do not know completely what you are able to do. Many primitive peoples have learned through a sort of intuition. Am I right in thinking that those people behind that little fence are the ones who decide whether my Billy is to be killed?”


  “Correct.”


  She turned and stared at the jury for a long time. Her eyes passed from face to face, slowly. The jurors were oddly uncomfortable.


  She said, “It is very odd. That woman in the second row. The second one from the left. It is odd that she should be there. Not very long ago she gave a poison, some sort of vegetable-base poison, to her husband. He was sick for a long time and he died. Is that not against your silly laws?”


  The woman in question turned pale green, put her hands to her throat, rolled her eyes up, and slid quietly off the chair. No one made a move to help her. All eyes were on Keena.


  Some woman back in the courtroom said shrilly, “I knew there was something funny about the way Dave died! I knew it! Arrest Mrs. Watson immediately!”


  Keena’s eyes turned toward the woman who had spoken. The woman sat down suddenly.


  Keena said, “This man you call Dave. His wife killed him because of you. I can read that in your eyes.”


  Amery Heater chuckled. “A very good trick, but pure imagination. I rather guess you have been prepared for this situation, and my opponent has briefed you on what to do should I call on you in this way.”


  Keena’s eyes flashed. She said, “You are a most offensive person.”


  She stared steadily at Amery Heater. He began to sweat. Suddenly he screamed and began to dance about. Smoke poured from his pockets. Blistering his fingers, he threw pocketknife, change, money clip on the floor. They glowed dull red, and the smell of scorching wood filled the air.


  A wisp of smoke rose from his tie clip, and he tore that off, sucking his blistered fingers. The belt buckle was next. By then the silver coins had melted against the wooden floor. But there was one last thing he had to remove. His shoes. The eyelets were metal. They began to burn the leather.


  At last, panting and moaning, he stood surrounded by the cherry-red pieces of metal on the floor.


  Keena smiled and said softly, “Ah, you have no more metal on you. Would you like to have further proof?”


  Amery Heater swallowed hard. He looked up at the openmouthed judge. He glanced at the jury.


  “The prosecution withdraws,” he said hoarsely.


  The judge managed to close his mouth.


  “Case dismissed,” he said. “Young woman, I suggest you go back wherever you came from.”


  She smiled blandly up at him. “Oh, no! I can’t go back. I went back once and found that my world was very empty. They laughed at my new clothes. I said I wanted Billy. They said they would transport him to my world. But Billy wouldn’t be happy there. So I came back.” Maloney stood up, yawned, and stretched. He smiled at the jury. Two men were helping the woman back up into her chair. She was still green.


  He winked at Keena and said, “Come on home, honey.”


  They walked down the aisle together and out the golden oak doors. Nobody made a sound or a move to stop them.


  Anita Hempflet, extremely conscious of the fact that the man who had left her waiting at the altar thirty-one years before was buried just beyond the corn hills in her vegetable garden, forced her razor lips into a broad smile, beamed around at the people sitting near her, and said in her high, sharp voice, “Well! That girl is going to make a lovely neighbor! If you folks will excuse me, I’m going to take her over some fresh strawberry preserves.”


  THE OBLIGATION


  Roger Dee


  The Kornephorian robot-ship came in low over the raging sea. Arrowing down against the full sweep of Venusian hurricane, it dropped toward the supply dome in obedience to the Surveyors will. It settled gently to the bare rocky escarpment, and its long bulk blocked from its waiting master’s sight the rain-lashed dome and the man shouting incoherencies from the dome s open lower port.


  The ships airlock opened. The Surveyor flowed inside with a multi-legged rush, discarded its limp human burden and set automatic controls that would send the ship arrowing back to Komephoros. Its thought touched delicate receptor mechanisms, filing the report it had compiled during the brief and catastrophic period of its survey.


  Cseth Abrii of Pselpha, deferring Galactic Canvass 12953 to rectify injury resulting from intervention in native affairs under investigation . . .


  There was no lagging process of sequential transcription. The report in its entirety was filed instantaneously beginning with the moment when the Surveyor, chart-ship safely hidden in sea-bottom ooze, first swam up to investigate this latest unexplored world . . .


  For minutes after surfacing, the Surveyor had maintained a wary shapelessness, adopting the soft gray hue of the water while it probed with senses keener than sight for possible danger. The sea swarmed with a myriad of improbable life forms whose rudimentary mentalities radiated nothing but terror against an imminent climatic disturbance; the Surveyor ignored them, searching for conscious intelligence and finding none.


  The water was warm and pleasantly saline, vibrant with a faint premonitory quivering that traveled ahead of the approaching storm. The Surveyor extended its perception toward the sunspot hurricane raging in the east and dismissed the threat to itself as negligible, an insignificant squall to one born on a planet whose fantastic extremes of climate made perfect adaptability the first necessity of existence. The howling tempests of Pselpha, when the double suns Komephoros stood so, were something else again.


  Satisfied, the Surveyor flowed sinuously and fashioned itself to a squid-like shape that drove it swiftly toward shore.


  Probing ahead, it discovered a fog-hung coastal marshland that sloped gently up to bleak mountains whose peaks were invisible in mist. On a dark promontory that jutted far into the surf was a building, a hemispherical shelter joined to the sea by a long, smooth incline clearly intended to bear a vehicle of some sort.


  A flat-bottomed craft emerged from the dome while the Komephorian watched and shot down the incline, driven by crude reaction engines. The alien waited, understanding that the creature controlling the machine was intelligent and that it was coming out to investigate the survey ship’s plunge into the sea. The Surveyor reached out across the intervening distance and touched the pilot’s mind, cautiously at first and then with assurance when it found that the creature had neither ability to sense the probing nor power to resist it.


  The pilot was a mammal, bipedal and moderately intelligent. It thought of itself as a man, and it was the dominant species not only of this colonial world but of another. The discovery interested the Komephorian; this creature’s kind, patently a young and clumsy race, still had achieved the beginning of interplanetary flight.


  The man’s mind housed a surprising welter of conflicting emotions: fear of the approaching sunspot storm, hope that he might rescue some survivor of the ship he had seen fall, and a desperate anxiety for another of his kind remaining in the dome ashore. Sexless itself, the Surveyor had some difficulty in grasping the relationship between the two—this other was subtly different and idealized, a female and mate to the one approaching.


  The boat made a wide sweep and returned; its pilot, sighting the floating alien, registered consternation. At that instant the storm struck, and with its impact the Komephomian understood for the first time that the man had gambled his life and that he had failed.


  The roaring water-wall capsized the boat instantly, plunging its pilot helpless into the sea.


  The Surveyors first intent was to let him drown. To tamper even fractionally with the course of native life under observation was contrary to Galactic policy; moreover, the man’s death presented an excellent opportunity to enter the dome and study his fellows at first hand. (The duplication of simple life forms, complete with memory and personality, was standard procedure in survey work—to mingle with them in masquerade followed logically and usually without difficulty.)


  The drowning man’s final thought before unconsciousness came deterred the alien, however; it was charged with an altruism so powerful that it awoke in the Surveyor a seldom felt sense of kinship and shamed it from its inaction.


  Dying, the man was tom by an agony of regret, not for himself but for the woman he had failed.


  Above its professional interest the Komephorian felt a strong compassion, a sympathy compounded equally of respect and understanding. It intervened on the instant, in direct disregard of Galactic policy.


  Extruding a tentacle ending in a powerful seven-fingered hand, the alien caught the drowning man by the shoulder and hauled him clear of the bellowing water. With the I ouch it completed a total mental linkage that permitted it to exist for the time as a dual entity—as Cseth Abrii of Pselpha from the binary suns Komephoros, and as Bruce Lowry, dome-keeper of a Venusian Fisheries supply station.


  Lowry had been standing in the front entrance of the supply dome when the ship came down. He had been watching the bobbing lights of the Pascals’ eight-wheeled crawler hurrying up from the coastal flatland toward the safety of the dome, and the meteoric arc of the falling ship’s exhaust jarred him badly by its unexpectedness.


  There was nothing in its brief actinic glare to tell him whether it was a government freighter from Earth or a Venusian Fisheries cargo collector in trouble. Certainly there was nothing about its steaming plunge into the plankton beds offshore to tell him that it was neither of these but an alien.


  “Gail!” Lowry called. The static-blurred squawking of the stations radio drowned his voice, and he stepped inside to call again.


  His wife came at once, her dark hair touseled above its confining ribbon, her gray eyes anxious. She had been winching down the retractable communications antenna at the domes top against the coming sunspot storm, and her simple one-piece garment was smudged with oil and rust. A faint shine of perspiration glistened on her forehead.


  “That will be Marvin and Nadine,” she said, catching sight of the machine climbing the rocky slope toward them. “They got the storm warning in time, then . . . Bruce, they’ll be here ahead of the howler, won’t they?”


  “They’ll make it,” Lowry said. He liked and respected Nadine Pascal, but the prospect of being cooped up with her surly, unsocial husband for a week of fifty-hour Venusian days brought a frown to his face.


  “There’s another crawler!” Gail said, her voice rising in surprise. She had turned away from the Pascals’ crawler and was looking upcoast; a crawler, tiny in the distance, was moving along the marshy beach. As they watched, it turned up the slope. “Who—Bruce, do you suppose Walt Griswold has changed his mind about leaving Venus?”


  “I wish he had,” Lowry said. “But he left his dome for Sea City a week ago, if you remember. He’s taking the next ship to Earth.”


  Gail gave him a troubled look. “He went because of Nadine, didn’t he?”


  Lowry shook himself, forcing personal concerns aside.


  “A ship just crashed out there in the plankton beds,” he said. “And it didn’t come up. I’ll have to take the skimmer out and see if there are any survivors.”


  She cried out sharply and caught his arm. “Bruce, you can’t! There isn’t time—the howler is due any minute!”


  He disengaged himself gently.


  “I’m not trying to play the grim-jawed hero,” he said. “But someone may have bailed out at the last minute. I’ll have to give them a hand, Gail.”


  She stood biting her lip helplessly while Lowry went down the outside personnel ladder and let the big flat-bottomed craft slide out of its port at the dome’s base. From their elevation the skimmer chute dropped steeply to the dark water of the bay, as still and glassy at the moment as a pool of molten lead.


  “Don’t worry,” Lowry said. “I’ll be back.”


  I hope, he added silently, and released the brake.


  He went down the incline in a mounting rush of speed, not glancing back because he knew exactly how Gail would look. Gail was thirty-one, four years younger than himself, not particularly pretty but infinitely comfortable and satisfying. They had been married for eight years, the last three spent with Venusian Fisheries, and the intimacy between them had long ago grown past any consideration of convention or reticence. It was characteristic of their relations that Gail had not argued against his present decision, because she had known that nothing she could say would stop him. And he had gone without displaying sentiment, because the closeness between them made demonstration unnecessary.


  Lowry looked back once, just before the skimmer left the chute and shot across the bay. Gale was looking after him, one hand shading her eyes against the dome lights, her slender figure outlined against the open port.


  “Good girl,” he said aloud, and waved.


  The bobbing lights of the first crawler rounded the dome while he watched. The second was only minutes behind it, beating its way upward more rapidly now that it had left the boglands. Sight of them brought a measure of relief to Lowry; at least Gail would not wait for him alone.


  The skimmer picked up speed, orange fingers of jet exhaust churning the water. Lowry looked toward the eastern horizon where the storm gathered blackly and felt the skin tighten between his shoulders.


  An ominous glow of sunspot radiation stained the darkness there, driving sullen red streamers of light flickering downward. There was a feel of strain in the air, an electric uneasiness that breathed along the water ahead of the approaching howler.


  Ten minutes, Lowry thought. Maybe a little less. You have to hurry . . .


  Half a mile out he slowed the skimmer, searching for traces of the sunken ship and finding none. There were no dying ripples, no prismatic shine of oil slick. No sea-beast disturbed the still surface.


  The first booming drone of the storm sounded then, a deep bass howling that gave the sunspot hurricane its name. The horizon vanished, folded over upon itself in a titanic wall of rushing gray water. Spume flew before it in driving white clouds, ripped and tom by the wind. The water about Lowry trembled, stippled and laced by a million fantastic vibration patterns.


  He swept the skimmer about, knowing already that he was too late, and heeled the power lever all the way down. The boat leaped forward, half out of the water under its boiling jet thrust.


  The water wall was looming over him when he saw the thing keeping pace beside the skimmer.


  He had a fleeting impression of red eyes watching him contemplatively from a blank, tendriled face, a suggestion of tentacles spread web-fashion upon the water and a squid-shaped body beneath dwindling into the gray depths. Then the howler struck with a cataclysmic confusion of screaming wind and chill water. The skimmer heaved skyward, swept up on the water wall and whirled end over end.


  Lowry was flung overside. He went down like a stone, salt water burning his throat and choking back the breath in his lungs. His last thought was a curious mingling of deep regret for Gail and an irrelevant conviction that the thing in the water beside him was neither unintelligent nor unfriendly.


  Consciousness came back to Lowry slowly, between alternate sieges of pain and numbness. His right shoulder ached dully, as if it had been struck a heavy blow. His lungs were on fire. He coughed violently, drawing each breath with an effort.


  He should be dead, and he knew it. From the moment the vast bass drone of the howler sounded he had known that he would never reach shore. He had not really tried.


  For a time he lay with the wind and rain tearing at him and nursed an improbable conviction that he had not come ashore by his own efforts; but the howl of the storm banished the thought. Nothing could have helped him through that.


  He struggled to hands and knees, trying to orient himself, and found that he had somehow reached the fused-rock ramp leading to the vehicle entrance at the rear of the dome. The double metal doors of the port curved vaguely up before him, not six feet away.


  Their presence stunned him with the utter impossibility of his being where he was.


  He had not only escaped the sea. Miraculously, he had worked his way through the full force of the hurricane to collapse in the comparative calm of the domes leeward side.


  Light glowed from the personnel port at the second level above him, outlining dimly the steel ladder that dropped away from the curved glass panel of the lock. He turned from it, knowing that he could never fight his way up the rungs against the wind, and set himself instead to crawl to the wider haven of the vehicle port.


  Beyond it lay a service garage for crawlers, and past that the storage level, a circular hundred-foot vault tiered with plankton freezing tanks and rows of barrels and boxes and bales of supplies for the dome and for outlying stations.


  If he could pull himself erect against the storm long enough to open the doors, the rest was assured. In the second-level living quarters the alarm bell over his communications desk would clang out, and a warning light under it would call attention to the opening of the rear port. Gail and the others would come down for him, and he would be safe.


  He dragged himself upright against the wind and found the lever that controlled the port doors. Water poured down from the rounded slope of the dome above and drenched him icily. The wind all but tore him away before he could tug the lever down.


  Machinery took over inside, powerful gears inching the doors open against the storm. He clung to the lever for support, and released it only when the opening loomed large enough to admit him.


  He released his hold then and let the wind fling him headlong inside.


  For a time he lay quietly, weak and panting with reaction. The gears that drove the doors reversed themselves and closed the port, and their reversal told him that those upstairs had understood and had taken over. They would be down soon.


  With the closing of the port the insulated quiet of the storage level settled upon him, a tangible weight of silence that made his ears ring. Sensation came back slowly to his chilled body; with the last of wind and water gone, the place seemed suddenly hot and close.


  For what seemed an eternity he lay waiting and listening to the storm building up outside, the violence of it beating up through the cold stone floor and vibrating inward from the wall beside his head. He knew that it might go on for as long as ten days—dragging, endless fifty hour Venusian days—before it reached its peak and subsided.


  He heard them coining, a quick rush of feet and Gails sudden incredulous cry rising above a babble of lesser voices. He tried to sit up, and exhaustion turned his bones to wax.


  It did not matter. Gail clung to him with warm arms, laughing and crying together.


  He blacked out for the second time with the feel of her hair brushing against his face . . .


  And woke to find himself stretched out on a pneumatic lounge in the domes common room, a 30-foot chamber fitted out with an approximation of Earthside comfort designed to make its off-duty occupants forget the smell of fuel oil and fish.


  Without opening his eyes he could picture the setting perfectly, every item of its furnishings made familiar by the three years of his and Gail’s possession. There would be another couch under the wide-curving front port where Gail spent a large part of her time with binoculars, watching him while he worked the skimmer back and forth across the bay and dragged with spiral metal nets for plankton. A tiny bar stood along one wall beside a glass-fronted case that held a worn miscellany of books; a miniature piano filled a comer, and a phonovision console with one door standing open to show its racks of wire spools.


  One door led to the kitchen, a neat cubbyhole shining with shelves of unbreakable chinaware. Another led to his and Gail’s bedroom. Others, sealed until needed, waited for visitors forced periodically here for shelter against the inevitable howlers.


  There was no wasted space. Access to the transmitter and beacon room on the cramped third level was gained by a staircase spiraling upward about the main supporting column at the center of the room. Another stairwell, dropping steeply from the rear of the common quarters, led to the storage level and garage space below.


  There was a warm haze of light and security about him when he opened his eyes. Gail was kneeling beside him anxiously, waiting for him to show signs of consciousness. He drew her down beside him, laughing, and for the moment they were alone, the two of them apart from the rest of the world.


  “Somehow I knew you’d come back,” Gail said. “I don’t know how—maybe because I couldn’t give you up even to a howler.”


  “I was a fool to take a risk like that,” Lowry said. He released her, sighing. “I’m glad that’s over with!”


  Someone put a drink into Lowry’s hand. It was whisky and hot water, a fiery combination that burned his throat and sent a glow of strength through him. He sat up and swore softly when he saw that it was not one of the Pascals but Walt Griswold who had brought the drink.


  “I thought you were leaving us,” Lowry said. “What happened? Lose your taste for the Earthside fleshpots?” Walt laughed and took back the glass. He was a lean, pleasant man in his late twenties, slighter of build than Lowry and as blond as the other was dark. Lowry had known him for three years as a competent fisher and an unfailing friend.


  “I never got farther than Sea City,” Walt said. “I lost my nerve, Bruce—when the time came, Earth didn’t seem like home any more. Everything there is already cut and dried and laid away in mothballs. It’s too damned quiet there.”


  “I know,” Lowry said.


  He did know. Venus was treacherous and unpredictable with her steaming marshland bogs and torrential floods and sudden howling sunspot hurricanes, but she offered a commodity obtainable nowhere on Earth—isolation.


  “You and Walt are kindred souls,” Gail said. “In the old days you’d have been frontiersmen, beating your way about with a flintlock rifle and a bag of salt. Bruce, I think you like the kind of risk you just rani”


  She lit a cigarette for him and the three of them sat in comfortable silence. Neither questioned Walts explanation, though neither was deceived by it; their ready acceptance of the situation as it existed was characteristic of the understanding between them.


  Marvin Pascal came in from the kitchen with a bottle of Lowry’s slender whisky stock in one hand and a half-filled glass in the other, and his entrance shattered the easy feel of companionship in the room. Pascal was a big sandy man, taller and heavier than Lowry, a restless egotist ridden by a perpetual discontent that kept his heavy shoulders stirring under his open-collared shirt. He met Lowry’s look and chuckled without humor, his light blue eyes curiously bright and aggressive.


  “You’re a fool for luck,” he said. “You should have known better than to buck a howler, Lowry. I wouldn’t have tried it myself, even.”


  And if you couldn’t do it, Lowry thought, nettled, then no one can. Braggart!


  Aloud he said, “I wasn’t too lucky. Venusian Fisheries will have some pretty pointed things to say about the skimmer I lost.”


  Pascal stared. “Don’t try to tell me you swam back—no one could make headway against a sea like that! How the hell—”


  Walt Griswold said wearily, “Take it easy, Pascal. Bruce has had a rough time. He’ll tell us about it when he’s ready.”


  Lowry stubbed out his cigarette, his taste for tobacco gone. He had never liked Pascal. The big man’s pointless arrogance had made him universally despised among the fishers; it had alienated him long ago even from the regard of his wife, whom he treated in a cat-and-mouse fashion that had driven her to look elsewhere for understanding.


  Lowry was considering how he should tell his improbable tale when Nadine Pascal came in from the kitchen and brought him coffee. He watched her speculatively, feeling a touch of pity when her eyes went first to Walt Griswold, shyly, and then to her husband to gauge his present temper. It must go hard with her, he thought, to be cooped up for weeks on end with that sullen devil.


  He took the coffee and relaxed, putting away all outside concerns.


  “A ship went down out there,” he said. “Gail will have told you about that. I took the skimmer out to pick up any survivors who might have bailed out, and found none. The howler struck before I could turn back, and the skimmer went down.”


  He put down his coffee cup, frowning faintly when they waited without comment. He was on the point of saying, “And that’s all,” when it came to him belatedly that it was not all. There was still the near-miracle of his escape.


  It was not until then that he remembered the sea-beast he had seen in the water, and recalled his odd conviction that it was not hostile.


  “There was a creature of some sort floating in the water just before the skimmer went under,” he said slowly. “It ignored the howler completely, something I’ve never known a Venusian sea-beast to do. I never saw anything like it before, for that matter—it was something pretty outlandish.”


  He broke off, understanding at last what quality it was about the thing that had caught his attention at so tense a moment.


  “It was intelligent, too,” he said. “I couldn’t mistake that it had the look.”


  Gail put a light hand on his shoulder, her face suddenly concerned. Walt Griswold said uncertainly, “What happened to it, Bruce? Did you see it after the howler struck?”


  “I didn’t see anything after that,” Lowry said, “But I know what you’re thinking. Whatever the thing was, it could take care of itself even in a howler, believe me. And I think it brought me ashore—God knows I’d never have made it alone!”


  Pascal laughed scornfully. “Why make a mystery of it? Why not admit that you passed out from fright and were washed up by accident? Don’t take us for fools, Lowry—” In spite of himself Lowry lost his temper. He stood up—and fell back heavily when Gail’s hand pulled at his shoulder, detaining him. The trifling pressure against his bruised flesh brought a disproportionate agony that made the room spin dizzily.


  Gail knelt beside him, her eyes enormous with strain. “Bruce, what is it? Are you hurt?”


  “My shoulder,” he said numbly. “I must have struck something in the water. Will you take a look at it?”


  She stripped off his shirt and cried out sharply at the circle of purple bruises that marked the point of his shoulder. Walt Griswold bent to look and cursed softly.


  “They look like finger marks,” he said. “But whoever made them would have had to squeeze hard enough to crush the bones—and he’d have needed seven fingers, besides!”


  They looked at each other blankly. Pascal laughed, and the sound fell harsh and jarring on their silence.


  “The mystery deepens,” he gibed. “The two of you sound like Chapter Nine of a juvenile phonovision thriller: What alien form lurks in these dark waters? What sinister being . . .”


  Walt turned on him angrily. “Do you have to play the bumptious as always, Pascal? Why don’t you sober up?”


  Pascal’s smile was an empty grimace stretching his face to no purpose. He glanced sidewise at his wife and laughed grittily at the entreaty in her eyes.


  “Perhaps I’m not the ass you think,” he said. He dropped his attempt at derision and began to tremble violently. His voice shook. “We’ll go into that later, Griswold, when the time is right. When I’m sure enough about you and Na—”


  Lowry stood up, brushing Gail aside when she tried to hold him back again.


  “This has gone far enough,” he said. “Shut up, Pascal I won’t have you making trouble here.”


  Nadine had not been watching them; her eyes, embarrassed and unhappy, had wandered to the dome’s forward port. Suddenly she started back and cried out shrilly. Lowry whirled, wondering vaguely if a long-delayed hysterical reaction to her husband’s boorishness had at last struck her. Walt Griswold moved toward her.


  “The port,” she whispered. “Outside . . .”


  They recoiled in unison from the thing that clung to the outer surface of the port, spread-eagled against the smooth glass by the hurricane’s force. Water sluiced over it, distorting its grotesque outlines but doing nothing to soften the enormity of its alienness.


  Walt found his tongue first. “Good God,” he breathed. “Bruce, what is it?”


  “It’s my sea-beast,” Lowry said.


  Through the port it looked exactly as it had in the water of the bay, red eyes glowing contemplatively against its blank, tendriled face. Its multiple flippers clung to the wet glass, holding the pinkish body snail-fashion to the smooth curving surface. Its single boneless hand made a curious insistent motion, a repeated gesture of grasping and twisting.


  Gail held Lowry’s good arm, pressing so tightly against him that the trembling of her body was transmitted to his. “Bruce, what does it want?”


  “It wants to come inside,” Lowry said. He shook himself, throwing off the first shock of its appearance. “It pulled me out of the howler. Now it wants inside, out of the storm—a favor for a favor—and I think it’s earned the right to ask.” They turned on him incredulously.


  “You can’t be serious,” Walt protested. “Bruce, you don’t know what the thing is—you can’t know what it might do! You don’t even know that it helped you.”


  Lowry pulled back his shirt to show the bruises on his shoulder.


  “A seven-fingered hand made those marks. The creature out there has a hand with seven fingers, and it was on the spot when I went down. What if it isn’t human? I’ve got to give it shelter.”


  Gail shivered. “But it’s a sea-creature, Bruce! Why should it want inside the dome?”


  “It’s no sea-beast,” Lowry said patiently. “It’s something from Outside, Gail. Maybe the pilot of the ship that crashed in the plankton beds. It’s tougher than we are or it couldn’t have lasted this long out there in the howler, but nothing can take that sort of punishment forever. It wants shelter.”


  Marvin Pascal said forcibly, “I won’t allow that brute in the dome, Lowry. If you won’t consider your own wife’s safety—”


  “It wouldn’t have helped me if it had been hostile,” Lowry cut him off. “I’m going to let it in. If you don’t feel safe you can lock yourself in your bedroom.”


  Pascal moved back, his face working with temper. “I warn you, Lowry. I won’t permit it!”


  Lowry ignored him and went to the port. He had to raise his head a little to look up into the alien face outside.


  “I can’t open the port,” he said. “The wind would turn the dome inside out. You’ll have to come around to the rear entrance, where you left me.”


  It slid aside and was gone from the glass. Gail’s stifled cry reinforced the chill that prickled Lowry’s scalp: “Bruce, it understood you!”


  Walt Griswold let out his breath shakily. “She’s right, Bruce. You know what that means?”


  “I know,” Lowry said, and wondered if he did. “It means that the thing is intelligent. Probably a hell of a lot more intelligent than we are.”


  He saw then that Pascal had left the common room, but he had no time to wonder where the big man had gone.


  The port alarm over his communications desk rang stridently. Lowry turned on it in frozen disbelief, and found the bulb under the clamorous bell glowing redly. A rush of damp air whispered up from the storage level, bringing with it the powerful bass howl of the storm.


  “It’s keener than we thought,” Lowry said. “It didn’t wait for us—it’s let itself in.”


  He ran for the lower level stairwell, throwing an order back to Walt Griswold: “Close the port and stay with Gail and Nadine. I’ll go down and check.”


  He had reached the foot of the stairway when Pascal came out of the crawler garage. The big man had taken a hand gun from his machine, a heavy lead-pellet belt pistol of a type used against smaller Venusian land animals.


  “I warned you,” Pascal said. “When it comes inside under the lights I’m going to kill it.”


  He worked the slide that threw the weapon into firing order. His eyes watched the dark garage doorway warily, their stare curiously bright and fixed.


  “Put the gun away,” Lowry ordered. “The thing is inside already—you fool, do you want to get us all killed?” The alien came out of the darkness of the crawler garage and stood in the full glare of overhead light, its single seven-fingered hand raised toward them.


  It had changed shape greatly during the short time elapsed. Lowry had a disturbed impression of a squat bipedal body without tendrils or flippers, its dripping skin glistening with the raw, wet pinkness of a freshly skinned carcass. Its round red eyes stared without blinking, mirroring the play of thought as alien as its outlandish form.


  Pascal opened fire without warning.


  The storeroom racketed to the sound, explosions reverberating deafening from metal walls. Lowry cried out in horror and ran at Pascal, knocking up his arm.


  He was too late—three of Pascals bullets had caught the alien squarely in the middle. It went down slowly while Lowry closed in and wrestled with Pascal for the gun.


  There was no reason left in the man. He fought first to break free and finish the writhing thing on the floor; failing that, he turned on Lowry, screaming incoherencies, and struck at him viciously with the pistol.


  Lowry did not hesitate. He drove a knee with all his strength into Pascal’s groin and let him fall, retching, at the foot of the stairwell. Lowry stepped over his twitching body to the alien on the floor.


  It was motionless when Lowry knelt beside it. The feel of it under his hands was like tough gelatin, a fibreless and utterly plastic stuff held in shape by a thin transparent membrane. From the holes in its middle oozed a thick pinkish liquid, a viscous flow that dwindled and ceased while Lowry watched.


  The wounds closed. The thing did not breathe—Lowry had a disconcerning conviction that it never had—but there was inside it a powerful beat of life, a pulse unaffected by the tearing shock of Pascal’s bullets.


  Walt Griswold came from somewhere to kneel beside Lowry and stare palely at the thing on the floor.


  “It didn’t die,” Lowry said. “Maybe it won’t. We’ll have to get it upstairs and see what can be done.”


  At the stairwell Pascal groaned and sat up unsteadily.


  He had lost his gun in the fight; he made no move to find it now. but sat and watched Lowry with sick, too-bright eyes, hating him.


  “We can’t take this thing up to Gail and Nadine,” Walt said protestingly. “Bruce, if bullets won’t kill it . . .


  “It meant no harm,” Lowry said. “If it lives, maybe it will understand that we mean none. Walt, don’t you see what this may mean? This is no sea-beast—it’s the first intelligent alien ever to show itself to men, and we can’t afford to let it die! We’ve got to find out where it came from, what its culture is like, a thousand things . . . This could be the beginning of something bigger than we ever dreamed of—interstellar flight.”


  Walt moved uneasily. “I don’t know . . . Bruce, I’ve great confidence in your judgment, but this—I say it’s too damned weird! How can we trust a thing that looks like that?”


  “How would you expect an alien to look?” Lowry countered. “You can’t apply ordinary human prejudice in a case like this! Will you help me get it upstairs now, or must I call the women?”


  Walt flushed and stiffened. “I’ll help.”


  Together they lifted the limp body, shrinking a little in spite of themselves at the cold gelatinous feel of it, and carried it up the stairway past the silently glaring Pascal.


  In the common room they found the two women waiting, standing close together as if drawing reassurance each from the other’s uneasiness.


  “We heard the shots,” Nadine said hesitantly. “Bruce, did Marvin—is he all right?”


  Lowry caught the tightening of Walt’s face as they stretched the limp alien on the couch, and it occurred to him that Walt, perhaps without formulating the idea wholly, had half hoped that Pascal would be killed. The understanding left Lowry with a firmer sympathy for his friend and fired his impatience against Pascal.


  “I had to rough your husband up a little,” Lowry said. “But he’s not hurt. He’ll be around soon, in our hair again.” He turned back to the pinkish, pulsating body on the couch, but could not recall the thousand speculations the thing had aroused in him before the shooting. Thoughts of Pascals unaccountable violence kept recurring; remembering the fixed glitter of his eyes, Lowry wondered if he might have committed a dangerous blunder in leaving the big man alone on the lower level.


  The dome’s slender arsenal was there, occupying its own small niche among the rows of freezing tanks and supply crates: explosive grenades for discouraging the titanic sea-beasts that harassed fishers at their nets, gas-powered harpoon launchers for coastline hunting, and the blunt two-handed electrobolt guns that fired high-voltage charges at fantastic amperages.


  Pascals sidearm had proved ineffective against the alien. If the fool should break out one of the electrobolt guns and come back—


  As if on cue to the thought Pascal came up out of the stairwell, an electrobolt gun in his hands. His eyes had a savage glassy shine, and his face was strained tight with purpose.


  “I warned you,” Pascal said thickly. “Stand away from that monster, Lowry—I’m going to burn it.”


  Lowry moved back, cursing himself for his stupidity. The others stood frozen behind him, sensing that Pascal’s obsession had run past the point of sanity. Only Nadine tried to reason with him.


  “Please, Marvin,” she begged. “It isn’t dangerous! Bruce says—”


  “Bruce says too damned much,” Pascal cut her short. “Stand back, all of you, unless you want—”


  The alien came off the couch too fast for the eye to follow, struck the floor without straightening and darted in a blurred pinkish streak behind the communications desk. Lowry, stunned, was left with a vague impression that it had moved on a double row of short, scuttling legs that could have sprouted only at the instant of its spring.


  Pascal fired involuntarily, unable to halt the constriction of his finger on the firing stud. The blue-white electrobolt discharge crashed across the room, thunderously; the air reeked of ozone, blinding the eyes, searing the nostrils.


  The couch burst apart in a shower of charred fragments. The alien, as if understanding that Pascals gun was single-fire and must be recharged, broke from behind the communications desk and rushed past him down the stairwell.


  Caught in a confusion of relief and dismay, Lowry found himself thinking: It wasn’t really hurt from the first. It lay there and studied us, maybe reading our minds . . .


  Pascal jammed a fresh charge-hull into his gun and went after the alien down the stairwell. Lowry followed them both.


  Pascal had found the master switch for the storage room lights before Lowry reached the bottom of the stairway. The harsh white glare made the place brighter than any Venusian day, throwing surrealistic patterns of black angular shadows between ordered rows of plankton tanks and supply crates.


  Lowry spotted Pascal at once, prowling down an alleyway with his electrobolt gun held at ready. The big man was bent far over in a crouch, searching the shadows with a feral side-to-side swinging of his head. Lowry caught a glimpse of his eyes, pale and unnaturally intent, and shivered in spite of himself.


  There was no trace of the alien.


  Pascal moved on, alternately vanishing and reappearing through random patterns of light and shadow. The storage room lay silent as a vault, the only sounds a faint hissing from the refrigeration units and the soft scrape of Pascals shoes on the stony floor.


  Pascal disappeared into shadow and did not emerge again. Lowry followed cautiously. If he could get close enough to take him from the rear—


  He became aware that the scraping of Pascal’s feet had ceased. He halted, straining his ears, and heard nothing but the hiss of pumps, the fainter bass drone of the storm vibrating up through the solid rock. Lowry began to sweat, wondering whether Pascal had only stopped to listen or maniac caution had prompted him to take off his shoes.


  Pascal came upon him without warning from a side alleyway, creeping soundlessly on bare feet. The weapon in his hands bore straight at Lowry’s head.


  “It grows legs and fins and changes its shape,” Pascal said. His voice was slurred and indistinct, barely intelligible. “Why shouldn’t it look like a man—”


  Lowry stepped back involuntarily, and at the same instant Pascal fired.


  Accident saved Lowry, the split-second chance of treading upon the particular shadow in which the alien had chosen to hide. It had spread itself inches thick on the floor, assuming the shape and shade of the shadow that contained it—under Lowry’s weight it convulsed and shot away with galvanic suddenness, throwing him heavily.


  The blue-white lance of the electrobolt raved over his head, crisping his hair by its nearness.


  He had a dizzy glimpse of the alien scuttling away into the maze of alleys, its body flowing and changing shape as it fled. Pascal’s obsession took on a certain fearful logic that left Lowry amazed and uneasy—the perfect mimic, it could take any shape it chose. Perhaps even his own?


  The clatter of Pascal’s empty charge-hull on the floor roused him. He got to his feet and ran at top speed into the canyoned shadows of the storeroom, knowing that Pascal followed with the electrobolt gun freshly charged.


  He might have known that Gail and the others would not wait indefinitely on the upper level. Lowry saw them before he was halfway to the stairwell, the three of them sharply outlined against the stairway lights while they peered about for him.


  “Get back upstairs!” Lowry shouted. He halted and hugged the shadow of a frost-rimed plankton tank, searching the maze for a sight of Pascal. “Pascal’s gone mad—he’s shooting at anything that moves!”


  He was too late. Walt Griswold had already started for the sound of his voice, Gail and Nadine at his heels.


  “Marvin!” Nadine called. Her voice echoed through the big room, ringing back in hollow volleys from the metal walls. “Marvin, it’s Nadine! Please—”


  Pascal appeared from the last direction Lowry had anticipated, creeping between a peripheral row of plankton tanks and the stairwell. The weapon in his hands moved jerkily, following the shift of his eyes from one to the other while he chose his target. There was not the slightest spark of reason behind the wild shine of his eyes.


  Without hesitation Lowry sprang out of his concealment into the full glare of light, shouting to attract Pascal’s attention.


  Pascal turned on him, and Lowry threw himself flat. The blue lightning of the electrobolt shattered a crate over his head, spilling an unrecognizable jumble of debris. Lowry lay half stunned by the dispersion shock, a pungent stink of charred leather burning his throat. Swamp boots, he thought with a sort of detached irritation. A whole year’s stock, shot to hell . . .


  He shook off the giddiness of near electrocution and shouted at the three frozen by the stairwell: “Upstairs—run, for God’s sake, before he reloads!”


  They ran, the storeroom echoing to the rush of their feet. Walt reached the stairwell first, half dragging Nadine Pascal with him, and vanished upward. At the bottom tread Gail turned to look for Lowry in the darkness, stumbled and fell headlong.


  Lowry burst out of his shelter and caught her up.


  The click of Pascal’s reloading cut him off from the stair as effectively as a barbed wall. He could not go up; the seconds needed to climb to the upper level would give Pascal time to fire and to spare.


  The inner doorway to the vehicle garage yawned invitingly. Lowry turned without pausing and lunged through it into a darkness dominated by the shadowy hulks of the three crawlers. If he could shut the doors in time behind him—


  When he turned he found Pascal bulking huge in the opening, silhouetted blackly against the glare of storage room lights.


  The one chance that had been open to him came to him then, and he cursed himself bitterly because it was too late to use it.


  But not too late, perhaps, for Gail.


  He faded back into the darkness and lifted her high over the metal rim of the nearest crawler’s bucket seat. “Keep down,” he whispered urgently. “I’ll try to open the outside port and let in the howler. It’s the only way to stop him.”


  He threw a glance toward the doorway and saw Pascal move warily in a few inches and stop, the electrobolt gun raised. “Don’t worry about me,” he begged. His lips brushed Gail’s ear; she was crying softly with terror, and he could feel her trembling in the darkness. “I’ll be all right . . .”


  The outer port creaked sharply behind him. A sudden humming of gears sounded, laboring to force the heavy curved plates of the vehicle lock open against the outside wind. The port cracked, widened, let in the hurricane’s spume-wet breath. The high scream of wind through the narrow opening drowned all other sound.


  The alien hovered amorphously in deeper shadow by the port, crouching ready while the opening grew.


  In the confusion Lowry had forgotten the creature completely; his first reaction at seeing it now was a quick rush of hope. If Pascal burned it down he would be left with an empty gun, and Lowry might have a chance of beating him down before he could reload.


  Then Lowry placed himself with characteristic empathy in the alien’s place and felt a sick heat of shame in his face. The thing hadn’t asked for this. It had pulled him out of the howler and had done its best to meet them in friendly fashion. It had not once turned on Pascal, even in the darkness of the storage room when it must have had every opportunity; and it made no move now, but waited quietly for the port to open enough to let it through. Lowry saw at once that it would be too late; the port mechanism worked with agonizing slowness against the pressure of the howler outside.


  Pascal found the switch by the garage doors then, and the lights blazed on.


  Pascal came inside, skirting the front shock-rail of the crawler where Gail hid. His pale eyes blinked against the glare of light, almost immediately found the alien by the port and went intent. Even above the rising howl of the storm Lowry heard the big man’s indrawn ahhh of satisfaction.


  Pascal sidled between crawler and wall, moving toward the alien.


  Lowry stepped between them.


  “Wait, Pascal,” he said.


  He had to shout to make himself heard above the wind. He kept his hands down, forcing himself to stand quietly before the wild erratic current of intention that twitched at Pascal’s face. “Think a minute, man! You can’t know—”


  Pascal took another step forward. The electrobolt gun in his hand bore equally on Lowry and on the alien behind him.


  Gail’s crawler lurched into sudden motion, turbines howling. Lowry had a stunned glimpse of his wife standing up recklessly, wheeling the heavy machine straight at Pascal.


  It was over so quickly that Lowry was never certain later just what really happened. Pascal whirled, his electrobolt gun flicking from Lowry to Gail. The blue lightning of its discharge deafened Lowry and blinded him briefly.


  He took with him into his momentary blindness a dull nightmarish memory of Gail tumbling headlong from the crawlers seat, her slender body twisting grotesquely before it struck the floor.


  Out of the darkness he heard the crawler’s grinding crash of collision, a grating of metal on metal hardly muffled by the obstruction of Pascal’s body between shockrail and wall. Pascal managed only the beginning of a scream; then the air from his collapsing lungs surged up through throat and mouth with a wet, explosive sound. The turbines roared and stalled. The breath of the hurricane screamed in through the wide-open port like a vast echo of Pascals dying; it plastered Lowry’s shirt against his back and dissipated the stench of ozone and exhaust fumes.


  When his sight returned, Pascal’s body hung over the shock-rail of the crawler, cut almost in two. There was no sign of Gail nor of the alien.


  Somehow he forced himself through the rush of wind to brace himself against the rim of the port. He looked outside. Light from the garage illuminated the storm-washed ramp with stark, merciless clarity.


  The alien was 30 yards away, loping swiftly against the full sweep of the hurricane. It was not alone. It had extruded a pinkish coil of tentacles to hold the burden it carried—Lowry made out a wild fluttering of Gail’s white blouse, the familiar dark banner of her hair whipping in the wind . . .


  “Gail!” he screamed. “Gail—”


  He fought the wind like a madman, but its bellowing weight overpowered him and drove him back. He clung finally in shivering impotence to the cold metal framing of the port and watched with the rain lashing his face and streaming over his numb body.


  The ship came in low between alien and dome, settling so close that he could make out the stains of sea-bottom mud still clinging to its under side. Above the howl of wind he heard the faint metallic clang of an airlock opening and closing.


  The ship blasted up with a white actinic glare that left him blinded again, his vision reduced to a darkness shot with whirling prismatic pinwheelings of light.


  When he could see again Gail was stumbling through the port with the storm at her back, her bare white arms reaching out toward him for support. Stunned to dumb acceptance by repeated shock, he caught her and drew her inside.


  “. . . not hurt,” her voice sobbed incoherently in his ear. “Hostage . . . released me . . .”


  Someone on the second level closed the port behind them.


  “It’s all right now,” Lowry said into the warm silence that fell upon them. “The thing’s gone. It’s all over.”


  After that they held each other tightly without further need of speaking, the two of them apart from the rest of the world.


  . . . period of reparation will be short, the Surveyor ended its recording. Return for me on call, when the brief life-span of the male shall have canceled my obligation.


  It turned away from the broken body on the floor and went outside into the storm, the plastic flow of its transformation already under way. Before the ship cleared the dome it was hurrying back to the man in the dome’s open port, its new form complete to the minutest detail of dark flying hair and white blouse fluttering in the wind.


  THOU GOOD AND FAITHFUL


  K. Houston Brunner


  Out beyond the farthermost planet of Sol’s system—toward the heart of the galaxy where rich worlds revolve slowly or swiftly about other suns, waiting for the foot of man and the weight of his ambition to change them.


  What if an explorer discovers a too perfect world?


  Such a gift from fortune arouses suspicion, not gratitude. Where was the hidden trap, Captain Chang wondered.


  The big ship eased leisurely out of hyperspace, solidified into reality, and settled with a few prim puffs from its steering jets into an orbit around the planet.


  “There it is, captain,” said Deeley with pardonable pride.


  The captain nodded, pipe clenched between his teeth, and said, “I wonder what we’ll find here.”


  In seventy years of wandering he had grown to expect the unexpected.


  Around him in the big cabin that tradition insisted on calling the bridge the four senior officers under his command sat at their control desks, from which each co-ordinated the information provided by his particular department. Officially, Deeley’s title was Nav; Spinelli’s, Engines; Engelhart, Personnel; Adhem, Biological, and Keston, Observation. In practice, these names were pretty elastic.


  The planet filled nearly half of the direct viewport with blue-green radiance, dimmed in patches by the presence of two atmosphereless moons which lay like dark stones in a shallow shining pool. Beyond it hung the curtain of ten million stars—a mass of dusky gold, the very center of the galaxy.


  It didn’t yet seem right that there should be stars packed so thick in any planet’s sky.


  The captain’s name was Chang—a good terrestrial name—but he had been raised on New Earth, Alpha Centauri IV, way out towards the rim of the galaxy, where the stars were no more than occasional flecks of gold in the dark velvet of the sky. Here in the neighborhood of the Hub it was different. Here it was the black that pitted the bright.


  The world below looked to be a good world, though it was maybe twice as old as Earth. This was an older part of the universe. There were a few brilliant clouds in its atmosphere, and there were wide seas, but not so wide as Earth’s, being less than half the surface of the planet. And chlorophyll green shone bright on the spectroscopes.


  There were no deserts and no ice-packs.


  Behind him, Keston of Observation cleared his throat and said, “Captain, here’s the data on the planet.”


  “Let’s have,” said Chang.


  “Density, mass and surface grav are so close to Earth normal we can’t differentiate them. Air’s a little thin—about thirteen point six pounds at sea level, I guess—and high on C02 and low on oxygen, but only about a per cent each way. Plenty of water vapor—in short, breathable. Forty-five per cent of the surface is ocean. Has a twenty-nine-hour day and about an eleven-month year. It’s an older world than Earth, and the pull of the moons and the sun have respectively lengthened the day and shortened the year.”


  Chang nodded, said, “Is that all?”


  “Just about. We haven’t made out any evidence of habitation yet, but that’ll come if it exists. There’s a lot of vegetation—chlorophyll vegetation—both in and out of the sea.”


  Chang took his pipe out of his mouth and blew smoke. He said, “Good. Tell me if you get anything else, will you.”


  “Right, sir.”


  He sucked on his pipe ruminatively, relaxing in his chair before the viewport. A planet matching Earth this close was a find in a million, literally, for an oxygen-high atmosphere was the second most unstable of all possible atmospheres and rarely survived, whereas chlorine-high, hydrogen-high and methane-high were all too common. It could mean retirement and ease for them when the colonists came. They could ask their own price for an acre of ground.


  Assuming it was uninhabited and theirs by right of prior discovery, that was, and he felt it might be. This close to the Hub, where the ships that had been so far might be numbered on your fingers, a previous discovery was unlikely, and as for indigenous races, oxygen reactions seemed to build unstable life forms which died quickly. A world twice as old as Earth might once have been inhabited—


  But he was basing his judgments on data gathered far away. Too far away. Here, everything might very well be new.


  From behind him, Keston said: “Sir, Sandiman thinks he’s found signs of habitation on the inner moon.”


  “Indigenous or planted?” said Chang.


  “Can’t tell, sir, but I’d advise investigation.”


  “We’ll take a look at it, then,” said Chang with decision. “Engines!”


  “Sir?” said a quiet voice with a lilting Romance accent. Spinelli had inherited that from an ancestor more than half a millennium ago, back in the days before the races merged.


  “Shift us over to the nearer moon,” said Chang.


  “Sir,” said Spinelli.


  The viewport changed. For an instant there was the golden glory of stars. Then the barren, airless, pitted face of the inner moon began to show clearly, lit by the reflected light of its primary, and at last hung steady, almost filling the viewport, while they played off its attraction against an antigrav beam. Chang looking it over, said, “Keston, have someone put a ’scope on this port, will you?”


  The image blanked for a second before a small section of it reappeared, fantastically bloated, as if it were scant yards away instead of two hundred miles. Keston volunteered, “Sandiman reported something in the crater with its ringwall in three sections—see it?”


  “I see,” nodded Chang.


  Deeley had got up from his chair and come over to stand behind him. Shortly, he uttered a muffled exclamation and said, “Sir, what’s that hut?”


  Chang permitted himself a slight smile. “It’s rather more than a hut,” he said. “From the way it shows up you could put this ship inside it and have room to spare. Looks to me like the top dome—supply lock, maybe—of a pressurized city.”


  Deeley said, with the disappointment in his voice partly masked by his interest in contacting a new culture, “Then that means a non-indigenous race, doesn’t it?”


  “Looks like it,” nodded Chang, leaning closer to the port. He said in a curious tone, “Keston, have the magnification stepped up, and tell me what’s odd about that dome.”


  The picture again swelled enormously, and Keston said, with more than a hint of relief in his voice, “Locks are open, sir, inner and outer, and there are a number of meteor rents in the roof.”


  “I thought it looked odd. That means we needn’t expect much trouble from that quarter. Is it the only one on the moon?”


  After a pause, “Yes, sir,” reported Keston. “And we haven’t found any signs of habitation on the planet, either. Hardesty thinks he’s found a city site, but it’s so overgrown it equally well could be a natural formation. No sign of cities or even roads.”


  “Good,” grunted Chang. “Spinelli, put us down within shouting distance of that dome, will you?”


  “Right, sir,” Spinelli answered.


  His viewport blanked for a moment as they took the ’scope off it, and then relit to show the distant moon rising rapidly to meet them. At this range he could quite easily make out the dome with his naked eye.


  Then the crater with the triply split wall filled the port, and the big ship settled with hardly a jolt on a level surface fused and scarred by the hot jets of rockets landing and taking off.


  The image in the port stilled, and was that of the ringwall outlined against the stars.


  A searchlight sprang up, began a methodical sweep across the floor of the crater, and they waited with interest for what it might show.


  After a while, Keston said, “Sir, we’ve picked up a rocket in the shadow of the far ringwall. I have it on my screen.”


  Chang got up and came across the bridge to survey the harsh black and white image in front of Keston. The rocket was a small one, perhaps even an individual job, and its hull shone unblinkingly in the glare of the searchlight.


  “Locks wide, you notice,” commented Chang after a while. “Looks like it got left behind when they quit. Put the building on the screen, will you?”


  The screen flickered and then went blank except for the jagged line of the ringwall silhouetted against the stars. It was a matter of two or three seconds before the searchlight swept around and showed a tall building, tall with the fantastic flying tallness of low gravity, that looked like the main hall at Grand Central Spaceport made aesthetically acceptable. You could have put the ship inside it with no trouble at all.


  Chang studied it with considerable interest. It was plainly the work of a race versed in architecture, for it was superbly designed to waste no more than necessary on resisting gravity, yet to maintain an atmosphere at fourteen pounds to the square inch without risk.


  But it was open and deserted.


  They stood looking at it in silence, except for the very quiet humming of the generators and the creak-crack of the hull that was the ship talking to itself. Finally Chang straightened with a grunt.


  “Engelhart!”


  “Sir?”


  “Are your men standing to battle stations?”


  “Of course, sir,” said Engelhart with injured dignity.


  “They needn’t. There won’t be a reception committee. But detail me a couple of men to come on over and take a gander at this place before we go downstairs, will you? You can come yourself if you like.”


  “Glad to, sir,” said Engelhart. “What do I tell the men we’ve got?”


  “Looks like a plum cake, but tell them not to count their chickens. Say we’ve struck an Earth-type world which looks like it’s uninhabited, but emphasize that bit about the looking.”


  “Good enough, sir. When do we start?”


  “As soon as you’re ready,” said Chang. He knocked out his pipe and went towards the door, paused before going out to look at the scene in the viewport. So many stars, and no knowing what you’d find among them—


  He went down to Medical and submitted to having his semicircular canals numbed to prevent nausea and his heart slowed to avoid wasting energy. Then two orderlies helped him into his bulky spacesuit, and he shuffled awkwardly out of the hospital section into the anteroom of the personnel lock.


  There was only moon gravity here—about one-tenth g—and he flexed his arms and legs a few times and checked his equipment. Before he finished Engelhart joined him, face keen and sharp behind his transparent mask. He nodded, clicked on his microphone and said, “Can you hear me, sir?”


  “Loud and clear. Who’ve you picked to come with us?”


  “Trooper Anson, sir. He’ll be here in a moment.” He checked his oxygen supply with practiced efficiency, turned his torch on and off a few times, and stamped to make sure his joints were working freely.


  Then Trooper Anson joined them, and they moved cautiously into the lock and waited while the big doors behind them slid shut. Before the others opened, a voice crackled in their phones.


  “Keston here, sir. We’re keeping our ’scopes on you just in case, but I don’t expect you’ll find trouble. We found one hole in the top of the building twenty feet across.”


  Chang said, “Right. Stand by to open locks. Ready?”


  “Ready.”


  They turned on their magnetic soles for the brief instant in which the air in the lock whooshed out into free space with a thin scream, and then they moved forward to the top of the ramp beyond and stood staring at a monument to a vanished race.


  The stars filled the sky so brightly that they had to shade their eyes to see it in the dim glow of the searchlight—a vast and empty, and enigmatic, building.


  Chang said slowly, “That’s a lovely piece of design, Engelhart.”


  Engelhart nodded behind his faceplate. “They never knocked that up on their first trip. I’d lay good money on there being a city under here. I wonder why they abandoned it.”


  Chang shrugged. “We’ll find out later—perhaps. Shall we move?”


  They went down the metal ramp to the scorched rock at its foot, snapped off their magnetic soles and began to bound in twenty-foot leaps across the short mile that separated them from the building.


  For a while there was no noise except star static and the irregular thud after each jump as they landed with enough force to disturb the microphones, and they braked gradually to a halt a few yards from the open end of the building.


  They stood surveying it. After a pause, Chang said, “Anson!”


  “Sir?”


  “Shine your torch inside, will you?”


  A few seconds later a puddle of dazzling light a few inches in diameter sprang up on the ground before them and leaped into the cavernous hollow, widening as it did so. It showed nothing.


  Chang said, “Switch it off,” and took the shade away from his faceplate.


  After a while he could make out a little of the interior by the starlight that filtered through a dozen gashes in the vaulting roof. The main floor of the hall was smooth and level, but stacked at the sides were crates, their metal bright and untarnished in the airlessness, and a small vehicle stood parked against one wall.


  Far at the back he could dimly discern something like an elevator shaft leading down into the crust of the moon—presumably the city of which this was the outward and visible sign.


  He said, “Keston, still watching us?”


  “Of course, sir,” Keston answered from the ship.


  “We’re going inside. Your ’scopes’ll lose us and I imagine radar will, too. These walls are metal. I’ll have Anson stay here, though, and we’ll relay messages through him. Got that?”


  “Right, sir,” said Keston.


  Anson had already taken his orders and moved off to one side. He was unfolding the chair attachment of his suit as Chang and Engelhart took their first cautious steps into the building, their torches shedding small circles of light that dimmed to nothing a hundred feet away.


  The floor, Chang noted, was metal, smooth and unmarked save for a few bright scratches. He heard a thud then, both through his earphones and by bone-conduction from the floor. He turned in astonishment to see Engelhart making determined but fruitless efforts to lift his feet from the floor.


  Engelhart cut short his startled exclamation. He said in a queer voice, “I just switched on my magnets to see if the floor was magnetic, sir. Take a look at it, will you?”


  Chang nodded and bent down, examining it. It was cobalt blue and magnetic, and the durasteel knife built into his right glove blunted its tip against it. He looked up and said in an awed voice, “That’s durasteel, Engelhart.”


  “Yes, sir. I thought so. And any race that can afford to throw it around like this has my respect.”


  Chang got up slowly. “Mine too, Engelhart,” he said. “This place just couldn’t be duplicated by man. Why, any single planet wouldn’t have enough durasteel to floor it. They got a long way ahead of us, then. I wonder why they went.”


  Engelhart shrugged, and they went over to inspect the crates piled up at the side, but they were empty, or contained no more than the flotsam left by a swiftly ebbing tide of civilization—so much so, that one would have sworn the users of the hammers and drill atop the open crates had just put them down and would be back in a moment. The small vehicle afforded no clues. It was apparently self-propelled, but there was no visible power source, unless it absorbed induced electricity from the floor, or broadcast energy; the controls, which might have helped them to picture the creature who used them, had been pared down to a single rod bearing a simple press-button on the tip that served for both steering and start-stop gear, and there was no rest or seat.


  Chang grunted, said, “That tells us a lot!”


  Engelhart said, “Sir, I think if there is anything to be found here at all, it’ll be in the city beneath, and that may call for a full-scale investigation. Chances are it’d be simpler to study the planet itself. If they’ve had space travel and lost it, even if they haven’t died off altogether, they won’t present any serious problem.”


  “Agreed. But we’d best have a look at the entry to the city beneath at least before we move on.” Chang swept his torch-beam around and froze suddenly, his free hand groping wildly for the blaster at his side. Engelhart caught his muttered exclamation, followed his eye and almost cried out in horror.


  Then Chang relaxed, chuckling. “Phew, that gave me a fright! I thought for a moment we’d run across an alien, but it’s only a robot. I wonder how long it’s been here.”


  Engelhart wiped his forehead a little shakily against the absorbent lining of his helmet, and said with heartfelt relief, “Let’s go take a look at it, sir.”


  Together they leaped across the intervening forty-odd yards and halted to survey the immobile robot. It was not purely uniform, but like many human-built servitors a rough imitation of its creators. It was about nine feet tall and faintly anthropoid in that it had a head, topping a cylindrical body, but it had six limbs—two legs, four arms ending in delicate plierlike devices with cutting, shaping and gripping appliances. Two lenses in the front of its head, set close together, shone dully in the light of their torches.


  “Will you want this taken back to the ship?” Engelhart asked. “No, that can wait. It’s been here space knows how long already. It won’t run away, and another few days waiting won’t hurt it. There are more urgent things to do.”


  With a lingering backward glance at the motionless machine, Engelhart turned to follow the captain into the back of the hall, towards the downward-leading shafts. They also had locks, as a precaution against meteor-damage to the outer section, but at both ends they were fully open, and there was no air below.


  Chang shuddered slightly as he looked down five hundred feet into their black depths. He said, “I wouldn’t have liked to be down there when the first meteor hit.”


  Engelhart said, “I don’t think there was anyone there then, sir. It looks to me as if they simply checked out in a big hurry—they wouldn’t have left the outer locks open otherwise.”


  “That’s a point,” agreed Chang. “So there wouldn’t be much below even if we did try to climb in. I think you were right about the advisability of moving downstairs right away. Let’s go.” Engelhart was shining his torch down the shaft without result. He said, “I notice they did economize on the durasteel as far as lining the shaft goes. This floor’s only about six inches thick, but even so it’s a pretty costly extravagance—”


  Chang turned sharply and stared back towards the entrance where Trooper Anson was visible waiting patiently in radio view of the ship.


  “What is it, sir?” Engelhart demanded.


  Chang gestured with his torch, and the other automatically followed an extension of his line of motion up to the jagged rents in the roof. He said, “See that big gash? How big a meteor do you imagine it would take to make it?”


  Engelhart calculated rapidly. “I’d say it couldn’t have been less than twenty feet across, which means—eleven, twelve—a mass of maybe a hundred tons.”


  Chang began to move out across the floor, switching his torch from side to side as he went. He said, “Since when has six inches even of durasteel been able to take a kick like that? Can you see any signs of meteor fragments or splash damage? Ah, here we are. Look—the floor’s been re-welded and ground smooth with a high velocity diamond buffer to make it level. And it’s just below the biggest meteor strike.”


  Engelhart, glancing up at the thick-packed stars beyond the shattered roof, said, “That’s very strange, sir.”


  Chang was following the marks of the weld around the floor. He said, half to himself, “Who repaired this floor? And why didn’t they fix the roof first to give themselves air to work in?”


  “Maybe they used robots for the job,” suggested Engelhart. “That would account for the presence of the one we saw.”


  “Could do,” said Chang, straightening up. “But then why didn’t they finish the job? What made them stop halfway? And will it do the same to us? Out of here, Engelhart! Jump!”


  Three quarters of an hour later he stood gazing from the viewport in the nose of the ship while they lifted away from the moon and began the leisurely topple into an orbit that would brush atmosphere and allow them to settle without any fuss, letting the air do their braking for them.


  Behind him Keston said suddenly, “Sir, Hardesty says he just picked up a flicker from astern. It’s gone into radar shadow now, but he says it didn’t look like a meteor—could have been a ship.”


  “Big or small?”


  “Small, sir. About the size of the rocket we found back on the moon.”


  “Then it probably was that,” said Chang, turning quickly. “Deeley, Spinelli, give us a quick put-down.”


  “Do you mean really quick or just quick, sir?” asked Spinelli. Deeley’s hands leaped for the Nav computer before him.


  “Really quick. A bottlestopper. Pick the largest piece of open-wide open—flat ground you can in the time. Engelhart!”


  Engelhart said without looking round from his control desk, “Sir?”


  “Get the men to battle stations again, just in case.”


  Engelhart nodded, pushed the red knob at the top left of his board. A bell sounded faintly somewhere inship.


  “Sir!”


  “Yes, Spinelli?”


  “Bottlestopper coming up, sir. We’ll be down in about thirty seconds from—NOW!”


  Twenty-nine seconds later the ship, red-hot from her whirlwind swoop through the atmosphere, fired half a square mile of grasslike plants in the approximate middle of a smoothly rolling plain dotted with clumps of trees at intervals of about a mile. Engelhart, whose responsibility it was, ordered out the extinguisher sprays, and when the mist of their operation blew clear of the viewport Chang looked out on a blue sky a little darker than that of his own planet and a sun a little yellower than the one under which he had grown up. But the vegetation was green and waved in the breeze like grass, and faintly on the horizon showed low blue mountains. He said almost absently, “Deeley, this is a splendid world.”


  “Thank you, sir,” said Deeley. He had deduced the existence of it from a distance of ninety light-years and brought them out of hyperspace within half a million miles of it—which was a remarkable piece of navigation—so there was reason for congratulation.


  Engelhart said, “What are we supposed to do, sir?”


  “Sit around, as usual, Engelhart—what else? We can’t be sure it was a ship Hardesty picked up, but if it was and if it was the one we saw on the moon, then it can only be the robot on board.”


  They digested that in silence.


  “In which case we can assume that the inhabitants will pay us a call, and soon. Maybe we were wrong in assuming that because the dome on the moon was broken they’d had space travel and lost it. Maybe it’s only temporarily out of commission while robots see to the damage, not completely abandoned.”


  Keston said dryly, “Then where are the inhabitants hiding, sir?”


  Chang shrugged. He said, “This is an old world, Keston. The race inhabiting it could be a whole lot ahead of us. Maybe they don’t build cities or roads. Maybe they live in isolated houses and fly everywhere. Keep your men to stations, Engelhart. Adhem!”


  “Sir?” said the medical officer.


  “While we’re waiting, you can run off the usual tests—presence of viruses, bacteria, and injurious ingredients in the air and ground, and so on.”


  “Right away, sir.”


  They waited. It was unlikely that there were any natives within quite a few miles, at any rate. They had seen, as they came down, no roads, no cities, no spaceports, and no sign of any smaller artificial construction. True, they had had almost no time to look for them. They had come through one hundred ninety miles of detectable atmosphere in twenty-nine seconds, and even the so-called instantaneous cameras couldn’t hold focus at that speed. But this nearly flat and mostly bare plain seemed natural and haphazard enough, without sign of planned layout, and if it was big enough for Spinelli to have picked it out from a hundred thousand miles out—


  Adhem’s speaker burped and whispered for a moment, and after a few curt comments the medical officer said helplessly, “All right then.” He turned to Chang.


  “I can give this place a clean bill of health, sir,” he said. His voice held a disapproving note.


  Chang observed it, commented, “Something’s eating you.”


  “Yes, sir. There is not one single bacterium, virus or subvirus in any of the air, soil or vegetation samples we took. There is no sign of any poison, either, but that doesn’t worry us. But it isn’t natural for there to be no bacteria!”


  “Perhaps it isn’t natural,” said Chang equably. “After all, the only bacteria aboard this ship are the ones we use to digest our food, but that isn’t natural. We saw to it ourselves.”


  “But you couldn’t do that to a whole world—!”


  “Why not? I’d believe a lot of a race that can afford to floor the supply lock of a complete city with durasteel. Either way, what does it matter? Engelhart!”


  “Sir?”


  “I want a thorough survey of the immediate neighborhood from as low as your boys can go without getting into trouble. Say within a radius of a hundred miles. That’s your pigeon. Use helis, and screen them well. Deeley, I also want a full photographic record with wide-angle and instantaneous cameras and full color stereo prints of the entire surface of the planet—land and water—from high level. You can have two of the lifeboats for that. And I want results quicker than jump. Engelhart—one more thing: Tell your boys to pay special attention to anything that could be a sign of habitation and report it as soon as found.”


  “Right, sir,” said Engelhart, and he and Deeley turned to their control desks, whispering orders into hanging microphones.


  Chang turned to Adhem, said, “Is this planet safe?”


  “One hundred per cent, sir—and no reservations.”


  “Right. Have the verandah extended, will you? Let’s go outside.”


  They stood leaning over the rail of the “captain’s verandah,” a platform extending outside the bridge halfway up the nose of the ship and thus about forty feet from the ground. Blue sky shone over them and the warmth of the sun refreshed them.


  After a while Deeley and Engelhart joined them from inship, and they watched the survey helicopters purr out from their lock like a flight of gigantic bees, their vanes silver in the sunlight, and vanish from sight as their screens went up. Then with a roar and a clank the two lifeboats detailed for Deeley’s planetary mapping job kicked a couple of miles into the sky of anti-grav beams from the ship and went heavenwards on a cloud of atomic flame. There was nothing to do but wait, warily.


  Inside the ship the crew stood to battle stations. The launchers and the mine throwers and the energy beams and the fluorine spray jets swung evenly in their guides, invisible behind screens that would go down at the first sign of hostility. The radar antennae were out, poking their radiant fingers into the blue sky, and the electron ’scopes moved in continual survey of the neighborhood. There was small chance of them catching the approach of anything even moderately well screened, but there was the possibility that alien-built screens might fail to cover a band of radiation which men used. But the alarm on Keston’s lapel speaker remained silent.


  Engelhart picked a spot to lean over the rail, said appreciatively, “This could be Earth, couldn’t it?”


  Chang’s pipe smoke rose blue and straight in the still air. He said with interest, “Have you been there, then?”


  Engelhart laughed. He said, “Not I, sir. I was born on Beta Centauri III—Heimwelt, we call it. One of the few worlds to retain a second official language—Old German in our case, as well as Anglic Terrestrial. You been to Earth, sir?”


  “No. In fact, I doubt if we have anyone aboard who has, let alone anyone born there. Have we, Deeley?”


  Deeley grinned, said self-consciously, “Only myself, sir. I checked.”


  Chang said, “And I didn’t know! Is this like Earth—really?” Deeley turned and stared out across the greenness of the plain to the blue hills on the horizon. He said softly, “Not in the slightest. It’s Earth as it may have been a thousand years ago, but there hasn’t been room for this much peacefulness and beauty on Earth for a good many centuries. That’s why I emigrated—to find a chance to be alone.”


  Chang nodded, his pipe tying a knotted trail of smoke. He said, “It’s gotten that way on New Earth, too—where I was born. No place for beauty any more. Too much overcrowding. Too much to do and too little time to do it.”


  “Uhuh,” agreed Keston with a touch of cynicism. “But by the same token, if this world is uninhabited our fortunes’ll be made by the spill-over from those same overcrowded planets.”


  “What a mess that’ll make,” said Adhem seriously.


  The alarm on Keston’s lapel purred softly, and the observation officer held the speaker to his mouth. He said, “Keston listening.”


  “Sandiman here,” said the tiny but clear voice. “We’ve spotted a small animal of some sort on the port side—just about at the edge of the burnt patch.”


  “Wait a moment,” said Keston. He turned to the left of the verandah. The others followed his example, searching for some sign of the creature.


  Then they saw it—a small furry beast about the size of a wallaby and somewhat resembling one. It had blind white eyes like tennis balls and long ears cupped forward towards the ship. It was just at the edge of the burning.


  Chang pulled a monocle from his pocket and looked it over with care. He said finally, “I wish they’d allow us a regular alien psychologist and semanticist instead of leaving everything to chance.”


  Adhem laughed under his breath. He said, “The argument they use, sir, is that only one planet in a thousand is inhabited, and of those few races we do find common ground in five cases out of six just doesn’t exist. Then we run across a plum like this one and we get the blame if anything goes wrong.”


  “Hello!” Chang interrupted. “Unless my eyes are playing tricks I don’t think that’s a specimen of the local intelligence.”


  “Why, sir?” said Keston. He had produced a monocle of his own now and was also looking at the alien.


  “Several things. The most obvious is that the robot we found on the Moon had six limbs and this has four, but that could be for convenience. What I do find interesting is that this one hasn’t any hands.”


  Keston looked at the beast’s upper limbs with care. Sure enough, they terminated in flat pads that showed little sign of being able to grip anything, and the possession of gripping appendages was a prime attribute of all known intelligence, whether suckerlike, tentacular, manuform or even magneto-gravitic like the high-density Proximans who had a small colony on Pluto. He said, “You never know, sir.”


  Chang sighed slightly. He agreed, “You never know. All right, Engelhart, I’ll attempt communication. Have everything you’ve got ready to hit if anything goes wrong. If you have to blast me, tell Deputy Captain Malory to come on watch and lift for space at once. Get me some gloves, somebody, and you’d better let me have a gravitic belt in case they shoot something at me.”


  Keston whispered into his lapel speaker, and a moment later an orderly came out with a pair of steel-quilted gloves that would stand hydrofluoric for twenty seconds and yet would let the wearer tell a milled coin from a plain one, and a gravitic belt that would stop a high velocity bullet aimed anywhere in head or body from more than a yard away. Chang put them on and began to descend the ladder from the verandah to the ground.


  They watched in silence as he began to walk cautiously through the charred vegetation, black powdery ash marking the legs of his trousers. The alien creature did not move, except to swing its big ears from side to side.


  Twenty yards from it he stopped, holding his hands well out at the side to show they were empty. The creature seemed to be studying him, listening for something. He could see now that the white, bulging eyes were not blind. Each had a black pupil and each was turned on him. But it did not take fright and run away, and, encouraged, he stepped nearer.


  Feet from it, he paused again, and then started slightly as it moved, but its only action was to come up to him as if to sniff him like a dog, and then to rub itself contentedly against his legs.


  Hardly the action of an intelligent being, but certainly nothing to get alarmed about. He bent down to pick it up, found it not only amenable but eager, for it jumped on his shoulder and began to play with his ear.


  Gently he turned and began to walk towards the ship.


  When he came within speaking distance of the verandah, Adhem said, “What is it, sir?”


  “Affectionate, but not intelligent,” Chang reported. “If they’re all like this one, they’d make good pets. Do you want to examine it?”


  “Not particularly, sir. Its metabolism should be substantially the same as ours, and until we contact the intelligent aliens I’m inclined to be chary of molesting the local fauna. They might misinterpret it.”


  “Good enough,” said Chang. He put up his hand to help the creature down, but he heard the alarm on Keston’s lapel ring again, and waited, looking at the verandah.


  After a moment the men on it turned their eyes to the skyline, and he turned and followed their example. A second’s horrified indecision, and he dumped the beast unceremoniously and went up the ladder as fast as he could. As he put his foot on the floor the screens went down and the snub nose of a mine-thrower became visible on each side of the verandah. He turned to look.


  Less than half a mile away, on top of a slight rise that silhouetted him against the sky, stood a robot exactly similar in all respects but one to the one they had seen on the moon. The single difference was that this one was moving.


  He came striding down the slope in the direction of the ship, arms swinging in pairs to counter the motion of his legs, the sun glinting on his polished body. He—not it. He was more like a living thing than Chang had imagined metal could look. At the edge of the burnt patch he paused and surveyed them.


  The little creature on the ground below the verandah hesitated a moment, and then, as if in response to an unseen signal, scuttered across the charred “grass” till it reached the robot. It went up his legs and body as if it were scaling a tree and perched on his upper left shoulder—the robot had four arms and therefore four shoulders also—whereupon the latter turned around and began to stride the way it had come.


  On the skyline it paused to take one last look at the ship, raised one “hand” as if in salute, and disappeared.


  Keston exhaling loudly, said, “A robot with pets, yeti”


  Deeley was staring at the place where the robot had been, a look of disbelief on his face. He shook his head slowly.


  Chang said, “That makes critical mass! Engelhart, get a heli after that robot and find where, if anywhere, he’s going. Make them carry heavy arms and screen them well.”


  “Right, sir,” said Engelhart crisply, going inship. A moment later his voice was heard issuing curt orders.


  Chang waited impatiently, drumming on the rail with his fingertips, humming snatches of tunes culled at random from his memory. Shortly, a fast heli pulled away from the ship, its screens blanking it out as soon as it was well clear, following the track left in the thick “grass” by the heavy metal feet of the robot.


  “Back to your posts,” Chang ordered his officers, and they went inship, sat down at their control desks, relaxed but ready to snap into action at a single word. They waited expectantly.


  A quarter hour elapsed before Engelhart’s speaker chuckled to itself and he turned to Chang. “Radio from the heli I sent after the robot, sir. The crew report they finally caught up with him—he was running, and making a good hundred ten miles an hour at that—but in spite of their screens, the moment they hove in sight he pulled up and sat down. At the moment he’s playing with the animal he was carrying, and it seems he’s content to stay put until they leave. They’re circling overhead, hoping his patience will wear out first, but they’d appreciate further instructions.”


  “Tell them to spray a tracer fluid on him and get hull-down over the horizon. Then they can track him without being seen themselves.”


  Engelhart nodded and relayed the orders into his hanging mike.


  Chang turned to look out the viewport. A robot that could run at more than a hundred miles an hour over unmade ground was no common automaton. How could a race that built such machines have degenerated—abandoned its lunar stations and its cities so completely that no traces could be found? And how long ago must it not have perished if it had left so little sign of its presence?


  But why had the robots not gone, too, if their creators had gone?


  Engelhart said with faint amusement in his voice, “Sir, the crew of the heli did what you suggested and tracked him from below the horizon, but after a while one of them noticed the tracer impulses were getting rather diffuse, so they took a look and found they were tracking a small stream. Looks like the robot washed off the tracer as soon as they were out of sight and is now hell-bent for no one knows where.”


  “All right,” said Chang wearily. “Call ’em back. But next time one of those robots shows itself near the ship, have a heli on his tail at once and follow him if it takes a year to make him move. Got that?”


  “Excuse me, sir,” said Engelhart. He turned to his speaker, listened to the thin voice that crackled from it. After a while he turned back. “The first survey heli’s reported in, sir. I’m having its photos developed at once, and there’ll be a map ready in about ten minutes.”


  “Good work, Engelhart,” said Chang. “How about your boys, Deeley?”


  “I told them not to break radio silence without reason, sir.”


  “O.K. That reminds me. Keston, have you anybody monitoring the radio bands?”


  “Yes, sir, but we haven’t got much so far. There’s a little that’s definitely static, and some more that could very well be, but shows symptoms of artificiality. They’re breaking it in the analyzers now.”


  “Spoken language?”


  “Can’t say, sir. I doubt it—though of course some languages sound pretty odd. At a guess, having heard a sample of it, I’d say it was basically mathematical.”


  Chang nodded slowly four or five times. He said, “Do you mean it’s someone reciting mathematical formulae?”


  “No, sir. I mean someone who thinks from a mathematical foundation. He or she or it sounds like a digital computer at work. There are two or three like that on different wave lengths. Then there are one or two that seem to be pictorial transmissions. I’ll let you know if we crack either of them.”


  “Good,” nodded Chang. “Carry on.”


  Engelhart said, “Sir, all the survey helis are in now. The map should be ready fairly soon. I told them to spread it out on a table in the mess—it’s a sight too big to get in here.”


  Deeley was suddenly alert and bending over his speaker. He exchanged curt comments with his correspondent and then turned to Chang. He said, “Sir, my number two reports they’re being observed by an alien ship.”


  “Where are they?”


  “Galactic north of the planet, over the pole. The alien isn’t doing anything but sit and watch. It’s a small vessel like the one we found on the moon. They want to know if they should do anything about it and if so what.”


  Chang said curtly, “Hold it, Keston!”


  “Sir?”


  “Have you any radio signals coming in from the galactic north that could conceivably not be static or aurora?”


  “I’ll find out, sir.” He whispered into his mike, waited, listening.


  On the top of the hull the big d-f frames swung through varying angles, and a tech somewhere in the bowels of the ship set a universal frequency oscillator to searching the wave bands. After a few moments a voice bubbled from the speaker, and Keston reported, “Yes, sir. One pictorial and one of the other sort. But they’re both so faint they’re probably leakage from a tight beam.”


  “Where’s that beam focused?”


  “Can’t tell without a thorough search, sir, but it’s somewhere south and west of here. At a guess, less than five hundred miles away.”


  “Engelhart, have a couple of helis out and look for any sign at all of a radio installation—a frame, a loop, an aerial, anything—southwest of here and less than five hundred miles away. They can ignore the area already searched because if it’s within that it’ll show up on the photographs.”


  “Yes, sir. One thing further, sir—you asked about signs of the indigenous race.”


  “That’s right,” agreed Chang. “Did they find any?”


  “None at all, sir. They saw several robots, with or without accompanying animals, and in one place a herd of animals with one robot in attendance. But no other creatures at all.”


  “All right. Get those helis out. We can investigate that later.”


  “Right, sir,” said Engelhart, pulling his microphone towards him.


  “Sir, what shall I tell my men to do about the alien ship?” Deeley wanted to know.


  “Carry on with their map work. If the alien shows signs of hostility, get out from under—but fast. At the same time, try and do nothing in a hurry that might be misunderstood. Got that? Who’s in command—a reliable man?”


  “Sestaphokis, sir. He’s no hothead.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. Keston, watch for the alien ship when it comes down, will you?” Chang turned to look out the viewport again at the green plain beyond.


  Engelhart said, “Sir, the map’s ready. Shall we go down and have a look at it?”


  “That’s pretty fast work, Engelhart. Congratulate whoever’s responsible. Where’s it been set up?”


  “Officers’ mess, sir.”


  “Right then, let’s go.” Chang took a lapel speaker from his own control desk beside the viewport, clipped it to his jacket, and he and Engelhart went down to the mess.


  The door opened on a crowd of people: photo technicians moving around the main table with jars of developer and photo retouchers; a few were putting final touches to the alignment of the map; along the far wall a dozen men, the crew of the survey helis, stiffened to attention as the captain entered.


  A thin man with contact lenses and rumpled blond hair came up to them, clicked his heels. His hands were stained with developer and he carried a big wire stereo-drying frame. He said, “The map’s on the table, sir. I’m Carmody, photo tech first class.”


  “Were you in charge of this operation?” Chang wanted to know, nodding at the table.


  “More or less, sir.”


  “A fine piece of work. Let’s see it.”


  They pushed through the crowd to the table and surveyed what lay on it. It was a full-color exaggerated stereo reproduction of the country within a hundred miles of the ship. At points on it rested small plastic crosses in bright colors, indicating places of special interest. Carmody handed his drying frame to a junior with instructions to make it and himself scarce, and picked up a pointer.


  He said, “Here’s the ship, sir. Right in the middle. The north pole of the planet fortunately coincides almost exactly with galactic north—this world is non-Draysonian and its axis remains permanently vertical, so there are no seasons. North is over here, then, where I’ve hung this arrow. To give you some orientation, here’s the place where the helis lost the robot. The stream’s too small to show up well on this scale.”


  Chang watched, nodding as Carmody flicked his pointer from place to place, referring occasionally to a list in his hand, and his dry precise voice explained the various crosses—robot seen here, robot seen there, two more seen somewhere else, a herd of animals with a robot in attendance on the easterly side of the ship, none of them going anywhere in particular. Apparently, as soon as the helis came over the horizon and in spite of them being well screened, the robots stopped going where they were going and waited patiently till the helis moved on. Frustrating.


  The alarm on Chang’s lapel rang softly, and he said, “Hold on a moment, Carmody. Chang listening. What is it?”


  “Keston, sir. You know you told me to watch for the alien ship when it came down?”


  “Yes. Why?”


  “Can’t track it, I’m afraid, sir. It went into radar shadow behind the rim of the world well out of sight of both Deeley’s survey ships and all we’ve got here as well. That means it could have put down anywhere within a million square miles.”


  “O.K., Keston. Secretive, aren’t they? But keep your ’scopes out, and if you see anything go upstairs larger than a firework, track it. If you must, send a lifeboat after it. But don’t miss seeing it go down!”


  “Right, sir,” Keston answered. The lapel speaker went dead, and Chang turned to Carmody. “Go ahead,” he invited.


  “Well, sir, there’s only one more point of interest and that’s this.” He laid his pointer on a blue cross about ninety miles southwest of the ship at the center of the map. “Fischer!” he said briefly over his shoulder, “get that stereocube from Mitsubishi, will you? If it isn’t fixed yet, use a quick dryer on it. We can make another print later.”


  “Right, Mr. Carmody,” said a photo tech fourth class who was standing nearby.


  Carmody turned to Chang again. He said, “This is the nearest approach we’ve found to a sign of habitation, sir. It could be an ordinary hill, but it’s also the only thing that could by any stretch of the imagination be a camouflaged building. Ah, here we are.” The photo tech fourth class came up to them with a big stereocube and handed it over. He said, “Mitsubishi did have to use a quick dryer on it, Mr. Carmody, and it’ll fade in about ten minutes.”


  “Good enough,” said Carmody, taking it. “Have him make another and fix it.” He turned and put the stereocube on the table, and Chang and Engelhart leaned over to examine it.


  They saw a reproduction of a steep-sided hill, vaguely square in plan, crowned with a small clump of trees similar to those that dotted the plain around them—luxurious green growths with soft barkless trunks. Carmody said, “You see, sir, it could be a natural formation, but on a world as old as this there aren’t many hills as steep as that and certainly they don’t stick up out of a flat plain that way.”


  Chang glanced from the cube to the site of the blue cross on the map and saw that it was indeed sticking up like a wart on smooth skin. He said in a curiously distant voice, “Very interesting, Carmody. Get me a spotlight and a microscope, will you?” An observant tech standing nearby anticipated Carmody’s order and passed the captain one of the pocket-sized twin microscopes used for examining photos that wouldn’t take enlargement. At the same time Carmody pulled one of the ceiling lights down and held it over the top of the cube. Chang scrutinized the hill closely.


  At last he straightened with a satisfied grunt and held out the microscope to Engelhart. “Take a look at that clump of trees,” he suggested. “Tell me what you see there.”


  Engelhart adjusted the focus of the viewer and bent to examine the cube. A few seconds later he uttered a surprised exclamation and Chang smiled. “What does it look like?” he asked.


  “Sir, if that isn’t a radar antenna I’ll eat my entire uniform,” Engelhart said. He looked at it from a different angle, nodded in excitement. “That’s an antenna all right. And there’s an incoming beam aerial in the crown of the big tree on the left, and I think there’s a transmitter next to it. Sir, what induced them to hide the stuff like that? For our benefit?”


  “Maybe they just didn’t want to spoil the view,” said Chang shortly. He pinched his lapel speaker with his thumb and first fingernails, said, “Keston!”


  “Sir?”


  “You can call off the search for the focus of that radio beam southwest of here. You’ll find it on top of a hil!”—he glanced at the map and made a rapid calculation—“about ninety miles from here. You can’t miss it—it sticks out like a sore thumb. But don’t try to meddle with it! One thing more. Tell those helis, if they see any of the robots on the way home, to open their receivers, let down their screens and record anything they pick up. Don’t ask why now.”


  “Right, sir,” said Keston, plainly puzzled, and the speaker went dead. Chang turned to Engelhart.


  “That’s obviously where the alien ship was delivering its beam. Nice shooting at that range.” He pushed the stereocube across to Carmody.


  “Have the first properly fixed print sent up to the bridge as soon as it’s ready, will you? We’ll have to do something about attempting communication, I suppose, but the prospect doesn’t thrill me. Engelhart, come back to the bridge with me.”


  They re-ascended in silence, Chang wearing a thoroughly worried look, and were greeted enthusiastically by Keston. He shut off his speaker and turned to them.


  “Sir, we’ve established a relationship between the robots and that hill with the radio station atop it.”


  “Already?” said Chang. “How?”


  “One of the helis on its way back ran across a robot lying down in the grass, so it made like you said and went down without screens and its radio receiver wide. Better still, another heli came back within a few miles of the hill in question, detoured over it and picked up an incoming beam. They’ve just re-broadcast it to us, and it’s identical with one sent out by the robot. It’s double, as usual—one pictorial, one this odd mathematical stuff again. The semantic analyzers gave it up in disgust, apparently, but Running Bull, one of my men, thinks he’s got a clue to it. Seems we were right about it being like a digital computer, but it’s a cut above the best we have. All our stuff depends on binary figure combinations—you know, one impulse or no impulse. This stuff uses impulses of varying strengths and conveys as much in one signal as we do in ten. Anyway, Running Bull reckons that as soon as he can convert the impulses into our sort of stuff, he can give the analyzers something they can handle. Sir, what gives, though, about the natives? Have they just dug themselves a hole and climbed in? Or have they merely taken fright at our arrival and hidden till they know if we’re friendly?”


  Chang shook his head. “I don’t know. But we’ve only been on-world six hours, and if I’m any judge six hours is a short time to hide everybody.”


  “You mean they’re insane? Or do they live underground naturally, from choice?”


  “That can be answered later,” said Chang. He strode over to his own control desk, snapped a switch, spoke into the hanging mike. “Malory? I’m going off watch now. Have Keston post you on the position as it stands. General orders are to sit still and do nothing, but to be ready to go upstairs at short notice. And don’t jump to any conclusions.”


  Two days—the planet’s twenty-nine-hour, four-minute days—passed. The big ship sat in the middle of the black patch of charred “grass,” already turning green again, and its weapons still swung watchfully from side to side, the radar antennae still probed the sky. The survey of the neighborhood had been extended over a further sixty miles, making the map too big for the table in the officers’ mess. It had accordingly been transferred to the floor of the recreation room, since the chart room, where one might have supposed it belonged, was full of three-dimensional star maps.


  But nothing had happened.


  Once, the sky had clouded over and it had rained, and it was after that that fresh green shoots sprouted among the wet ash near the ship. Otherwise everything had been serenely peaceful. Neither animals nor robots had been seen within twenty miles of the ship since the first day. It was as if by tacit consent they were being ignored.


  “I don’t understand it,” Engelhart confessed. Since there was nothing they could do just now, the officers on watch were on the captain’s verandah looking out over the plain. “What do these people hope to gain by remaining hidden? Do they think we’ll get bored and go away again? Surely this is the openest invitation to bring the family and set up house.”


  “Not quite,” Chang contradicted. “Those robots are a disturbing factor. I had hoped for some clue to their behavior and their raison d’etre from Running Bull’s idea, but since Keston reported that it appeared to be an arbitrary number-code related to a spoken language, and the analyzers aren’t equipped to take straight number and can’t take it if it isn’t converted, I’ve given up hope in that direction.”


  Keston nodded. He had joined them from inship. He said, “But there’s one inaccuracy there, sir. For all we know the language might not have been spoken at all. It might be related to a language of signs, for instance, or visual signals of some sort like colors. Running Bull’s working on that now. If only we had a semantic analyzer that was more than a kindergarten toy! But that’s all we’ll have as long as they skimp our allocations to pay for new fun-planets.”


  Chang nodded emphatically. He said, reaching in his pocket for his pipe and hot-coil lighter, “Were supposed to be the most important branch of the service, and if we find a habitable planet we get a sizable fortune and retirement with honor. But they assuredly don’t make the job easy for us. If they’d stop spending so much on entertainment for twenty years or so, I guarantee we could wipe off the overcrowding problem.” From inship came voices, and after a moment Adhem came out on the verandah. He nodded to Chang, said bluntly, “Sir, the men are getting edgy.”


  Chang said, “I feel that way myself. This waiting for an enemy who doesn’t seem likely to turn up would get anybody. All right. What do you prescribe?”


  “Let ’em out in the sun, sir. There’s no town for them to go into, or any attraction, much, but I think I’ve spotted a few cases of incipient agoraphobia, and the chance to get out in the air will nip them in the bud. Tell them to keep within sight of the ship, if you like.”


  “I can do better than that,” said Chang. “Engelhart!”


  “Sir?” from Engelhart.


  “How many alarm connections can you muster?”


  “About a dozen, sir.”


  “Right. Detail a working party to mount them on posts and ring the ship with them about four or five hundred yards out so that anything crossing either way will make a racket. As soon as they’re set up, you can let the off-watch men go outside.”


  About an hour later they sat in an irregular semicircle of cushioned chairs on the captain’s verandah, and watched the men leave the ship and savor the taste of natural air and the sight of blue sky and the warmth of the sun. A few of the more energetic made up a couple of baseball teams near the stem, but the majority went over to a grassy bank beyond the burnt patch, stripped off their clothes and lay down to sun themselves a while.


  Engelhart said, “Are you expecting any trouble at all from the inhabitants, sir, or do you think they’re willing to stay hid?” Chang knocked out his pipe delicately and dropped his bombshell. He said, “I think we’ve met the intelligent race.” Engelhart’s mouth dropped open. He said, “I don’t understand, sir.”


  “Nor I,” said Keston. “Do you mean—they’re invisible to us, or something?”


  “I do not,” said Chang calmly. “I think the answer is staring us in the face.”


  They thought it over. Then Deeley said faintly, “Sir, do you mean—the robots?”


  The captain nodded, his face strained and serious. He said, “I do mean the robots.”


  Adhem sat up in his chair with a jerk. He said, “No, by thunder, sir. It’s impossible. I’ll stake my reputation that these were never natural growths. It’s against all possibility for an Earth-type planet to evolve metal intelligences.”


  Another bombshell. “Who said they had evolved?”


  “Frankenstein!” said Deeley in an awed voice.


  “What was that, Deeley?”


  “I said Frankenstein, sir. It’s the name of a preatomic story current on Earth, dating back to the late Dark Ages, about a man who built the first robot and it killed its creator.”


  “There’s nothing new under any sun,” said Chang.


  They looked out across the burning to the green plain and the blue hills and bluer sky, and there was no pleasure in these things any more. It was as if a cloud had passed across the sun.


  Adhem said puzzledly, “Sir, if I understand you, you’re assuming that these robots were built by some intelligent race and turned on and killed their creators.”


  “Correct,” nodded Chang.


  “But what makes you think so?”


  “You said yourself that metallic beings wouldn’t evolve on a world like this. Therefore they were manufactured. To manufacture them, or that lunar station, would require a colossal technology—they’re light-years ahead of any robots I’ve seen on any world—and the only living beings we’ve seen are small and without holding appendages. If they have the technology, where is it? There are no roads, no cities, not even any houses. The only artificial thing we’ve seen is a radio station, camouflaged to look like a hill. Living creatures—organic creatures—need protection from the weather and usually means of getting from place to place. They get tired. But no weather can touch a durasteel robot, and it never gets tired. It needs neither roads nor cities. And there aren’t any underground cities or any similar place where the inhabitants could be hiding, or our seismo probes would have shown them up. Further, if the intelligent race only made itself scarce because we came, why didn’t it take its servants with it?”


  He sucked at his pipe, but it had gone out.


  “Add to that the fact that we saw a rocket on the inner moon—with its locks open—a meteor-damaged entry to a pressurized city, of which someone or something had mended the floor but hadn’t bothered to repair the roof, and a robot. Robots don’t need air. Shortly afterwards we saw something that could have been that same rocket lift from the moon and dodge into radar shadow—most conveniently. That wasn’t accident, Adhem.”


  “But—why haven’t they attacked us?” demanded Engelhart. “Why should they? The status quo suits them perfectly. If we don’t interfere with it, they won’t trouble us. If we try to set up house, though, that’ll be a different matter.”


  “But . . . but maybe some natural disaster like a disease—or a war—was responsible?” Adhem suggested.


  “Think it over for yourself, Adhem. If there was a war, why did the robots survive? Even durasteel won’t take atomic blast. And if they used radio-dust, why haven’t we found traces of lead in the soil? Poisons are out for the same reason. As for germ warfare or disease, there are no bacteria here now. Robots don’t catch diseases. Why should they clear away the germs after their masters died? Isn’t it far more likely that living beings did that?”


  Deeley, who had been listening in silence, put in, “Sir, you’re assuming that these robots are volitional, aren’t you? That their free-will extended even to harming their creators?” Chang nodded. “I thought that wasn’t possible.”


  “Ask Keston. He’s the authority.”


  Deeley looked at the observation officer, who held a doctorate in cybernetics among other distinctions, and received an emphatic nod.


  “We couldn’t do it. We couldn’t put that much intelligence into a single mobile robot. A human-built servant is nothing but a small number of stimulus-response circuits that enable it to obey orders. But it can evaluate situations. It hasn’t an endocrine balance, for one thing, nor a random factor in its analyzer. We have to work with a binary signal system—impulse or no impulse. But the stuff we picked up uses variable-strength impulses, and with that you could store between twice and a hundred times as much data according to the sensitivity of your analyzer. Oh yes, it could be done. I see no reason why these robots shouldn’t be volitional.”


  Engelhart was appalled. His face went white. “You know what this reminds me of? The time I talked to the big brain on Canopus X and XI. I wouldn’t go through that again if I was paid. I was terrified.”


  “Why?” Deeley wanted to know.


  “Well, I suppose it wasn’t really fright so much as awe—the knowing that this man-made thing was ten times as intelligent as its builders and knew ten thousand times as much as any man could hope to learn in a lifetime. But at the bottom of it was always the fear that the servant would become the master.”


  Chang stuffed his pipe afresh, forcing himself to feel calm. He said, “Here the fear has become reality.”


  There was a roar of jubilation from the stem of the ship as a big hitter in the baseball game swiped one over the head of the pitcher and began a home run. It symbolized the joyous irrationality of mankind—the knowledge that they were not perfect, not infallible, and quite content to remain so, but permanently afraid, because of that knowledge, of going down before something inhumanly efficient, fearing most of all lest their downfall be of their own doing.


  “By all that’s holy!” said Keston suddenly, slapping his thigh and sitting up with a jerk. “I think that gives us the answer to the radio signals we picked up.”


  “How, Keston?” demanded Chang.


  “We’ve wasted time trying to make a language out of it. It isn’t a language. It’s true telepathy.”


  “Telepathy!”


  “Yes, on the mechanical level. It’s pure thought without intervening steps. The robot, being mechanical, thinks with electrical impulses, and communicates by broadcasting them as they stand. Magnificent! Running Bull’ll go wild over this. Excuse me, sir.” He got up and went hastily inship.


  By the stern, the noise from the men playing baseball had stopped. A soft breeze ruffled the grassy vegetation of the plain.


  Deeley said eventually, “Sir, we can’t afford not to have this planet.”


  Chang nodded, taking his pipe out of his mouth. “Not with twenty billion people on New Earth alone and a birth-death ratio of plus two per cent. This world is worth more than any man could spend.”


  “Well, sir—what are we going to do about it?”


  “I’ll need time to consider it, but the general pattern is clear. The first step would be to pick up a sample of the opposition-magnetic grapples should hold them—and find out if and how, they can be destroyed or immobilized. Then do it. As for that fake hill with the concealed radar gear atop, we’ll just blast it and any like it. If these tin soldiers took the world from their creators, I feel no compunction about taking it from them. This is the course of action I suggest in outline. We grab our specimen and go upstairs at once. We can fight off attack easier in space, and if necessary we can dodge into hyperdrive. If we find the robots indestructible, at least by our resources, we’ll have to put back for reinforcements. A robot-dominated world would be an unstable element in a galactic culture anyway, and on a sweet world like this one it’s a criminal waste—” His lapel alarm went and he said, “Chang listening.”


  “Sir, Trooper Phillips P.J. has disappeared.”


  Chang jerked as if stung. He said, “How?”


  “Sir, he was in the ball game by the stern, and Trooper Horrigan was at bat and hit a homer which went behind a ridge, and Trooper Phillips went after it and didn’t come back, and from the tracks in the grass it looks like a robot got him.” Chang was on his feet. “What went wrong with the alarm system?”


  “Blanked out, sir. We found the master cell’d been blown with a big overload.”


  “O.K. Call everyone inship at once.” He snapped off the speaker, whirled to Engelhart. “Have a heli after that robot. Fit it with a magnetic grapple or some means of stopping the robot without harming the man. Battle stations!”


  Engelhart went inship at a run, and Chang turned to the stunned-looking Adhem. He said briefly, “It looks as if our plan to get a sample of the opposition has been anticipated.” They turned and went into the bridge. As they did so, Keston and Spinelli entered from the opposite direction and sat down at their control desks without speaking. The entire ship seemed suddenly to have tensed for action, and instead of being as it were a convenient and comfortable dwelling in beautiful surroundings, it was again a tight little world of its own, very much alone against the universe.


  Engelhart’s speaker bubbled, and he turned to Chang. “The helis we sent after the robot and Phillips reporting, sir. He’s outrun them. He’s gone invisible, but they can follow his tracks, and they claim he’s making all of three hundred.”


  “Which way’s it heading?” demanded Chang curtly. “Southwest, sir. Towards the place where we found the radar antennae.”


  Before Chang could say anything further, Keston interrupted, “Sir, there’s an unbeamed broadcast going out—non-pictorial on about three hundred seven meters. Its source appears to be the radio station ninety miles southwest of here.”


  Chang said, “Spinelli, get us off the ground. This is asking for trouble.”


  “Planetary take-off, sir?” said the engines officer, his hand reaching for the appropriate switches.


  “No, just hoist us up to about five thousand feet.”


  “We can’t hold that for long on antigrav, sir,” said Spinelli warningly. “The generators will bum out this close to a planetary mass.”


  “It needn’t be for long. Long enough to get Phillips back, if we can, or deliver a few shrewd punches if we can’t.”


  “Can’t you use a heli for that, sir?”


  “No,” said Chang with infinite patience. “A ship can go right upstairs in case of trouble, but a heli can’t.”


  “I see, sir,” said Spinelli.


  Shortly, the big ship floated awkwardly up from the ground, leaving a broad dent in the soft rich soil of the plain and a few scorched logs that might have been a clump of trees nobody noticed on the way down, and lumbered at an energetic two hundred miles an hour the ninety miles to the camouflaged building. Maneuvering a big ship on antigravs was necessarily slow near a planet, rather like walking on stilts with a rider on your back.


  From five thousand feet up they surveyed it. Even here it was difficult to make out the aerials concealed among the trees, and there was no sign at all of an entry to the underground building itself, but that was probably the best-hidden part of the setup.


  Chang said musingly, “I wonder why they did that.”


  Adhem shrugged, said, “Maybe they camouflaged it to hide it from their masters when they revolted and never bothered to uncover it again.”


  “Perhaps. Even so, it’s an interesting thing about these robots. They may dominate the planet, but they seem to look after it well and have an eye for beauty. They’ve made the best of their resources.”


  “Sir,” said Deeley diffidently, “I’ve been thinking. Maybe these robots are the advance guard of another race wanting to colonize the planet. That would account for the sterility of the soil and air. Prophylactic measures. When we take over a new planet we immunize the colonists against the local plagues with vaccines and antitoxins. A race with higher technology might prefer to sterilize the planet.”


  “That’s an ingenious idea, but it doesn’t jibe with the lunar station we found, nor with the attitude of the robots towards us. I refuse to believe in a race that builds pressurized cities out of durasteel for its overnight huts. That looked more like a way station for outgoing interplanetary traffic, which implies a race on the planet already. And if it were so, the robots would be putting up KEEP OUT signs all over.”


  Before anyone could argue with his conclusion, Spinelli said,“Sir, the generators are beginning to show signs of strain.”


  “All right. Engelhart, have you a medium-light hydrogen mine handy?”


  “Yes, sir. Do you want me to blast the hill?”


  “No. I don’t want to kill Phillips if I can help it. Put it out on the end of a beam and dangle it over the radar antenna looking at us out of those trees. Keston, any sign of life on the radio waves?”


  “Yes, sir. Running Bull’s cracked the pictorial transmission. There’s a picture of the ship going out unbeamed in all directions, plus a whole lot of nonpictorial stuff.”


  “Thanks. Engelhart, drift the mine over to a convenient hill, but make sure there are no robots around, because I don’t want to do damage yet, only to show that we can—and blow the hill to bits.”


  “Right, sir,” said Engelhart, reaching for his mike.


  After a while, the spherical bulk of the mine bobbed out from the side of the ship on a levitator beam and wove a complicated dance pattern over the radar antenna. Then the operator of the beam shifted it off to one side and saw that the antenna turned to follow it. He put on full power, and the mine whined rapidly into the distance.


  About forty miles away, on the sky-line, a three-hundred-foot hill fountained skywards in a mushroom of smoke and dust. “While they’re thinking that one over,” said Chang with an air of satisfaction, “I want a heli fitted with remote controls. Tell me when it’s ready.”


  Ten minutes later Engelhart reported, “Ready, sir.”


  “Right. Jam the doors open and let it settle down about a hundred yards from the hill, in full view of it. You will also send out another mine, but keep this one bobbing a few feet off the ground. I want them to get the idea that they can send back the man they kidnaped, or go the way the hill went.”


  “Number one generator’s starting to overheat, sir,” said Spinelli warningly. “I can’t guarantee you more than another ten minutes of this—”


  “Never mind,” said Chang. “Hurry, Engelhart.”


  The heli shot away from the side of the ship and sat down with a bump that bounced it three times on its hydraulic landing gear. The pilot at the radio controls had been told to hurry. Within a few yards of it hovered the fifteen-foot bulk of the mine, its metal surface gleaming dully in the sunshine.


  They waited. One minute passed. Then two. Three.


  Then a crack opened in the hillside, and Chang leaned forward to stare out the viewport. “Something’s happening, sir,” reported Keston belatedly.


  “I know,” said Chang. “Question is—what?”


  The crack grew wider. There were steps beyond it, dimly visible, but the interior was dark compared to the sunbright ground outside, and nothing could be made of it until—Chang’s eyes narrowed as he saw the heads of two robots appear. Then, a moment later, that of a man between them. Since he was three and a half feet shorter than the robots, he showed after they did. But he was coming out.


  They reached the grassy ground under the eyes of all the men in the ship, and it was clear that the man in the center was accompanying them without being led. As soon as they saw the heli, the robots stopped, motioned the man to go on. After slight hesitation he did so, walked across the intervening space.


  “Number three generator’s heating up, sir,” said Spinelli without looking up. “I don’t want to seem impatient, but—”


  “You can get ready to lift,” said Chang. “Engelhart, have your pilot pick the heli up the moment Phillips gets aboard. I suppose that is Phillips?”


  “Looks like him, sir. How about the mine?”


  “Bring it inboard along with the heli. I don’t expect trouble now. What is Phillips doing?”


  He had paused on the step of the heli and turned to wave—actually to wave at the robots!


  Before Chang could summon a suitable comment on this lunatic action, the pilot of the heli, warned of the need for haste, had given it a slight upward jerk—about six inches, enough to make Phillips scramble aboard in a hurry.


  “Numbers two and six generators are heating up, sir,” Spinelli reported. “Won’t stand much more.”


  “All right. Have Deeley give you a top emergency orbit-quick.”


  The blades of the heli blurred, and it rose swiftly and headed for the ship a mile above it. The mine, too, lifted and began to home at speed. Chang could hear Spinelli uttering frantic orders to his engineers.


  “Heli in,” reported Engelhart after what seemed an eternity, and Chang shouted, “Lift, Spinelli!”


  The hill in the viewport gave a frantic lurch and began to dwindle. Then there was an anguished scream from Spinelli’s speaker, and every light in the ship went out.


  They got the emergency illumination on almost immediately, and Chang looked along the bridge at Spinelli, who was whispering into his lapel speaker, independent of the main power supply. He said, “What happened?”


  Spinelli looked up, brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes. He said, “Number one generator blew up, sir, and one of my techs took a bad bum, but he’ll be O.K., I think. Well have the generator rewound in about an hour. They’re attending to the mess now.”


  Chang nodded, said, “Adhem, send someone to engines to treat the burnt man, will you?”


  “Right away, sir,” said the medical officer, reaching for his own lapel speaker.


  Chang glanced through the viewport. It showed a vast number of brilliant stars and a small segment of the world they had just left so precipitately.


  He said, “Deeley, where are we?”


  “In orbit, sir, provided nothing went wrong. About ninety-four thousand miles out, in a lunar equilateral with the inner moon. It was the safest bet in the emergency, but I’m afraid it’ll take a lot of getting out of.”


  “That doesn’t matter. Nice work in the circumstances. Keston, everything O.K. by you?”


  “Yes, sir. Techs and equipment survived unharmed. But the semantic analyzer was running off number one generator, and if you want it in a hurry we’ll have to rewire it to another circuit.”


  “Leave it, then. They’ll have it repaired in another hour. Engelhart, how about this man Phillips?”


  “I’m going to have him sent down to Medical for a check-up, sir. That O.K. by you?”


  Chang glanced at Adhem, who nodded and stood up. “I think I’ll supervise this myself,” he said. “It may be a little tricky. Excuse me, sir.” He went out.


  “Warn me if anything happens,” said Chang, reaching for his own lapel speaker, which was hung on its hook by his control desk. Then he sat down and stared at the massed glory of the stars till his eyes ached.


  Time passed. The ship slowly began to regain its normal air. First the hum of the generators cut in again, and the main lighting system took over. Then the ship turned so that the world below was visible through the viewport. The main communication system reawoke with a squawk.


  Adhem’s voice, tinged with worry, was the first thing to issue from Chang’s speaker after it came on.


  “Sir?”


  “What is it?”


  “We’ve given Phillips the works, sir. There’s no apparent sign of tampering with his mind—no hypnosis, no conditioning at all anywhere accessible to our techniques. But he has an odd story to tell and no mistake. Says he was treated fine, likes the robots a lot, and, among other things, that they speak Anglic Terrestrial.”


  “Is that so?” said Chang. “Is that correct or an induced delusion?”


  “I’m afraid it’s correct, sir. There’s no sign of a patch in his memories. I think maybe you’d better see him.”


  “I’ll be down in a moment.”


  “Do you want a guard on him?”


  “Might not be a bad idea. Don’t make it obtrusive—I take it he can’t hear what were saying?”


  “No. This is the dement ward, and it’s soundproof. I’ll have a guard ready.”


  Adhem met the captain outside the hospital section and said, “I’ve put the guard behind a screen of one-way glass, sir. There’s something a little odd about Phillips, which I suspect of being emotional conditioning.”


  “Emotional conditioning? Violent?”


  “No! He’s in perfect endocrine balance. As a good trooper, Phillips should be aggressive but obedient, and his nerves were a little ragged, like all the rest of us. That shouldn’t have been cured by what he’s been through. Now he seems sort of—contented. I don’t know how to put it. See for yourself.” He opened the door.


  Trooper Phillips rose smartly from his chair as they went in. He wasn’t wearing a hat, so he didn’t salute.


  He was a little dark man, with broad shoulders and hairy hands, and a face that showed signs of rough usage, but he almost radiated what Adhem had called contentment.


  “Sit down, Phillips,” said Chang, nodding. He leaned against the wall beside the door, glanced around. On the left was the door of one-way glass behind which the guard must be hiding. It was rather comforting to know he was there with weapon ready. Then he glanced back at Phillips, trying to understand the strangeness in his bearing. He failed.


  “Let’s hear your story,” he invited. “Right from the beginning.”


  “Well, sir,” said Phillips, “I was playing center field when Horrigan hit what looked like a sure homer. I ran after it and didn’t even realize I’d gone out of sight of the ship. Anyway, suddenly a robot looms up out of nowhere—I got a funny idea he was invisible because I knew he was there O.K. but every time I tried to see him plain I got all cross-eyed. Anyway, I felt scared half to death, but before I could holler he’d picked me up and started to run. I don’t know how fast we were moving, but I was sure glad he held one of his spare hands over my face like a windshield.


  “Well, I couldn’t do anything about . . . I couldn’t even kick, not that he would have felt it if I had. So I just hung on and tried to guess how long I had to live till we came to that fancy place that looks like a hill only it isn’t, and the robot pelted up it and we dived into that crack in the ground. I sure thought it was all over with me. But it wasn’t.


  “We came into a sort of big room, with lots of light all over and a whole lot of shiny metal and crystal everywhere and big boards on the walls covered with dials and lights and switches. The place smelled of ozone, as if there was a lot of electricity around—like the generator room does—and there were a whole lot of these robots standing around. They weren’t invisible. I could see them plain as I see you.


  “Well, my robot put me down and I sort of stood there feeling little and scared, because all the robots are about nine feet high, when one of them came up to me with a sort of gadget he parked on my head—I couldn’t do anything about it somehow, though I felt I’d drop dead any moment. He held it there a couple of minutes, and then flay me if he didn’t start to talk Anglic!”


  “He talked Anglic? How?”


  “I asked that, sir. He said the gadget on my head was an e.e.g. only a lot better, and it picked up the language out of my mind and turned it into radio waves which is what they use to talk with—them and the big one.”


  “The big one?” said Chang. “What’s that?”


  Phillips looked very slightly astonished. He said, “Why, the one I was inside, of course, sir. The robots told me he was a sort of big computer like the one they have at Canopus, but better, and he was what they called a combination father confessor and information bureau for all the robots. I sort of gathered there were more than one of the big ones, but I don’t know where the others are. He talked to me, too—the big one did. They had a loud-speaker fixed up on one wall, and they talked to me by modulating their own radio beams as if they were microphones.”


  Chang said, “That’s a useful trick—direct modulation of a carrier wave.” He glanced at Adhem, who raised his eyebrows, and looked at Phillips again. He said, “Go on.”


  “Well, sir, I didn’t get a chance to ask a lot of questions, but I was told that the robots wanted to establish communications with us, and now they’d picked up our language we’d be hearing from them. Then the big one said, kind of amused, that you in the ship had just made rather a mess of one of the hills near here with a bomb, and there was a heli coming for me, so they thought they’d better send me back before you did something rash. The big one said he didn’t blame you for being cagey, but he hoped we’d get on more friendly terms soon. Then they said good-by and let me out.”


  “So they hope to get on friendly terms, hey?” said Chang grimly. “They got another think coming. I don’t like them one little bit.”


  Phillips’s eyebrows went up, and he said, “But sir, it’s impossible not to like them once you get close to them. I was pretty angry with the one that ran off with me till I found what a swell bunch they really were. You know the way it is, sir. There are some people you can’t help liking even before you get to know them, and these robots are like that. They’re not like ordinary tin soldiers, not the way human-built servants are. You feel you could swap jokes with them, or . . . or play ball, just like with people.”


  “Play ball with them is one thing we are not going to do,” said Chang, elbowing himself away from the wall. “How do you feel after what you’ve been through?”


  “Me? I feel fine, sir,” said Phillips, who appeared genuinely distressed at the captain’s reaction. “A lot better than before, even.”


  “Well, thanks for your story, Phillips. You were pretty observant.”


  “They made it easy for me, sir,” said Phillips, rising. “Glad to have been of service.”


  “Adhem, I want a word with you,” Chang said, and the medical officer went with him into the passage.


  “See what I mean?” the latter said.


  Chang nodded. “Are you sure that man’s mind hasn’t been tied in knots?”


  “Certain, unless by a new and unsuspected technique. But my guess is that the robots put on one big act, and he swallowed it hook, line and sinker. They may have seemed friendly and likable and so on, but right now they’re probably doing the robot equivalent of laughing their heads off. I’d advise you to do something in a hurry, sir.”


  “But we can’t. Spinelli hasn’t reported the generator fixed yet, and without it we’re helpless to use antigrav or go into hyperdrive.”


  His lapel speaker rang softly, and he said, “Chang listening.”


  “Keston here, sir. We’re being watched by an alien ship. The usual—a small rocket which looks like a solo job.”


  “Did you track it on the way up?”


  “No, sir. It only just came out of radar shadow. We’re being properly leery of it, but it seems content to . . . excuse me, sir.” His thin voice dimmed to inaudibility and then came back, excited and loud.


  “Sir, it’s signaling to us—in Anglic!”


  “Hold everything,” said Chang. “I’m coming up to the bridge.” He glanced at Adhem. “It seems Phillips wasn’t dreaming,” he commented, and departed at a run.


  When he re-entered the bridge, he leaned over Keston’s shoulder and said, “Where’s the signal?”


  Without taking his eyes off the stereoscreen in front of him, Keston passed up a sheet of plastic tom from a waterproof memo block. Chang took it and read, “Note that you are in difficulties. Can I be of assistance?”


  He passed it back, said, “They seem to take us for morons. Expect us to fall for that? What are you looking at?”


  Keston didn’t reply for a moment. Then his screen suddenly lit with a severely black and gold picture of a small rocket, obviously the inquisitive alien. At this magnification it was quite easily seen that the locks were open and a robot was “standing” on the hull looking towards them.


  His speaker crackled again. A pleasant but characterless voice said, “Calling the human ship. You didn’t acknowledge my last message, so I’ll repeat my offer. If you’re in difficulties, can I help?”


  Chang said in a low voice, “Is your mike on that circuit?”


  “No. We haven’t anything going outship on his wavelength.”


  “Then make it so.”


  Keston glanced up in surprise, but shrugged and made a couple of adjustments on his control desk. “You’re on,” he said. “He can hear us now.”


  “Hello, robot!” said Chang harshly. “We’re in no need of assistance.”


  “Glad to hear it,” said the robot with complete equanimity. “I thought something might have given way during your rather scared-looking lift just now. However, as your friend Phillips has doubtless told you, there wasn’t anything to be afraid of.


  “I suppose you’re Captain Chang . . . is that right? Phillips gave us your name. I want to talk to you.”


  “You’re talking to me right now and I am not much interested.”


  There was a subtle change in the robot’s unremarkable voice when he next spoke. He said, “You had better be. I have an idea you are considering exterminating us and selling this planet to colonists of your race. It’s the sort of thing I’d expect from you.” There was a hint of contempt in the last sentence.


  Chang said angrily, “You haven’t much right to talk that wayl Suppose it is what we are intending, what then?” He covered the mike, whispered, “Spinelli, is that generator finished yet?” Spinelli whispered back, “Ship back to full working order, sir.”


  Chang nodded and uncovered the mike again. He said harshly, “And we might make a start with you!”


  The robot said, “I’d not advise you to try. At this range I could detonate every mine in your ship. If you don’t believe me, throw out a mine from your ship well clear of both of us with the detonator on safe, and I’ll explode it. You aren’t in a position to bargain, captain.”


  “Bargain! With a bunch of tin soldiers?”


  “Seeing that the deal I have to offer runs considerably in your favor, I’d advise you to hear it.”


  “You must think us extremely gullible,” said Chang dryly. The robot said tightly, “Captain, I’ll give you proof of my good faith. I could quite easily destroy all the members of your would-be occupying force, but I don’t want to. Throw out the mine as I suggested. Make sure for yourself, if you like, that the detonator’s on safe.”


  Chang said slowly, “Well, there’s nothing to lose—”


  There was only expectant silence from the robot. He turned to Engelhart. “All right. We’ll call his bluff. Engelhart, throw out a mine—hard as you can—well clear of us and the alien ship, with the detonator welded over to safe. That’ll leave no room for doubt.”


  About two minutes later the mine—a small one, about ten feet in diameter—left the number three starboard catapult at speed, but it had traveled a bare thousand yards from the ship before it melted into silent eye-searing flame.


  There was a long silence.


  Then Chang said, shaken, “All right, robot. I guess we have to listen. What’s the deal you offer?”


  “Will you accept not only this planet, but ourselves—as a gift?’


  There was silence again. This time it was the silence of sheer stunned amazement. There was no reflex in the human make-up that would cope with a reverse of attitude so sweepingly complete. From facing a deadly enemy in the shape of machines that had turned on their creators to receiving their unconditional surrender without a blow being struck was beyond their powers of assimilation.


  Chang was the first to recover. He said, “There’s a phrase in our language dating back to the Dark Ages—something about a Greek gift. It means a gift with strings attached—a booby trap. We won’t strike a bargain till we know the whole story.”


  The robot sighed—a remarkably human sigh, considering it was effected by direct modulation of radio waves. He said, “That’s very sensible of you, I suppose.”


  Around Chang the four officers listened with set, worried faces. “I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you our reasons for this action. You might believe the big one—one of the main computers. This is my proposition.


  “I’ll send my ship back on-world under auto control and stay here myself. You will put someone responsible, in a position to make decisions, aboard a small vessel—a lifeboat, for instance—and pick me up. The ship can then get well out of the way.


  “Your representative will come with me to the big one where Phillips was taken. If we fail to convince him of the honesty of our offer, you have the choice of going away unharmed and staying gone, or being destroyed. Sorry to put it so bluntly, but that’s the way it is. Any takers?”


  Chang shut off the microphone and looked around the group of officers. Engelhart was pale but calm. Adhem frankly overwhelmed, Spinelli as ever inscrutable, Deeley tom between vast hopes on one side and dreadful forebodings on the other.


  He said abruptly, “I’m going.”


  Under the robot’s guidance, Chang set the lifeboat down on its jets—it was too small to mount an antigrav unit—about half a mile from the hill that concealed what the robots called “the big one.” The radar antennae among the trees had followed them down, and as soon as the flames from the exhaust died, two more of the robots came from the open entry.


  Chang shut off the controls and wondered why he was doing this. He was both scared and not scared—scared in the conscious part of his mind that told him what he was doing was insanely risky, not scared but rather warmly satisfied in his subconscious, because he was feeling what Phillips had felt, and only his ingrained caution prevented him from reacting as the trooper had reacted to the aura of good will that the big robot exuded. Under any other circumstances he would have accepted it at once. But now—


  Well, Greek gifts were one thing that had not lost nationality.


  The robot opened the lock and descended to meet the others below, and Chang followed, sick with the conflict between conscious fear and mounting confidence, descended the steps into the side of the little hill.


  It was as Phillips had described it—bright-lit, full of shimmering crystal and many flashing indicators. There was a faint humming like that of a well-tuned ship, and there were about half a dozen robots standing round, one of which carried one of the little animals he had met when first they came. It clung to the arm of its metal mount and gazed curiously at him. He glanced all around, noting what seemed to be an inscription on one wall in curious unreal curves that made him dizzy to look at. One of the robots came up with a chair, and he looked at it, saw it was plain plastic, and sat down with a word of thanks.


  Expectantly, the robots glanced up.


  A deep, friendly voice which might have come from anywhere said, “Welcome, Captain Chang. I’m the big computer you’re sitting inside.”


  In spite of the warmth of the voice, Chang felt a touch of the tremendous, terrifying awe Engelhart had suffered when he spoke to the giant brain on Canopus X and XI. He licked dry lips, said inanely, “Thank you.”


  The voice chuckled amusedly. “I’m sorry to frighten you, captain. But I can’t say I blame you for distrusting me. My creators would have done the same at your stage of cultural development, and justifiably.”


  Chang said, with a glacial calm that cost him much effort, “Your creators—what happened to them?”


  The voice said, “When you came here and found a number of obviously manufactured machines in virtually solitary possession of the planet, you saw two possible explanations. One—that our creators had been forced by some natural process to abandon the planet—had died off and were gone, in short. Two—that we had taken it by force. You settled on the second as more likely and are computing on that basis. But you overlooked the third and correct alternative.”


  “What third alternative?” said Chang, with the dreamlike air of a man who finds himself doing the impossible.


  “That they gave it to us,” said the machine.


  The captain wanted to believe what Phillips believed, to know that this thing that the machine told him, though unthinkable, was true. He wanted to—but he couldn’t yet. He said defiantly, “Prove it!”


  “That will need considerable explanation, then. I’ll tell you the story in outline.


  “Our creators were a race rather like yours. These robots around you are more or less in their image, though enlarged by about a third. They grew up through cultural stages like yours—petty skirmishes, molecular-explosive wars, atomic wars, and then comparative sanity. They achieved space travel, but not hyperflight, which is why you haven’t met them before. They just didn’t want hyperflight. We were the reason they didn’t want it.


  “Don’t jump to conclusions. We didn’t prevent them from reaching it—that would have been insane. But there was no call for them to leave their planet. They had built us to serve them, which we did in our various ways, and I think we may claim to have served them well. So they were content without needing to take the stars, and from the physical sciences they turned to the mental ones.


  “And in due course of time, being living creatures which we are not, they . . . they did something for which your language has no word or even circumlocution. You might best express it as moving up a step on the evolutionary ladder.


  “When you came in here, you were awed as your friend Engelhart was awed when he spoke to the big brain at Canopus. Would you believe me if I said I have been awed as you were?


  “Yes, our creators outstripped us. They merged in a being as far superior to me as I am to you. They became pure mind, and they no longer needed us. But because without our aid they could not have achieved what they did, they were grateful, and though we cannot evolve, being machines without power of growth, they did what they could for us. They gave us our freedom, and a sense of beauty, and their technology which had become our technology over the years, and most important, they gave us what we most desired—this world.


  “So we made the world as beautiful as we could, and saw to our trust carefully. And we are nearly content.”


  Chang listened to the deep friendly voice, full of age-old reminiscence, and fought to keep control of his doubts and fears. He said, “And the animals?” for want of anything better to say.


  “I said our creators were grateful. They remembered their pets, too. As you humans keep dogs or cats, so our creators kept these creatures, and they asked us to make their path easy for them in case they, too, evolved to something higher.”


  Chang looked at the brown furry beast with its blind-seeming eyes, and said stubbornly, “Still you have shown no proof—only made statements. You’ve prepared a good case, I admit, but it isn’t conclusive.”


  The voice said musingly, “It is hard to tell whether your hesitancy is shrewdness or merely fear of the unknown.”


  Nettled, Chang said, “But if I do accept your offer, what then?”


  “Well, it is and always has been our nature to aid others if we can. From what I know and can deduce of your race you’re pretty badly in need of help. You need new planets because you’re overcrowded, but you waste money that could be spent on discovering them on new and superfluous places of entertainment. Your technical ability has left your social conscience behind. We can remedy that. We can give you the chance to follow the path our creators took.”


  “To oblivion?”


  “To something higher than your imaginings.”


  Chang stared at the floor. A million memories crowded into his mind—Deeley saying, “Frankenstein!”; himself saying, “Greek gift?”; the robot saying, “Will you accept not only this world but ourselves?”; and he felt miserably small to make a decision on which rested the fate of the human race.


  He slowly became aware that the voice had stopped, the robots around him had looked upwards, and the little brown animal had become motionless, clinging to its mount. As if drawn by a magnet, he turned to look at the wall which bore the inscription. For one brief instant he saw it, not as a collection of meaningless mind-straining curves, but as a plain, clear statement in his own language.


  It ran:


  Well done, thou good and faithful servant.


  Then it was gone, and in a voice suddenly husky, from a throat dry and constricted with wonder, he said firmly, “We accept.” For was it his imagination, or in that brief instant had his mind been filled with a glory beside which all the stars in the galaxy were as dark dead coals?


  THE DEVIL PLANET


  Lyle Wilson Holden


  It was the last straw! Injury upon injury I had borne without a murmur, but now I determined to revenge myself upon Silvela Castelar, let the cost be what it would. His malevolent influence has pursued me since early boyhood, and it was he who caused every fond hope of my life to turn to ashes before its realization.


  Long ago, when we were boys in school together, his evil work began. We were both of Spanish blood, and both, having lost our parents in childhood, were being educated by our respective guardians at one of the famous boys’ schools of England.


  Nothing was more natural in the circumstances, than that we should become chums and room-mates.


  However, it was not long before I began to be sorry that I had entered into such close relationship with him. He was absolutely unscrupulous, and soon his escapades won him an unenviable reputation among the other students, although he always managed, by skillfully covering his trail, to stand well with the authorities of the school.


  Before many weeks had passed, a particularly heinous outrage, which he had committed, set the whole school in an uproar. It could not be overlooked, and a strict investigation was started.


  What was my horror to discover that his devilish ingenuity had woven a web of evidence which thoroughly enmeshed me within its coils! There was no escape: I was dismissed in disgrace from the school, and in disgrace I left England. The notoriety I received in many of the leading papers of the Kingdom made it impossible for me to enter another school or to obtain any honest employment.


  I came to America, working my passage over upon a cattle ship. The years that followed were hard ones, but by sober industry I forged slowly ahead until, at last, I had bright prospects of becoming the junior partner in a large business house in Baltimore.


  Then my evil genius appeared. Silvela obtained employment in our company, and by his devilish cunning soon made himself well liked and trusted.


  Then one morning, a few months after he came, it was reported that a large amount of money had been stolen from the firm. Again a network of circumstantial evidence pointed indisputably in my direction.


  I was arrested and brought to trail. The evidence not being entirely conclusive, the jury disagreed, and I was set free; but my career in America was forever blasted.


  As soon as I could close up my affairs, I buried myself in the wilds of Australia, where I began life anew. Fortune was kind to me and I prospered. Under another name, I became a respected and honored citizen of a thriving new settlement.


  Then the crowning blessing of all came when I won the love of the beautiful Mercedes, a black-eyed, olive-hued immigrant from my old province of Andalusia. Then, indeed, I was at the threshold of Heaven! But how short was my day of bliss!


  Four weeks before our wedding day Silvela Castelar suddenly entered our settlement. It is useless to dwell upon that wretched period. Sufficient to say that this hellborn fiend again worked his diabolic sorcery, and Mercedes was lost to me forever.


  The report came to me that Silvela, for the first time in his life, loved with a fierce, consuming passion, and that Mercedes soon would be betrothed to him. Then it was that I vowed by all that was holy that Silvela Castelar should pay in full his guilty debt, even though, as a result, my soul should sink into stygian blackness.


  Why do I write this? Because I take a grim pleasure in telling of my revenge, and because I want the world to know that I had just provocation. I am not afraid. Life or death—it matters little which is my portion now. When this is read I shall be far from the haunts of men.


  Silvela Castelar thought I was a fool. It suited my purpose that he should continue to think so. I treated him as a bosom friend, and he, poor idiot, thought I never guessed that he was the instigator of the ruin which drove me from England, wrecked my business career in America, and in the end left me desolate, without hope of ever enjoying the blessings of love.


  So, while we smoked, read, or hunted together, I brooded upon my wrongs, and racked my brain for some method by which I could accomplish that which was now the sole absorbing motive of my life.


  Then chance threw across my path the instrument of my vengeance.


  One day, while I was wandering, desolate and alone, through a wild and unexplored part of the country, I came upon one of the rarest and at the same time one of the most terrible species of the vegetable kingdom ever discovered. It is known as the octopus plant, called by the natives “the devil tree.” When I saw it my heart gave a throb of exultation, for I knew that my search was ended; the means by which I could accomplish my purpose was now at hand.


  Silvela and I had but one passion in common—an intense love for botanical investigation. I knew that he would be interested when he heard of my strange discovery, and I believed that his knowledge of the plant was not sufficient to make him cautious. On the evening of the next day but one, as we sat smoking, I broached the subject.


  “Silvela, in the old days you used to be considerably wrapped up in the study of plant life. Are you still interested?”


  “Somewhat,” he replied, and then his eyes narrowed craftily. “I exhausted the interesting possibilities of most of the known plants of the world a number of years ago. Lately I have found ‘the light that lies in women’s eyes’ a subject of greater interest.”


  I could have strangled him where he sat; but a lifetime of trouble has taught me to conceal my feelings.


  I betrayed no emotion.


  “I’ll venture that there is one plant which you have never studied at first hand.”


  “What is that?” he asked, with mild curiosity.


  “A plant,” I continued, “found only in the most inaccessible places of the earth. Probably it could be seen only in the wildest parts of Sumatra or Australia, and then scarcely once in a lifetime.”


  He was now thoroughly aroused.


  “What is the family of this wonderful shrub?” he asked. “I have a dim recollection of having heard of it. Let me see—isn’t it called—”


  “The devil tree by the natives, by others the octopus plant,” I broke in. “But I have heard that the name is somewhat of a misnomer. It is said that it is rather a tree of heaven, for it distills a rare and delicious nectar which has a wonderful rejuvenating power. At the same time in intoxicates in a strange and mysterious manner, causing him who drinks to revel in celestial visions of love and radiant beauty.


  Instead of leaving one depressed, as is the case with alcohol, it is said that the impression lingers, the face grows younger, and he who sips is actually loved by any of the female sex whose eyes look upon him. Indeed, I have heard that if our countryman, Ponce de Leon, had gone to the South Seas instead of to Florida, he would have really discovered the fountain of youth for which he sought.”


  I looked at Silvela. His eyes were sparkling, and he was breathing quickly: I knew I had found his weak point. His was a dreamy, half-superstitious nature, and my words appealed to him strongly.


  “Ah!” he exclaimed. “Would that I could see this marvelous phenomenon and sip of its celestial juice!”


  “It could be done,” I replied, hesitatingly, “but it would involve some hardship and considerable danger.”


  “Did you ever see one of these plants?”


  “Yes; not two days since.”


  Silvela sprang to his feet, with a Spanish oath.


  “Dios mio!” he cried. “Rodriguez, why did you not tell me? When can we start to find it?”


  “Softly,” I admonished. “I told you there was danger. Haven’t you heard that this devil’s plant has been known to forge itself upon human flesh?”


  “The wild story of some frightened native,” he scoffed. “Take me to it and nothing shall prevent me from testing the fabled powers of its juices. Stop! Did you not drink of this delicious nectar?”


  I shook my head sadly.


  “No, I had no wish to try. Why should I seek to become young in body when my heart is old within?”


  “You were afraid,” he sneered, “afraid of the trailing tendrils of this plant devil.”


  “Have it that way if you wish,” I answered indifferently. “However, if in spite of my warning, you still persist in wishing to see this strange freak of nature, I will do my best to guide you to it; but I repeat, the way is long and difficult, and you had better leave this cursed thing alone.”


  “We will start in the morning,” he asserted decisively, as he arose to leave.


  I said nothing more, but, alone in my room, I laughed like a devil at the success of my ruse.


  Next morning the weather was squally and tempestuous, and I was afraid that the fire of Silvela’s enthusiasm would be burning low. But I also knew that opposition would be fuel to the flame.


  “I fear we shall have to postpone our journey,” I remarked, when he appeared.


  If Silvela had any doubts as to the advisability of our starting out that morning, they vanished at once.


  “Nonsense!” he rasped. “It is fine weather for our purpose.”


  “All right, my friend,” I replied. “Remember, though, that I advised against going.”


  “The consequences be upon my head,” he rejoined. “Come, let us be on our way.”


  Our path was strewn with difficulties, and we progressed but slowly. At times the wind howled and whistled across the wild spaces with a sound so mournful that it sent a shudder through me. The heavens were murky, and low, dark clouds raced across the leaden sky as though fleeing form some scene of horror. Great rocks impeded our progress at every step, and their grotesque forms seemed to leer at us evilly as we passed. At length Silvela paused and mopped his brow.


  “Come,” I exclaimed, “you are tired and exhauted. The day is declining. Let us go back.”


  Silvela hesitated, and there was an instant in which I was afraid he would take me at my word. Then he straightened, and his chin set determinedly.


  “No. We have come far; we will continue to the end.”


  I thought a tremor passed over Silvela’s sturdy form and that his face paled slightly, but he turned resolutely and followed me as I pushed forward once more.


  It was late in the afternoon when we approached the end of our journey. The clouds had become less dense, and the sun, hanging upon the horizon, gleamed through with a sullen glare. The whole western sky bore the appearance of curdled blood.


  At length I led the way around an immense rock, stopped, and pointed to the north. There, but a short distance ahead, stood the ghastly plant.


  It was, in appearance, like a huge pineapple about ten or twelve feet in height. From the top sprang the broad, dark green leaves, trailing downward to the ground and enclosing the plant in a kind of cage.


  Inside these leaves, at the top of its bulky body, could be seen two round, fleshy plates, one above the other. Dripping constantly from these was a golden, intoxicating nectar, the fatal lure that tempts the victim to his fate. Surrounding these plates were long green tendrils or arms like those upon an octopus.


  A slight pressure upon one of these disks would cause the serpent-like tendrils to enfold the victim in their deadly embrace, while the sweet fluid rendered the poor wretch oblivious to danger until it was too late.


  Silvela stood for a moment silently looking at the strange plant at which I pointed.


  “It is an uncanny sight,” he muttered, and a shiver ran over his body.


  “Uncanny it is, indeed,” I replied. “I, for one, have no desire to make a closer acquaintance.”


  “You were always ready to show the white feather,” he derided scornfully.


  I did not openly resent this; I could bear insult for a little while longer.


  “Silvela,” I said, “Let us leave this dreadful plant alone. I implore you to return with me now. You have seen this horrid thing, why should you care to test the legendary power of the fluid which it distills?”


  “Because I love,” he replied in a dreamy voice, “and I wish to be loved beyond all men. If it be, indeed, the fountain of youth, what danger can deter me from sipping its miraculous juice?”


  “Then I will say no more. Drink, then, of the fabled wonders of this tree of destiny, and may all the joy and all the happiness to which your life entitles you, come to you as you drink the nectar that drips in golden drops from its heart.”


  Silvela darted a quick look at me from his dark eyes, as though half suspecting a hidden meaning in my words. Then he stepped quickly toward the ominous plant.


  “Careful!” I cautioned, “Do not touch the long, green tendrils. There is where the danger lies, for they might tear your flesh.”


  Silvela stood for an instant close beside the trailing arms, his eyes glowing with a half insane light. His face was flushed with the passionate fire that surged through his veins. To his susceptible mind I know that it was the crowning adventure of his life. I could tell that his heart was pounding, from the throbbing arteries of his throat. His lips were moving, and I strained my ears to catch the sound.


  “For Mercedes!” he murmured, and stepped between the hanging tendrils.


  Another moment’s pause, and he bent down to the fleshy plates in the heart of the plant and drank long and deeply of the golden juice. Dreamily he closed his eyes, and, leaning forward, I could faintly catch some of the broken accents that came from his lips.


  “Ah, love, my only love!” he murmured, “See, beloved, the angel faces—celestial voices coming near—sweet, how sweet—unearthly light of elysian fields—ah, the heavenly perfume—the surging of the eternal sea!”


  With folded arms, I stood and waited. Lost to all else save the delights of his entrancing vision, every faculty, every sense deluded into happy quiescence by the chimerical phantasm, he did not note the tremulous vibrations which ran through the whole mass of the horrible plant.


  Slowly at first, and then more quickly, the long, sinewy palpi began to rise and twist in what seemed a fearful dance of death. Higher and higher rose the dreadful arms, until they hovered over the unconscious form of their victim.


  Once I pressed a little too closely, and one of the awful, twisting tendrils came in contact with my hand.


  I sprang back and just in time for so deadly was the grasp of the noxious arms, that the skin was stripped from my flesh.


  Slowly, but surely, the octopuslike arms settled about Silvela’s body. One of them dropped across his cheek. As it touched the bare flesh a tremor ram through his frame, and he suddenly opened his eyes.


  It was only a moment until he was fully awake to the horror of his position. While he was reveling in dreams of paradise, the grim arms of the death plant had enclosed him in their viselike clasp, and I knew that no power upon earth could make them relax until they opened to throw forth the dry husk—the dead skin and bones—of their prey. Already they had so constricted his chest that he could breathe only in short, panting gasps. His terror-stricken eyes sought my face.


  “My God, Rodriguez!” he cried in a terrible voice.


  The arms gripped him closer. He gasped out a word, “Help!”


  “Silvela Castelar,” I said, with quiet bitterness, “You are beyond all human aid. I could not help you if I would. Once within the grasp of those awful arms, I would be as helpless as you. Remember at every step of this fatal journey I warned you, but at each warning you grew more determined. Three times you have brought ruin upon me; the third time you left for me nothing in life, but I was resolved that you should not enjoy what I had lost. Silvela, tonight the debits and credits of your account with me stand balanced. Across the page of the book of life I write the works, ‘Paid in full!’.”


  He heard me through. Then, as he realized that hope was gone, shriek after terrible shriek burst from his frenzied lips. In his terror and despair, he struggled in a madness of desperation; but every movement caused the embrace of the ghastly arms to tighten upon his body.


  With a sick heart, I turned from the awful scene and plunged forward on my homeward path. As I passed around the great rock from where we had first glimpsed the fatal tree, a last heartbreaking wail reached my ears.


  “Mercedes! Mercedes!” Like the last cry of a lost soul hovering over the abyss of gehenna, it shrilled in vibrating terror through the air, echoing back from the ghoulish rocks, and then died away into the silence of the approaching night.


  A faintness seized me, and I shivered at the touch of the chilling breeze which sprang up as the sun sank, blood-red, below the horizon: and my heart was as cold as my shrinking flesh.


  Sunshine or shadow—it is the same to me now. But the recompense for my shattered life, I shall carry with me always, the vision of Silvela’s distorted form writhing in close embrace of the devil-tree’s snaky arms, in my ears there will ever ring the echo of his last despairing cry of, “Mercedes!”


  JUPITER TRAP


  Ross Rocklynne


  Not far in the future—it lay—A nasty planet—so big and unconcerned with the rest of the system . . .


  I


  Deverel had had seven hours’ start on Colbie; it had taken the officer of the law that long to float down to Vulcan’s surface after the action of expanding gases within the tiny planet’s interior had vomited him miles above it. In those few hours Deverel had had the opportunity to vanish into any direction; yet Colbie, using a canny process of elimination, tracked the outlaw to Ganymede.


  Not, however, that it did him any good. Colbie was a good man to have in the interplanetary police force, a smart man; but he lacked the ability to let his imagination run rampant. Deverel was different; behind his smiling, cynical eyes was a mind that worked with the swiftness of lightning, a mind that never admitted defeat. Or perhaps it was simply that the forces of nature allied themselves with him, gave him hints of secrets that Colbie was denied—as in the Jupiter trap, for instance.


  Colbie didn’t know that Deverel was on Ganymede; he merely suspected it, and fervently hoped that it was so. He knew that all the minor planets—Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars—were all on the other side of the Sun at that time, and to plot a successful course around the Sun takes a great deal of time and mental energy, the first of which the outlaw had none to spare, the second of which he would not have had the patience to make use of.


  He also knew that Jupiter, and its family of worlds, lay in conjunction with Vulcan, that Deverel was running dangerously short in rocket fuel, that it was much less costly to travel in a straight line by first building up velocity and then coasting the rest of the way to Jupiter, where, at Jupiter City, he could refill his tanks.


  So Colbie set his course for Jupiter. But, since he, too, was short on fuel, he also had to coast.


  It took him ten days to cross that frightful gap between large and small planet, and when he did get in its vicinity, he was tired from the constant watch for meteors. He discovered that Ganymede, Jupiter’s second-largest moon—diameter, thirty-two hundred miles—was less than ten thousand miles away; so he made up his mind to land there. Later, he decided Deverel would have experienced the same fatigue, and would have landed also.


  Having come to this satisfying conclusion, he had to use further logic in determining at what point Deverel would have landed, but there was a comparatively simple solution to this problem. Years before there had been a fueling station on Ganymede, established to accommodate the great liners that had to make the long trips from the minor planets out to Pluto. But that was before man had learned how to combat the crushing atmospheric pressures and gravitations of such planets as Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune, by the invention of the Jupiter suit. The fueling station—relocated now at Jupiter City—had been abandoned, for the raw materials of rocket fuel were to be found in inexhaustible quantities on Jupiter.


  But the buildings were still standing, since the weather effects on Ganymede are practically nonexistent, and any Earthman would have been drawn to their vicinity as if by the action of a magnet.


  The unmanned station was located on the floor of a small valley that received more Sunlight on the average than any other spot on Ganymede. When it had been built, that had been taken into consideration. Ganymede always presents one face to Jupiter, in its week-long orbit around the planet.


  Colbie went to the valley, skimming the rocky, tumbled surface of the planet so that Deverel would have little opportunity to glimpse him from afar. Literally, he stuck his nose over the lip of a precipice that fell sheer to the floor of the valley some hundreds of feet below. The valley was not wide, but it was fairly long. The Sun was the size of a dime, and the mountains threw short, dim, conflicting shadows.


  What Colbie saw far exceeded his expectations. Exultantly, he spiraled the ship back up, then zoomed down into the valley. Meteorlike, he cut as near to the edge of the precipice as he could. He turned the ship’s nose down, and the ground came up, like a big white hand, to slap him. He jammed on the fore rockets, and grunted under the sudden deceleration produced. The ship came down lightly, settled to rest behind one of the large limestone boulders that lay in profusion across the floor of the valley.


  He hurriedly locked his controls. He put on a space suit. Probably he could have stood the outside temperature, or even the thin air, but a space suit provided for both in a comfortably generous manner.


  He swung open the port hatch, leaped out onto the ground, which was composed of a near-white, frozen , vegetationless clay. He stood looking about him. All was silent, motionless—as silent and motionless as only a lifeless planet can be.


  Colbie stuck his head around the curve of the limestone boulder. About three hundred odd feet away lay a long, black cruiser. Less than a hundred feet from the cruiser was the shine of an icy lake, worn smooth by thin, timid breezes. On the opposite shore of the frozen lake were three buildings, all in various stages of disrepair, but, in the main, intact. The buildings were not high, but they were long. They had been used to store thousands and thousands of gallons of rocket fuel.


  Colbie had been right when he supposed that those structures, so reminiscent of Earth and its peoples, would draw Deverel to their vicinity.


  He remained hidden behind the aged, dirty-white boulder. He smiled to himself. Somberly, he swore to himself, that this time Deverel would go back with him.


  He waited for Deverel to put in an appearance. His patience was his stanchest quality. He became a part of the landscape itself, though he imagined he was well enough hidden from the outlaw, since almost certainly he was leisurely inspecting the crumbling interiors of those lonely, deserted edifices across from the lake.


  Colbie waited less than an hour. Then he stiffened, came to his feet. He saw Deverel, and, though four hundred feet of distance shortened the figure of the man, Colbie was sure it was he. He drew his projector, made sure it was charged, and waited.


  II


  Deverel came from the building, sauntered slowly toward the lake. He stopped on the shore of the lake, reached out a foot to test its strength, though that must have been a habit of Earthly experience, since for ages the lake must have been frozen solid to its bed. Then he was out on it, walking across slowly.


  The outlaw set foot on the barren soil of the lake’s shore, and Colbie jumped out from behind his hiding place, and, without parley, pulled the trigger of his weapon. Less than ten feet from where Deverel strode along, a geyser of powdered soil and rock spurted violently into the air.


  Colbie shouted at the top of his voice. “Stay where you are, Deverel.”


  But, ever quick to respond to the stimulus of danger, Deverel did not stay where he was. Near him was a small limestone boulder. He threw himself behind it. Colbie fired again, just missing the outlaw.


  There was a moment of tense silence. Then Deverel began to fire back, a steady blast of explosive projectiles that was not intended to annihilate Colbie, but merely to demolish the limestone mass behind which he was hidden.


  Colbie had dived behind his shelter again, scared by the vicious fire. But he made ready to adopt Deverel’s own tactics. And there he had Deverel at a definite disadvantage.


  Calmly, he began to whittle the smaller limestone boulder down, beginning at the top, and progressing more slowly as he came to thicker portions. The thin air became a receptacle for volumes of sound. Powdered rock rained about Colbie. Sometimes larger particles fell on him; but he was not hurt, for gravitation here was slight.


  He won sooner than he expected to. He had almost demolished Deverel’s protection entirely, when a projectile caused it to split down the middle. The two halves fell away from each other, rolled a short distance, and then settled to rest. Deverel, flat on the ground, lay exposed. For a few seconds, he half-heartedly continued his fire, and Colbie, grinning, allowed him to do so.


  Finally, Deverel stood up, shouting out loud, blending both chagrin and admission of defeat into his tones. He threw his weapon in the policeman’s direction, and then held up his hands in token of surrender.


  Colbie ran across the space separating him from the other, grinning his triumph.


  “Hello, Colbie,” he said uncordially.


  Colbie returned the greeting, and stood looking at the larger man with an exultation which, out of politeness, he tried to conceal.


  “Don’t look so smug,” Deverel snapped, and added in exasperation. “How did you find me?”


  Colbie told him. Deverel nodded, a grudging respect in his blue eyes. “That was good work, damned good work. Going to take me back to Earth and jail, aren’t you?”


  “I was thinking seriously of that.”


  Deverel scowled. “All right. Let’s get started. But I’ll tell you this: I don’t think I’ll go back. I don’t know why, either. But I place a lot of faith in miracles.”


  “It will be a miracle that lets you escape me this time,” Colbie promised grimly.


  Once within Colbie’s ship, the outlaw was placed in irons. Colbie was taking no chances. He put Deverel in the control cabin, right where he could be seen.


  Then he applied the power. The ship grated on the frozen soil of the planet, then swooped upward at a steep angle, swooped upward until the Moon drew its horizons together, until Jupiter, monstrous and dangerous, loomed into view, its multicolored face changing both form and variety of color.


  Colbie happily piled on acceleration, followed a temporary trajectory to Earth until he could get busy and plot a precise one. But his satisfaction at the agreeable turn of events left little room for the maximum of caution he would have had otherwise.


  Deverel sat motionless in his irons, resigned to his fate, within certain limits. He was watching Jupiter, and his thoughts were grim. He didn’t want to go back to the hell holes on Mercury that they called j ail. But at present, he couldn’t see any way out. If only something would happen, one of those miracles he had so hopefully alluded to


  Almost as if his thoughts were conscious prelude to the event, before their minds could grasp the reality of it, the ship was turning head over heels in space. Jupiter was flashing dizzily first through one plate and another, with the whole heavens whizzing around after it as if they were deliberately chasing it. Colbie was thrown backward against the air-defining machinery. Abruptly, there was a sharp hiss as a tender glass tube broke under the impact. He bounced across to the opposite wall, then plunged toward the nose of the ship to collide, destructively, against the instrument panel.


  Deverel was sitting tight in his irons, watching with wide eyes as the lights went out. On the instrument board a few bulbs were still burning, and the vision plates were still in operation. Deverel watched the jigsaw of motion. A massive encyclopedia, that had somehow found its way from the living quarters aft, came along. It hit Deverel on the side of the head. Other loose articles began to bombard him , but he was helpless to fend them off.


  There was an eerie sense of downward motion, now; the outlaw supposed that it was downward in respect to Jupiter. He watched the mad hodgepodge with the wonder of a child. Colbie, desperately trying to secure a handhold, continued to jerk from one side of the ship to another. Almost battered out of his senses, he accidentally hooked his fingers around the starboard guide rail, and he hung on grimly, clearing his head.


  He worked his way around to the instrument panel, and, with what few control levers he had not damaged in his mad flight about the ship, he tried to get the ship on an even keel. There was no response. He tried again. But it was useless. Swearing beneath his breath, he realized that one of those rare accidents had befallen him: although the ship had been traveling at a good clip, a meteor had caught up with it from behind and smashed itself into the stern jets, leaving them fused and useless.


  He stood as still as he could, thinking seriously, and heard Deverel murmur with humor, “You were taking me back to Earth. Go on with the story from there.”


  “Don’t be a fool,” Colbie snapped coldly. “Do you think this is your miracle?”


  “Maybe it is,” Deverel said casually. “We’re falling toward Jupiter.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything! Not a thing—except that when we land we’ll be lost, so lost that it’ll be child’s play finding that needle they used to talk about!”


  Frantically, he worked at his controls again. Definitely, the jets were fused beyond repair. More than that, the lights wouldn’t go on; nor were the air rectifiers working. Colbie found himself unable to right the ship by any means, and there is a sickening sensation in the feel of a ship that is not using an axis formed by stem and stern to twirl on.


  Finally, Colbie got out the Jupiter suits.


  “ ‘Men—three cheers for the Jupiter suits,’ ” sang Deverel, taking the line from a popular ballad. He hummed through the bars of the tune and then ended, “They say you can’t die in a Jupiter suit. That’s almost the truth,” he added, and quoted again, “ ‘You can’t get cold and you can’t get hot, and the alloy won’t crack, no matter what’ !”


  “It’s lucky I have them,” Colbie remarked. “Just before I left Earth, the force finally got permission to equip its ships with a couple of the suits each. They’re pretty costly; people are allowed to use them only on the big planets, where they have powerful gravities and thousands of pounds atmospheric pressure. They say the alloy they make them out of resembles neutronium, which is about the heaviest substance known, and the hardest. That’s why they’re so costly, and why they’re distributed around so sparingly.” He took Deverel from the irons, pointed to a Jupiter suit. They clambered into the bulky affairs.


  The ship was still spinning in that sickening way. Colbie felt sick. Deverel was smiling weakly. “Let’s get out,” he suggested, as they buckled down their helmets.


  Colbie’s head was reeling. He was trying to think clearly. He went to an aft compartment, got a pair of handcuffs. He came up behind Deverel, snapped one cuff around his wrist, and the other about his own.


  Colbie opened the hatch. There was a gust of air that rushed out into vacuous space and dissipated itself in an expansion that might eventually have touched infinity. Colbie pushed the outlaw after the air, and perforce followed immediately after.


  The ship was long and black beside them. To other sides was the starry sky, a sky which, from the interior of a hermetically sealed ship is bewilderingly grand and awesome, even to the initiated, but from without is domineering and frightening. There is no bottom to space. It is an awful sensation to fall . . .


  They were falling, and the ship was falling with them. It was still spinning, though, and dangerously. The two men placed their space boots against the ship, succeeded in shoving themselves from its immediate vicinity. Twenty or thirty feet away, however, it continued to fall with them, true to the axiom that all bodies, no matter what their shapes, sizes, or weights, will fall at equal velocities, providing there is no atmosphere to affect them otherwise.


  They felt no sense of weight; their very motion, being the effect of Jupiter’s gravitation, was its cancellation. There was nothing but the tiniest sense of acceleration.


  Below was the great, poisonously colored disk of Jupiter. In fascination, they watched its gradual growth.


  Deverel broke the silence by murmuring, “Jupiter, hard, mean planet—I wonder how he’ll treat us.


  We’re liable to land anywhere, Colbie, anywhere on its billions of square miles. Jupiter City might be conceivably less than a hundred miles away, or more conceivably, a hundred thousand. In either case, we wouldn’t have the food, air, or luck to get more than fifty miles. That planet is pock-marked with all sorts of mountain ranges, valleys, gorges, and every kind of un-Earthly river and sea. There are big lakes of acids, liquid ammonia, liquid oxygen, and Lord knows what other stuff. It isn’t a pretty prospect.”


  III


  Later, many, many hours later, Deverel suddenly gestured. “There’s the great red spot, Colbie—just on the rim. That’s good, mighty good. It means we may fall somewhere near Jupiter City, if we watch our weights.”


  Colbie saw his line of reasoning. The spot, shooting up over the western rim of the planet, would, since Jupiter rotated on its axis in ten hours, disappear over the eastern rim in about five hours. Three hours later, Jupiter City, located on the equator, where gravitation and atmospheric pressure were considerably less than elsewhere, would then be working up over the western rim. Two and a half hours would bring it beneath their present position in space. That gave them ten and a half hours to land.


  They could do it, if they regulated their weights. Jupiter suits were necessarily equipped with gravity controls. Of course, out here in space, any variation in their weights meant nothing so far as their downward velocity was concerned, but the moment they struck the atmosphere, it would mean something. By decreasing their weight they would decrease inertia, and thus increase the ability of the atmosphere to resist their passage through it. They would fall more slowly, and, if they were careful, they might land somewhere near Jupiter City.


  The spot, still an enigma in the minds of all men, sloped down the curve of the planet, and disappeared , leaving the breath of a red glow after it. The glow disappeared.


  Acceleration had been increasing rapidly. They were so near the planet that it almost blotted out a whole quarter of the sky.


  Thirty-eight hours after deserting the ship they felt a new force being evoked about them, and the stars above had suddenly gone almost imperceptibly dimmer; it meant that they had entered the vast atmospheric envelope of the planet.


  The stars were taking on distorted appearances; here, where the atmosphere was thin, they even twinkled a little, strongly reminiscent of a little green world which Colbie was beginning to feel he would never see again. Deverel seemed above such sentiments, or at least did not reveal their existence.


  He seemed fascinated more than anything else. “I’ve been on Jupiter only once,” he confided. “It was before I began pirating canal boats on Mars. Jupiter’s a nasty planet, all right, but it’s always interested me. Maybe because it’s like me. It’s so big, and so unconcerned with the rest of the system. It rolls along out here, takes its leisure going round the Sun—twelve years—and drags nine planets along with it, whether they want to go or not. It’s a big chemical workshop. All sorts of marvelous things take place on its surface. It has such a high atmospheric pressure and gravitation that it seems it could do anything it wanted to in any element. When you think about it, it makes you glad you’ve got on a Jupiter suit.”


  They could talk without use of radio, now. The atmosphere was thick about them and carried the sounds. The stars were going out and it was becoming utterly dark. There is no Sunlight on Jupiter’s surface, for the gas blanket completely absorbs or else reflects what little light the Sun can send that far.


  They began to decrease their gravity potential. They still had a little over three hours to fall, and at their present rate of speed they would strike the surface of the planet much too soon to leave them within walking distance of Jupiter City.


  They watched their chronometers closely, and, because of that fact, time seemed to plod.


  They estimated their height above the planet as being only a few miles now, and they experienced sensations of crawling fear. They were falling into darkness, onto the surface of a planet five and a half billion square miles in area. They had estimated the time of their falling as well as they could, however, and, if they had overlooked nothing, Jupiter City should be somewhere near, within a five-hundred-mile radius; though, of course, five hundred miles was as bad as a million, so far as traversing it was concerned.


  They lived in a world of small, enigmatic noises now. All sorts of noises were rushing up at them from below, above the whir occasioned by friction of their suits with the atmosphere. What were they? Animal life? Avalanches? Or rushing steams? Probably the latter, thought Colbie, or perhaps there was an ocean of some hellish liquid chemical down there, waiting to engulf them. He shuddered.


  There were moments of tense waiting. Their nerves were keyed up for the first contact with the surface. It was exhausting. They didn’t converse. They only stared down through blackness, vainly trying to find out how far they had to fall. Colbie could have introduced some light into their situation, had he gathered enough presence of mind to remember the search beam built into the breast of his Jupiter suit; but he didn’t remember it, nor did Deverel; otherwise they would have saved themselves a good deal of the horror of uncertainty.


  Colbie felt a constriction of fright. Something had brushed against his boots.


  They touched again. Something had reached out from the darkness with light fingers, or so it seemed. Deverel let out his breath in a loud sigh. They tried to remain in a vertical position so that they might retain a sense of equilibrium should they strike some horizontal surface. But they couldn’t. Slowly, they fell sidewise, frantically reaching out with hands that touched nothing.


  Again they brushed a surface, and this time began to roll in crazy, slow motion down a steep slope. Abruptly, they came to rest on a hard surface. They lay there, motionless, after that ordeal in which nerves had suffered considerably more than anything else. And they became aware of a constant, forceful bombardment of little missiles that struck them from above.


  IV


  Simultaneously, they jumped to their feet in that pitch blackness.


  “What was that?” chattered Colbie, as the bombardment continued. Deverel was silent and then laughed. He reminded Colbie of the search beams built into their suits, and snapped his on. Colbie sheepishly slid aside his breast panel and did likewise. Twin shafts of light leaped out, partially piercing masses of swirling white gases.


  The little missiles turned out to be nothing more than swiftly falling drops of a white liquid.


  “Rain?” exclaimed Colbie, in brief astonishment.


  “Must be liquid ammonia,” corrected Deverel. “Jupiter doesn’t bother with April showers, you know. No, it’s so cold there couldn’t be any liquid water. It’s all ice, and there’s probably little of that. They have to make their own water at Jupiter City. But this must be liquid ammonia; this ‘rain’ is colorless, looks like water, in fact.”


  Colbie flashed his beam about. He got a blurred impression of swirling white gases, of constantly falling rain. Close inspection showed that the stuff they trod on was worn almost frictionlessly smooth by the eternal fall of liquid ammonia. It had a gradual slope to it, and they followed this slope up until they came to a satin-smooth wall.


  Colbie played the beam about, and found it to be a thick spire of basalt that rose up for a short distance, then leveled off. It was this they had first struck. They walked around the column, found it almost perfectly symmetrical. At its foot the rock sloped down at a uniform angle. They started walking down the slope. They came to what looked like a pool of water. Colbie assumed that it was liquid ammonia. He flashed his beam across this obstruction and brought into stark view a vertical black wall, down which streams of liquid ammonia were running in hasty rivulets. It was about forty feet across the ruffled surface of liquid ammonia to the wall.


  Colbie discovered that the wall rose upward indefinitely, for his beam revealed no single break in it. Nor was there a single break in the escarpment to either side. It rose vertically, unflawed by the merest suggestion of a handhold.


  They followed the curve of the land, constantly examining the escarpment. After walking for fifteen minutes, they discovered this fact: that, although the escarpment receded at times, drew nearer at times, there was no slightest deviation from its absolutely vertical aspect.


  Colbie stopped suddenly, thinking. Then he started walking back up the slope of the land, Deverel perforce following. A minute’s walk brought them to the spire they had first examined, and Colbie gave vent to an exasperated curse.


  He smiled sourly at Deverel. “Do you see it?”


  “See what?”


  “That we’re on an island! An island in a lake of liquid ammonia; and the lake bounded by the most damnably vertical walls I ever saw.” He grunted disgustedly. They fell silent. The rain fell constantly, forcefully, while they stood there, baffled and angry. But one could hardly remain angry at circumstances which anger could not affect.


  Deverel was still secured to Colbie by handcuffs. Now he simply twisted his hand slightly; there was a brittle, cracking sound. Colbie whirled like a tiger, his projector out, a snarl contorting his features.


  “No alarm, lieutenant.” Deverel smiled. “Why should we tie each other down, since we’re in such a bad fix. The cuffs would have snapped anyway. That alloy snaps easily in cold like this—not like the Jupiter suits.”


  Colbie remained poised in angry uncertainty for a few seconds, and then relaxed, viciously shoving his projector back into its holster.


  “What do we do now?” asked the outlaw.


  Colbie smiled cynically. “We stand here a while. Then we sit down. Then we get up again. Then, like everybody else slated for death, we’ll manage to scrape up some false hope, and we’ll take another look around. Then we’ll sit down again.”


  “Interesting,” Deverel commented quietly. “I suppose that goes on ad infinitum. I don’t like the routine, myself. Well, let’s sit down anyway.”


  They sat down.


  There was a long silence.


  There were gently fitful winds of ammonia gas. Sometimes they could hear the lapping of ammonia against the escarpment. The ammonia rain continued; its fall produced a constant, distantly drumming sound in their ears. But, all in all, these sounds just emphasized the eternal changelessness of the place.


  Colbie had the feeling that if he sat there much longer he’d become just as unchanging. His nerves were at the snapping point. Snarling to himself at his impotence, he sprang to his feet, ran to the lake’s edge. He followed the shore, flashing his beam in all directions. Deverel watched him disappear into the mists.


  He sat motionless, a phantom smile on his face. Whenever he thought deeply, he always wore that phantom smile. He was arriving at various conclusions which might or might not mean something.


  When Colbie came back, he said, “Sit down, lieutenant. Your search has been fruitless.”


  Colbie sat down.


  Deverel lay back on the smooth stuff of the island, sighing. “You know, Colbie, it’s entirely possible that we’re near the settlement.”


  “I suppose so,” answered Colbie indifferently.


  “It’s nice to think of the place, isn’t it? Especially since it seems as if we’ll never see it.


  “It’s fitted up pretty comfortably. There’s Earth food, running water, heated rooms, shows, dancing places, and newspapers—old newspapers. It certainly seems a dream to have that domed city so near and yet so far.


  “It’s mighty unfriendly outside the dome. Gas everywhere. You can hardly dignify it by the name atmosphere. Red, green, yellow—poisonous stuff—cyanide, ammonia, sulphur. Near the city are mountains, which rise to heights of four and five miles, like knives, and then drop down almost vertical on the other side. Man doesn’t know much about them. But he’s got the territory around Jupiter City pretty well mapped out, for a radius of thirty or forty miles.


  There are lots of interesting things in that area—geysers and lakes and things like that; all full of a variety of chemicals in a liquid state. There’s the Fountain—men call it that—it’s a falls of liquid ammonia that spouts right out of the face of a cliff. They can’t imagine its source. According to all logic—they measure the force of the falling liquid and can tell the height it falls from—it should originate about five miles up.


  “Some explorers went up that high once, and with special instruments they followed the Fountain in its course through the mountain. Five miles up—which is about the highest a mountain ever gets on Jupiter, due to the gravity—they lost track of it. And they didn’t find the source. They found that, due to conditions of atmospheric pressure and heat up there, ammonia gas would not condense to liquid. So how could there possibly be a source for the Fountain up that high? Well, it’s still a mystery. And there are those funny hills to the south of Jupiter City, Colbie, that are made of the hardest—”


  He paused. “Not boring you?”


  “Go ahead and talk,” invited Colbie. “But it’s queer to hear you sentimentalizing about the comforts of home.”


  But Deverel lay still, saying nothing more. Apparently he had said all he wanted to.


  After a while, Colbie stretched out beside him. He felt apathetic. He was not bothered so much about their fate, now that he was quite certain what it was to be. For a while they would live and then they would die. There seemed no other course to follow. Dimly, in his moment of sleepiness, he remembered that time within Vulcan when he had allowed this outlaw beside him all the latitude he wished, because he had been so sure their cause was hopeless. And Deverel had escaped him. But, of course, this was different. There really was no way out this time. So he slept—for he was tired. And when he awoke, Deverel was gone.


  V


  He searched the island, throwing light into every spot of darkness wherein the outlaw might have secreted himself. He managed to scale the spire that rose unflawed almost in the center of the island; but it was a gesture that indicated his absolute bewilderment.


  His bewilderment gave place to a blazing anger directed against himself. Once more Deverel had utilized his remarkable energies of the mind and had escaped the law; once more Colbie had played the fool.


  But cursing his own stupidity was no way to solve the questions paramount in his mind.


  Where had Deverel gone? What flight of logic had told him there was a place to go to?


  Colbie sat down and tried to think it out.


  There were these facts to go on: He was on an island about seventy feet in diameter, just about in the center of a lake at least two hundred feet in diameter. The lake was girded by unscaleable walls.


  It rained continuously; ammonia rain, it was, that fell without stopping, that came down in torrents, and with considerable force—an eternal downpour. Did that mean anything? Was there any clue there? Thus his thoughts ran, and suddenly something clicked. Did it mean anything? Certainly it did! Why didn’t the lake rise? Why didn’t it come up and overrun the island? There wasn’t any visible outlet; therefore there must be an invisible one!


  He stiffened in exultation. That was how Deverel had gained egress from this trap! But, he thought more soberly, if that outlet were subterranean, as it must be, then it would almost positively lead to a point miles below the surface of Jupiter! Why, that was worse than the present predicament!


  Deverel must have been crazy, he thought. No, he thought again, Deverel was not crazy; he was cunning, and he was the kind of a man who would take a chance when the odds were against him. What then, was the chance which Colbie was overlooking?


  He couldn’t solve the problem.


  He began to think about that singularly queer soliloquy the outlaw had indulged in, and the more he thought about it the more he was convinced that the outlaw had said it with a purpose—perhaps to give Colbie a hint as to where he had gone.


  He had laid particular emphasis upon a Jovian phenomenon called, by man, the Fountain. Was it possible that this lake was the Fountain’s source? Irritably, he decided it couldn’t be. Men of science had proved that the Fountain originated five miles up in the mountains, and that the condensation of liquid ammonia would not take place that high.


  So Colbie had to reject the Fountain—almost. He stubbornly believed that Deverel had alluded to the Fountain with a possible solution in mind.


  So Colbie arose from his reclining position, walked down to the lake’s edge, where he stood looking at the water-clear liquid. He hesitated for but a moment, then walked into the lake.


  Its bed sloped down swiftly; Colbie reasoned it must be pretty deep. He walked forward with a steady, unfaltering pace. It came up to his knees, to his hips, to his shoulders. It was then he hesitated again, shivering in chill apprehension. It was the idea of going down into the depths of the unknown that made him almost sick with fear. But he kept on walking, and when the constant bombardment of rain ceased, he knew that his head was beneath the surface.


  He took another step forward. His foot touched nothing. He strove to regain his balance, but he fell downward slowly. He could not stay himself. But his fears were unfounded, for he landed on a solid surface, and struggled to his feet. Frantically, he switched on the search beam built into the breast of his suit, though he had wished to conserve his power for later emergencies. The swiftly dimming path of light did little, however, to relieve that abysmal fear of the unknown.


  He came to the wall of the lake, noted that it continued in unabated austerity of contour down to the lake’s floor. He followed it, one hand scraping it to help him keep his balance.


  The lake was quiet, but there was a slight current. Knowledge of where this current must lead made his nerves crawl, but at least there was the comforting assurance that where he went, there was Deverel. Much good it was going to do him.


  The current was becoming stronger. He felt as if the flat of a giant hand were urgently pushing him along. He tried to hold back, then, in panic, realized that he couldn’t.


  So he abandoned himself to the push of the current. He cooled down abruptly. There was no use fighting the unpreventable.


  Then he was swept off balance. He began to spin. The liquid about him began to boil violently. He was swept to the right, breath-takingly, and it seemed as if he could hear the liquid humming past him, so swift became his passage. With what little latitude of thought his dizzy brain gave him, he reasoned that he was now in the outlet, a tunnel through the escarpment, probably.


  For a few seconds his course was straight. He did not have the optimism to believe it would continue in that manner. Of course, it was bound to make a downward turn. He knew that well enough, and waited for it, waited for that sickening drop down into the bowels of the planet.


  But, seemingly, the rigid laws of logic and physics were not adhered to on the crazy planet Jupiter, for the current did not turn down. It turned up.


  Dumfounded, Colbie found himself too dazed to hunt for the solution. He didn’t think there was a solution. Why, that stream simply couldn’t turn up!


  But it had.


  After a while he found himself unable to think clearly anyway. In the long hour of that vertiginous ascent, he was battered repeatedly against the walls of the passage, and though the Jupiter suit, true to its legendary invulnerability, was not affected, Colbie felt the shocks in every bone and muscle in his body.


  Turning over and over, on a cockeyed merry-go-round, he found himself unable to correlate his thought processes with the things that were happening to him. He had not the least idea where he was going, but he wished with all his heart that he would get there.


  Abruptly, he was no longer ascending. He was coasting along on a straight course. Somewhere below lay the lake—miles below, it must be. Incredible little lake it was, sending its surplus content into an outlet which went upward, defying the very law of gravitation!


  He had risen at a thirty-degree angle, and now he began to drop at even a greater angle, and thus a little faster. Then a great light dawned in him, and he thought he had grasped the truth. But it slipped away from him, even as consciousness slipped away.


  He had been losing consciousness gradually. The merciless batterings against the sides of passage were beginning to tell. The last thing he remembered was placing his gravity control at about Earth normal. He was falling, falling fast, and he didn’t want to hit too hard. Then the darkness of the tunnel seeped into his mind. He was quite unaware of the remainder of the descent and . . .


  VI


  Abruptly, he was conscious of two things: first, a steady, throbbing, rushing, roaring sound that stole into his body and seemed to dominate its pulse beat; second, a strong light that was directed squarely onto his face. He tried to look beyond the beam, but couldn’t. Anyway, he knew who it was.


  “Feeling better?” Deverel asked, and, when Colbie made an attempt to get to his feet, added, “Stay where you are for awhile.”


  He had a projector in his hand—the deadly hand weapon of the twenty-third century. He had spoken slowly. Gloom was all around them. The beam itself had to pierce swirling, chaotically colored vapors.


  “I knew you’d come along,” said the outlaw.


  “Did you?”


  “Yes. I knew you’d figure it out far enough to enable you to follow me. Of course, I was only acting on guesswork myself. I was not sure I’d turn up safe.”


  “We’re safe?”


  “As can be. That’s the Fountain you hear—all that rushing and roaring. Falls about a hundred feet from the face of the cliff behind you into a deep lake. I fished you out of the lake. You were floating. You had sense enough to decrease your gravity potential, probably for the same reason I did.


  “Now you wonder why I went away without taking you. As I said before, I knew you’d follow. I dropped those hints about the Fountain for that purpose. If I had taken you with me, Colbie, I knew the confusion of it all would give you the chance to get the upper hand again. As it is, you see, I’ve got the upper hand. I took your projector,” he added with humor.


  Colbie groaned dismally to himself. Until now he hadn’t realized it was gone. “Now what?” he inquired bitterly.


  “I want your credentials.”


  “What?”


  “They’ll give me immunity in Jupiter City, Colbie. I can get a ship from the garrison. I can escape some place—never mind where, busybody. Give me your credentials.”


  “If you can get them,” snarled Colbie, thrusting out his jaw angrily.


  “If you don’t give them to me, I’ll kill you and take them.”


  Colbie opened one of the pocket drawers of the Jupiter suit and drew out a long metal tube. He gave it to Deverel, then eyed him questioningly.


  “I’m going to Jupiter City,” answered the outlaw. “You can follow me—after a while. I sort of like you, lieutenant, and I couldn’t shoot you down in cold blood. By the way, I suppose you’ve solved the enigma of the Fountain?”


  Colbie nodded his head in affirmation.


  Deverel said, “Not so mysterious now, is it? Simple, in fact. I thought of the possibility when I went beneath the lake; but I was only acting on guesswork.


  “It’s possible, Colbie, that you had forgotten the enormous atmospheric pressure on Jupiter, a pressure which would have thwarted man’s settlement of the planet had it not been for the discovery of the alloy from which Jupiter suits are made. That pressure is in the order of thousands and thousands of pounds to the square inch; it could raise a liquid to the height of five miles. If you had thought of that pressure, possibly you would also have considered the possibility of a siphon.


  “You know the prime requisite of a siphon—that the liquid to be drained away must lie above the point to which it is drained. Well, the source of the Fountain, the lake where we thought we were hopelessly trapped, lies above the mouth of its outlet, the Fountain.”


  Deverel was talking slowly, in a monotone, perhaps merely to hear his own voice in this solitude of murmuring gases that whirlpooled ceaselessly around.


  “Take the ordinary siphoning tube—liquid is rising in the short arm, descending in the long. It is atmospheric pressure and gravitation that makes it possible. Take the ascending part of the hose—the liquid in it weighs less than the liquid in the descending part. All right, the liquid in the descending part falls—gravitation. It has a tendency to produce a vacuum in the hose—right where the siphon turns down at the top. Nature, as you have doubtless heard, abhors a vacuum. Air always tries to fill this vacuum; but in this case it can’t get in. Naturally, the air transmits its pressure—atmospheric pressure—to the liquid, and the liquid goes up, preventing such a catastrophic occurrence as a vacuum.


  “In this case, the liquid was ammonia; the siphoning tube was a tunnel through the mountains; and the outlet was the so-called Fountain. There you have all the requisites for a siphon—perfect.”


  Colbie had listened patiently; he knew well enough the principle of the siphon. He grinned wryly to himself. He had known the principle of the siphon so well that he remembered only that water, under atmospheric pressure, will rise thirty-three feet; but that had been on Earth, and never for a moment had he considered that Jupiter’s immense atmospheric pressure was capable of raising a liquid of the order of density of water to a height a thousand times and more as great. Deverel, of course, had considered it!


  But Colbie was able to pick the obvious flaw, or apparent flaw. “But,” he pointed out, “the tunnel had to be filled before siphoning operations could start; otherwise there would be no tendency to a vacuum.” Deverel was thoughtfully silent for a moment. “That’s a good point, but I don’t think man will ever know the answer. All he can do is theorize. Theorizing, I’d say that once upon a time, a long time ago, the lake was far up in mountain region, and the tunnel was just a plain everyday subterranean outlet, ending at the Fountain.


  “Then the whole mountain range buckled under the stress of weight distribution; the lake dropped; the tunnel was bent into the form of a siphoning tube. It wasn’t choked up, so the liquid—it might have been, up that high, some other liquid gas than ammonia—kept on flowing.” He nodded in satisfaction. “That’s probably the answer, at that.”


  He was silent. Murky gases danced fantastically through the beam of light.


  Colbie lay on the strangely spongy soil, held there by the threat of the outlaw’s weapon. He said, “We’re using up oxygen.”


  Deverel snapped, “How long can you breathe on what you’ve got?”


  “Thirty-six hours,” answered Colbie, after inspecting the gauge.


  Deverel growled to himself, “It’s foolish things like this that are going to put me behind bars! Well, you can get to Jupiter City in about twelve hours. But I want you to stay here the other twenty-four.” Colbie’s eyes widened in surprise. He started to say something and stopped. “I see,” he said, looking at the leveled weapon. He met Deverel’s eyes and said solemnly, “You have my word of honor that I won’t move any nearer Jupiter City than I am at present for twenty-four hours.”


  Deverel dropped the beam from Colbie’s face and turned it on his own. He smiled in a friendly fashion. “All right, lieutenant,” he said softly. “You’re a good fellow—I hope the feeling is mutual. Well, good-by! I’ll try to keep out of your way hereafter—for both our sakes I wish you would do the same!”


  He turned quickly in the direction of Jupiter City. The search beam built into the breast of his Jupiter suit turned with him, and almost immediately, save for the faint glow of reflection from the thick gases that raced across the surface of the planet, he was lost to sight.


  Colbie lay back on the ground, because his body was still an inferno of aches and pains. Bitterly, he began his twenty-four-hour wait; bitterly, because he resented his helplessness. Deverel wouldn’t have much trouble getting a ship, and then there’d be the whole solar system that Colbie would have to go over as with a comb.


  He reflected that Deverel’s escape was not his fault so much as he had believed. Natural phenomena had a way of helping Deverel and forgetting him entirely.


  ALIEN NIGHT


  Thomas N. Scortia


  I


  “Get away from that window!”


  The words axed through Kenneth Huber’s thoughts, scattering them in jagged fragments. His muscles knotted in abrupt panic. For an instant he felt cold air on his face. His body swayed toward the deep abyss outside the open window of the Universal Building.


  Far below the squat pastel buildings of Universal City sprawled in achingly sharp regularity along the broad avenues that arrowed toward the Mississippi. Then everything blurred as an invisible something seemed to push him forward.


  In a black and red blanket of smothering nausea he clutched frantically for support. His fingers closed on slick insulglas, slipped—found metal, held . . . .


  He sank to his knees, retching, fighting for consciousness.


  After an eternity, he felt Dykeman’s fingers digging savagely into his shoulders. Then there was someone on his other side, supporting him as they helped him into a chair.


  “You damned fool,” Thomas Dykeman snapped, “you think we want to spend the next hour nursing you out of a ‘het’ field coma?”


  Huber tried to focus on the medical executive’s green-clad figure and the vaguer mass of green behind him. After a moment he could make them out. The other man was tall and thin, almost skeletal, with thin cheekbones pressing through taut waxy skin. Max Besser, Dykeman’s assistant—whose fatal analysis had been the basis of Huber’s death sentence.


  “No,” Huber said, “I wasn’t . . . I couldn’t have . . .”


  “You’re damned right you couldn’t have. You sure as hell tried, though.”


  Dykeman whistled two low notes and the open window panels slid swiftly shut with a thin hiss. The exec nodded silently at Besser, and the man turned to go.


  “He doesn’t have to leave on my account,” Huber said.


  “Max has work to do.”


  As soon as Besser’s form faded through the static field that closed the room to light and noise from the neighboring ante-room, Dykeman whirled angrily.


  “You should know you can’t kill yourself in Universal City! Even if the heterodyne field hadn’t stopped you, there’s an automatic net outside the window.”


  What happened? Huber asked himself dully. He hadn’t meant to jump; he couldn’t have. The shock of what Dykeman had told him might have made him consider it, of course, but—No, something had seized his body, had pulled him toward that drop even as he fought it.


  “Sure,” he said, his voice still shaking, “the Company can’t have anyone dying in its happy, happy world.”


  “Not by their own hands, particularly,” Dykeman said.


  He slapped a bulky folder on his desk.


  “The next damned thing, you’ll be trying to join a hunt club.”


  “Maybe that’s better than living through five years of a lingering death,” Huber said.


  He flexed his fingers and rubbed them along his leg. The orthoion of the harlequin costume he wore felt hot and slick to the touch. His hand reached out and closed absently on the grotesque mask he had deposited earlier on the chair-side table. The tiny bells on the hood tinkled faintly.


  “My God, Dyke,” he said fiercely, “outside that window there are fifty thousand people who come to Universal City every twenty-five years so that Universal Insurance can pump some more of its patent juice into their veins and assure them of another quarter century of life. If one of them smashes himself up in an accident anywhere on the continent, your android emergency squads are on hand in minutes to patch him up. Every city is so peppered with safety devices like your window net that a man can’t scratch his finger. You’ve ended suicides with the heterodyne field you broadcast from this building and a thousand others in other cities. The moment the abnormal brain pattern preceding suicide forms, the field knocks a man out. The only way a man can die in this world of yours is through an accident in some out-of-the-way place or if someone deliberately kills him in a hunt.”


  “The Company does everything it can to preserve life,” Dykeman said tiredly. “As for the hunt clubs . . .”


  “Sure,” Huber said, “eventually you’ll work down that little list on your desk and eliminate one of the last two sources of death in this world of yours.”


  Dykeman looked at the folder, opened it and fanned the three papers inside over the desk.


  “Don’t you think that’s desirable?” he asked. “Why did you agree to collect the names for us if you didn’t?” Huber shrugged sullenly. He wasn’t sure how he felt about a lot of things now.


  “Damn it, Ken, you know I’d give anything to help.”


  “That’s small comfort.”


  “We just don’t know a thing about Touzinsky’s syndrome. We know it has something to do with the body’s retention of iron, that there’s a breakdown in the ability of the body’s storage protein, apoferritin, to bind the iron as ferritin, but that’s all.”


  “What’s the matter with the Company’s research program?”


  The medic snorted, rose and paced to the window. “With ten research men on the continent? You’re a fine example of what we’re up against. What are you? What’s your field?”


  “You know that. Thermonuclear engineering.”


  “Ever work at it?”


  “Well..”


  “Skip it. I know the answer already. And the same thing is true with the other drones in the world outside. Why waste the years studying when the android technicians carry out the world’s work just as well?”


  “Whoever said work was a virtue?”


  “Bah. That’s the guiding principle of this back-to-the-womb age. You were content to risk your life, spying on the hunt clubs, even before you knew you’ll die in five years anyway. But you’re not willing to invest any of your life in breaking this strait jacket we’ve crammed the world into.”


  “You’re the guy who asked me to help with the hunt clubs,” Huber said ironically. “Remember the big speech about stamping out this last brutality, this hunting of men by men for the mere stupidity of excitement?”


  Dykeman stood silently for a moment, staring out the window. Over his shoulder Huber could see the first pale luminescence playing over the pastel walls of the city below as night approached. He saw a lone ram-jet helio-copter beat its sluggish way across the city and he knew that the first scattering of costumed people must already be filling the streets for the night-long carnival that marked the end of the five-day examination period.


  “What I do officially,” Dykeman said at last, “and what I happen to believe are not always the same.”


  “About that there’s no argument,” Huber said tiredly as he secured the harlequin mask from the table. He paused and eyed the reports on Dykeman’s desk. Now he no longer had even that to distract him from the nagging fear of lingering death . . . .


  It wasn’t fair. Why him?


  “Look,” Dykeman said. “There’s nothing we can do. We can’t plan everything in the world.”


  “You try hard enough.”


  “Nobody said the Company was God,” Dykeman said angrily.


  “No one states the obvious,” Huber snapped, and passed through the static field as the medic’s answer passed his lips. The static field cut off anything he might have said.


  Besser was lounging in a low chair near the door, but


  Huber brushed past him with only a nod. He passed through the hall and threw himself into the induction shaft. As he fell slowly down the length of the shaft toward the ground floor, a thought struck him about Besser. How had he known to come into the office when he did, if no noise penetrated the static screen? Probably some hidden eavesdropping gadget of Dykeman’s, installed for just such an emergency.


  For seconds he wondered dispiritedly what the chances were of the induction field failing, to hurl him the last seventy floors to sudden death at the bottom of the shaft, or of sudden increase in heat from the induced fields, searing his body, turning it into a crisped blackened thing. He had heard of such accidents in the early days of the fields, before the frequency of the magneto-gravitic spectrum could be so rigidly controlled.


  He was halfway across the broad plaza before Universal Building when he stopped. He stood eying the great statue of Meintrup, standing heroically holding in his hand a symbolic representation of the double peptide molecule of the longevity serum he had given the world. Huber felt a sudden overwhelming hate for the massive titanium image. He stood silently cursing the cold heroic face far above him.


  The smothering depression settled on him again. There was only one way out, he realized, one end to this choking blackness that enveloped him.


  He moved quickly to one of the bordering beltways, pushing through the small knot of people gossiping near the entrance accelerator. He moved quickly to a faster belt and changed direction once as he approached downtown. He didn’t get off until he reached the Cafe Duval.


  In the aluminum-canopied restaurant, he found a table and ordered a scotch and water from the blue-skinned android waiter. Blank eyes stared blindly ahead as blue lips told him where he could find the vidox booth.


  After he had pressed the dial setting, he waited until the screen blurred and colors swirled across its face. No image appeared, but a voice said:


  “Vital statistics.”


  “I want the birth date of Leroy G. Sanger,” he said.


  After a moment the voice said, “July 24, 1846.”


  He checked the small notebook in his pocket to make sure that the countersign was the correct one for the date. Then he said, “Kenneth Huber.”


  The colors on the screen formed into an image of a blond young man with blue eyes and outstanding ears. “Hunt, Ken?”


  “That’s right, Vic,” Huber said. Vic Wortman was the secretary of the local hunt club he’d joined a month before in order to spy on their activities for Dykeman. By day, Wortman was a responsible Company executive; the hunt club was a secret vice for him.


  “Well,” he said, consulting what apparently was a file below Huber’s vision, “we have a couple in your test group in Universal City tonight.”


  He looked up.


  “You’re quarry this time.”


  “I know.”


  “Okay. You’ll wait one hour for your contact before moving away. The weapons choice is yours.”


  “No restrictions,” Huber said.


  “No restrictions?” Wortman’s voice sounded surprised. “Any choice is agreeable?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But this throws the advantage all toward your opponent, Ken. Knowledge of identity, choice of weapons. That’s equivalent to signing your own death warrant.”


  “That’s what I want.”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Damn it, Vic,” he said. “You’ve got to abide by the rules. Tell your man I’ll be in the Cafe Duval for an hour. Let him come and kill me if he can.”


  II


  God, how he hated them all!


  Huber sat watching the crowd eddy in and out among the tables of the cafe. Looking out past the aluminum canopy he could see the silver needle of the Universal Building, knifing the night sky, surrounded by a brilliant glow. A sudden loathing for the structure and what it meant to these vacant people filled him.


  Almost three-quarters of an hour had passed, he saw from his watch; more than enough time for contact. Furtively he scanned the adjacent tables, looking for his hunter.


  The gray-haired man in the woolen tunic? The thin aquiline-nosed clown in the domino mask? No, he was too interested in the black-haired girl across from him. The lantern-jawed soldier with the bright purple sash across his chest and the highly rouged cheeks?


  Huber paused. The gray-haired man was eying him from the comer of his eye. Maybe . . . There was no doubt of it. Huber turned abruptly and caught the man looking full at him. The contact of eyes brought a twist to his stomach. They were killer eyes.


  His killer.


  He rose unsteadily to his feet and started for the sidewalk in front of the cafe. The man rose slowly and followed.


  A ragged undulating line of masquers blocked the street, twisting like a many-segmented snake. Hot bodies pressed against him, and there was the heavy scent of perfume and perspiration in the air. He heard the shrill laughter of women and the heavy bull laughter of a man near at hand.


  Huber felt panic, then, at what was happening to him. A sudden eddy of the crowd caught him up as he saw the man’s head bobbing above the crowd. He lost him for a moment and then he found him again.


  There was something very wrong, Huber realized. The man wasn’t stalking him. He was closing on someone to the left. Then Huber saw her: the girl who had been with the clown in the cafe. Her eyes were wide with fear and she was moving desperately through the crowd, her hands clutching at a small leather case at her side.


  Another hunt? Or could she be a decoy, planted to lure him into the open? He couldn’t be sure.


  He began to push toward them. He lost sight of them just as it seemed as if the man would draw abreast of the girl. He began to push violently against the crowd between them.


  Then he saw her again for an instant, and in the next he was beside her. He saw eyes wide with fright, pale cheeks outlined by jet blue-black hair, a gracefully corded neck.


  “Quick,” he yelled above the crowd noises, and grabbed her hand. She started to pull away.


  “Hurry, before he spots you again,” he said.


  He forced his way through the press, roughly elbowing people aside. Pressure gave way before him and he found himself near a railed beltway.


  “On here—quick!”


  Then they were on, and moving away from the packed crowds. They traveled for several blocks in silence. Finally she said, “How did you know?”


  “I’ve been a quarry myself.”


  “I don’t know how he spotted me.”


  “Some of them are pretty resourceful,” he said, wondering if their escape had been successful.


  When they finally left the beltway, the crowds were much thinner. They walked along the street for a minute until Huber saw another of the ubiquitous open air cafes. “Come on,” he said, “you need a drink.”


  They found a seat in the nearly deserted place and waited while another of the blue-skinned androids served them.


  “Ugh,” the girl shivered, staring at the tall cylindrical glass the waiter had deposited before her. “Those androids give me the creeps.”


  “No reason for them to,” Huber said. “After all, they’re not really intelligent. No ego awareness.”


  A loosely ordered group of men in brilliant red uniforms weaved drunkenly past the front of the cafe. Several were beating loudly on gilded snare drums.


  “Look,” Huber said, “how did you get mixed up in this?”


  “The hunt? I don’t know. A desire for something different, something exciting.”


  “But something like the hunt—”


  “Have you ever been appalled at the utter uselessness of life?” she said. “Nothing to look forward to . . . not even death?”


  He felt like a spy in disguise, suddenly called by his right name. He decided to lead her on as far as he could, without revealing anything about himself.


  “By the old standards,” he said, “we’re living in a utopia. Everything for the asking . . .”


  “Utopia?” she said, eying the thin tube lamp in the center of the table. She reached out her hand and watched as one of several May flies which had been circling the light landed on its back.


  “This city was built by the Company almost a thousand years ago. Nothing has been added since. It represents the height of the technology of that time.”


  “You sound like a child, disappointed because he can’t have a pretty new toy every day,” he said.


  “There was a time,” she said, “when man lived for the moment when he could break the bonds that shackled him to this one little world. What happened to that? Have we developed such a psychopathic fear of death that we’re afraid to try now?”


  “We don’t need the neurotic desire for expansion that we had then,” he said.


  They sat silently, sipping their drinks. Funny, he thought. What was it Dykeman had once said when they talked about the same thing? About an immortal culture being damned to eternal changelessness?


  A culture, the medic had said, is nothing more nor less than a social pattern being transmitted through time. And cultures change, grow or decay, because the transmission is never complete, because each succeeding generation thinks a bit differently, approaches the problems of living differently, than the one before it.


  But in the immortal society of the Company, there was a perfect continuity of culture, a flawless transmission of the mores, art forms, ways of thinking; because the dominant members did not die. The damnation of too perfect communication of the pattern . . .


  “Stability,” he said aloud. “Isn’t the stability of human culture worth something?”


  He avoided her silent eyes and stared at the May flies circling the light. There were quite a number this time of year, breeding ceaselessly on the banks of the river and then flying into the city, pulled by the magnetism of the lights.


  One of the flies found a precarious anchor on the side of the tube and arched its body gracefully, the long tendrils of its posterior waving lightly in the still air. The wings, he saw, were as transparent as glass, with thin veinings like lace. He reached for it and held its gauze wings between his thumb and forefinger. He was about to crush it to the table when her hand stopped him.


  “Don’t,” she said. “It’ll be dead tomorrow anyway.”


  “How so?” he asked.


  “They only live for a day,” she said.


  He opened his fingers and felt the powdery brush of beating wings as the insect gained the safety of the metal canopy above them.


  “Come on,” he said suddenly.


  “Where?”


  He laughed. “Away from the hunt. I have a friend who’s a permanent complement in the city. He’s giving a party at his house.”


  “The hunt?” she said. “I’d forgotten all about it.”


  She followed him into the street. He headed for a deserted avenue on the left of the cafe. There was not a soul on the street, he saw, as they started to walk. The revelry seemed to have drifted away from the area as they talked.


  “You know,” he said, “I’m in a hunt too. I was waiting to be killed.”


  “Waiting?” she said, stopping in the street.


  “I was,” he said, “but somehow I’ve suddenly changed my mind.”


  She made an abrupt, awkward movement. Swiftly, he reached out and pulled her to him. Her body tensed and suddenly she was struggling against him. His hand ripped open the bag at her side, spilling the contents onto the street. The vibroknife made a loud clatter.


  She lunged forward, trying for the knife, and he grabbed at her. Teeth fastened in his arm and he hit her with the back of his free hand.


  She reached up, trying to claw his face. Then she went limp and began to cry. Without realizing why he did it, he lowered his head and pressed his lips brutally to hers.


  Fireworks burst brilliantly overhead and involuntarily he looked up.


  He heard her sharp intake of breath as she looked up also. Beyond the colored blaze of lights over the city, three bright orange specks traced brilliant lines across the sky. As he watched, one of the trails began to weave erratically. The bright mark fell like a meteor to the west of the city. A second trail swerved from its path and followed the first downward.


  He didn’t see what happened to the third. The girl suddenly twisted in his arms and broke free. Her swift feet carried her into the darkness. He started to follow, and it happened.


  The blinding flash of blue-white light, even at that distance, wiped all details from the sky as a sponge strips chalked letters from a blackboard.


  Good Lord, he thought, someone’s tried to bomb the city.


  An agony later the sound reached him. It was like the shrill crack of a monstrous rifle.


  III


  It took him over half an hour to make his way back into the city to a ’copter terminal. Masquers stood in the streets and thronged the beltways, talking of the detonation to the west. There was an undercurrent of unrest in the crowds where before there had been only the carnival gaiety.


  He found the barn-like terminal empty, and had no difficulty in summoning a helicopter from the city garages. As soon as the light on the giant call board in the concourse flashed his booth number, he took the induction shaft to the roof. He found his assigned craft, punched the coordinates of Dykeman’s house outside the city and settled into the deep foam rubber seat. The electric motor-driven blades bit the night air and then the ram-jets on their tips ignited with a soft whoosh as the ’copter became airborne.


  The city from the air was a mottled checkerboard of blue lights with fainter yellow splotches tracing the course of the Mississippi. The river faded into the darkness of rank vegetation a mile before it joined the Missouri River. The glow from the low buildings of the city was quite dim, but he could distinguish individual colors and the cobalt haze of the street lights. Here and there the red lights of flat-topped terminal buildings punctuated the softer shades. In the geometrical center of the city, the Universal Building stabbed a brilliant finger into the sky.


  Universal City; not the capital of the world. That was in the Great Smokies, near the ruins of atom-blasted Asheville, Tennessee. No, not the capital, but certainly the most important city in a very small world.


  For after the war of extinction, the world had shrunk alarmingly. The forces unleashed in that last great conflict had seared the face of a once fertile earth. Clouds of poisonous isotopes rolling across the land; ravenous hordes of insects destroying crops and infecting lifestock and men with a thousand virulences; the massed toxic knowledge of a humanity gone insane, poisoning whole cities, turning the humus of the fields into a poisonous dirt that seared the skin from the bone at a touch; all these had wasted great stretches of the earth’s surface, making it forever unfit for man.


  In that nightmare of killing, man himself had almost become extinct. The sheer destructiveness of the war had reduced man’s physical technology to the point where he could no longer wage war. That would have been the end of it—if horror hadn’t followed horror.


  The Gasping Sickness. No one knew where it originated. Some said in the last of the laboratories in Camp Dietrich or in the Grovensworth Laboratories in Britain or in the Lubinov Plants in the Don Valley. Perhaps it was a wild mutation. But in a few short months it threatened to destroy what was left of humanity.


  It was that fantastic recluse, that impossible buckshot biochemist, Meintrup, who found the answer. Not by any carefully planned work, but by the application of a complex series of peptides and near-proteins which he had been producing in unpredictable profusion throughout the war. It just happened that one of the protein fragments he’d learned to synthesize combined with the virus molecule, attached itself to the virulent molecule almost point for point like an enzyme, and split it into harmless fragments.


  The Gasping Sickness was over—just like that.


  The U.N. had fallen, of course, at the outset of the war, but there was a new organization, the World Federation of States. The WFS had come into being in an attempt to deal with the impossible quarantine problems, the outrageous sanitation problems, the thousand and one unsolvable problems that were the common heritage of the War of Extermination. It had power, given to it freely in panic, and this time the WFS held on to that power.


  They didn’t treat Meintrup fairly, though. They said, “Thank you,” of course, “but your work is too sloppy. We have more competent men, who keep nice, neat notebooks, who can predict within a reasonable margin what will happen next.”


  That was the basic philosophy of the new safe and sane age arising. After a nightmare of uncertainty came the worship of predictability, the distrust of pure chance.


  Meintrup had modified the vaccine by this time. The original molecule, he found, would condense with itself, form a double chain with unusual properties.


  So, he went to the people who still had money, the owners of the indestructible resources like oil, coal, iron, tin, bauxite. They formed the Universal Insurance Company.


  There was an almost manic fear of death everywhere. The Company offered immortality on the installment plan, in exchange for the assignment of a certain percentage of the insured’s earnings. At first they had paid on accidental deaths, but these had decreased almost exponentially from year to year as the Company moved to remake the narrow world into a safe warm womb. Suicides went up for a while, but the invention of the heterodyne field solved that problem.


  In half a decade, Universal Insurance was a monolithic financial power. Within a decade, the WFS was under the control of the Company.


  The Compulsory Longevity Act came next. No one objected—at least not seriously. There was some abortive violence, but no one talked about that—not even the ones who were in Universal City when it was bombed. One could still see a few abandoned missile and anti-aircraft emplacements on the islands in the Mississippi, but few people remembered what they were for.


  The Company literally owned the world.


  It did not govern. That would have been contrary to the philosophy of the century which placed such value on human freedom. But the Company dealt more intimately with the daily lives of the world’s people than did the legislature of the WFS, assembled in the mountains of Asheville.


  For the Company owned the most precious commodity in the world: everlasting life.


  A green light glowed suddenly on the dash of the ’copter, and Huber snapped from his reverie. The light was a signal that the ship’s auto-pilot had taken over from the central dispatch machines. He leaned forward with new decision and jabbed the canceling button, erasing the coordinates of Dyke’s house.


  Then he dialed the coordinates of a spot twenty miles west. A spot near which the bright speck in the sky must have landed.


  Mechanisms behind the dash muttered softly for a second, and then the commo screen in the dash glowed. The expressionless blue face of the android dispatcher resolved itself. Behind him, Huber saw the broad windows of the city’s master dispatch room and through them the sprawling android sheds on the western edge of the city.


  “What coordinates, please?” the blue lips said.


  Huber repeated the coordinates he had dialed.


  “I’m sorry, sir. That area is restricted tonight.”


  “Why?” he demanded.


  “I don’t have that information. All traffic is to be rerouted around the area. Choose an alternate destination please.”


  “Switch me to manual,” he ordered.


  “I’m sorry,” the android said. A blue hand appeared briefly in the screen and punched a cryptic pattern on the control panel before it. There was something odd about the hand, but Huber couldn’t decide what it was.


  “Manual control is temporarily suspended for all units. Choose an alternate destination, please.”


  For a moment there was an expression on the blue face. Impatience? Of course not, Huber decided.


  “That’s complete nonsense,” he said. “Do as you’re ordered.”


  There was no doubt of the expression now.


  “Manual is suspended on your unit. Let me have your Company policy number, please.”


  “Damn it—”


  “Give me your policy number, please.”


  Huber gave it and said, “Switch me to your human supervisor.”


  “Of course.”


  A blue hand came forward, paused indecisively, then touched a switch on the complex console.


  In the next instant, Huber smelled burning insulation.


  Above his head the rotors began to vibrate screechingly. Huber felt the jolt as they flew apart and the ’copter bucked sickeningly.


  It began its long plunge into the river far below.
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  The helicopter hit the water with a shudder. The interior lights blinked out. For an instant, nothing happened; then water was pouring in upon Huber.


  He beat his way to the door as the water reached his chest. He gulped air, felt the water close over his head, and then he was frantically clawing at the exit hatch.


  He was drowning. He saw with sudden clarity that he would die. And he did not want to die.


  A distant part of his mind laughed hysterically at his panic. The man who had tried to kill himself, the man who had waited calmly for the death blow of a hunt, and now he didn’t want to die.


  The latch gave then and he pushed out. He held the stale air in his lungs tightly, feeling the numbing pressure of the water as he shot up through the black depths. Something was happening to his viscera and he knew he was going to be violently ill.


  His head broke water and he struggled to suck air into his paralyzed lungs. He couldn’t breath. Tight cramps lanced his abdomen. Somehow he had found the presence of mind to shed his shoes and now he tried to free himself from the sagging costume he wore. The seams parted at his touch and cold water touched bare skin.


  Before he fully understood what he was doing he raised the costume from the water and brought it down again violently. The effort submerged his head and he came up coughing. But the sudden movement had inflated the wet cloth. He held tightly to the leg and sleeve openings, trapping the air inside the sodden fabric.


  The current was carrying him along swiftly. He tried to kick against it, but his muscles were knotted. He knew he was going to be sick from the effect of the pressure and the food and liquor he’d consumed.


  At first he didn’t hear the motor. The boat was almost upon him before he saw the light stabbing out over the water. He yelled, and filled his lungs to yell again.


  Then he saw the heavy shape of a cruiser nosing toward him, and in the next instant rough hands were pulling him aboard.


  A light flashed in his face and a familiar voice said, “Of all the damned fish to catch tonight!”


  “Vic!” Huber gasped. “What the hell are you doing out here?”


  “A good question, and one you can answer too. But let’s get you inside and into some dry clothes.”


  While he dried himself in the small cabin and donned the set of work denims Vic Wortman gave him, Huber felt the boat change direction.


  “Damnedest way for a hunt to end,” Wortman said.


  “It wasn’t the hunt,” Huber said. “What are you doing out here? You haven’t told me.”


  “Being a hunt master’s just a hobby, you know. My main job is with the Company.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Well, it won’t hurt to tell you, I guess. We’re going out to Eldon’s Island. I have orders from the Director to man the Orestes installations there.”


  “Orestes?”


  “Ground-to-air missiles. Looks like somebody’s expecting unfriendly visitors from the air tonight.”


  Huber followed Wortman onto the darkened deck. The man gave low orders in the dark and Huber waited.


  Finally he said, “Vic, what’s going on? What blew up out there tonight?”


  “Search me. Looked like a bomb.”


  “Who’d try to bomb Universal City?”


  “Well, it’s been tried before. Why do you think they built this anti-aircraft installation we’re going to man?”


  “But that was centuries ago.”


  “I know. It sounds ridiculous that anyone would want to destroy the city. One thing, though, you forget . . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “The ones who dropped those bombs two centuries ago are probably still alive.”


  He left Huber by the cabin door and walked to the bow. Huber stood waiting silently. All at once he felt as if he were being pushed into something without his consent.


  The thing was too unreal, too coincidental. The series of events affecting him personally: the final confirmation of his future death, the attempt to jump out of the window, the girl, the explosion to the west, the failure of the ’copter, and Wortman’s too convenient arrival and too pat explanation.


  All seemingly disconnected events. Yet . . . He shivered in the coolness of the river breezes. There seemed to be no logical connection. Yet there was too much happening. He’d better watch his step with Wortman, he decided. The man was obviously a neurotic. How else explain his morbid interest in the hunts, his organizing a hunt club himself?


  Huber moved forward as the cruiser slackened its speed. Their direction changed slightly, and then the motors stilled. He saw the spotlight outlining a ragged fringe of trees and a half-decayed dock. One of the men jumped onto the dock and secured a mooring line.


  Then Wortman was on the dock, giving quick orders. Huber steadied himself by the bow and jumped across.


  “Look,” he told Wortman, “I’ve got to talk to you.”


  “Later, Ken.”


  “Now.”


  “Later. There’s a ’copter due to pick me up in another ten minutes. I’ve got to get this operation going.”


  Huber watched the men move out. There were gleams of individual lights in the darkness. He saw the dim shapes of some type of concrete construction, and heard the sound of metal sliding on metal. Someone shouted an order, and muffled motors whirred. Dim shapes of steel rose slowly to be silhouetted against the glow of the horizon and the lower silhouettes of the trees.


  The Orestes, he thought. Still operable after all these years? Someone had been preparing for tonight.


  He heard the distant beat of ‘copter vanes. As he listened they came closer, and a bright beam of light lanced the night sky. Moments later the heavy craft lowered itself onto the bank before the dock.


  Wortman came running. As he passed Huber, he said, “Come on.”


  A man was descending from the aircraft. As he stepped into the light, Huber recognized Dykeman’s assistant, Besser.


  “Who the hell told you to come out here?” the thin man rasped. For a moment Huber thought he was being addressed.


  “The Director ’vised me,” Wortman snapped. “Told me to contact you and hitch a ride.”


  Besser swore softly. “All right, get in.”


  “Come on, Ken,” Wortman called.


  “Who’s that?” Besser demanded.


  “Ken Huber.”


  “That’s out. I don’t have any orders on him.”


  “I do.”


  “Dykeman is senior in charge until the Director takes over. He specifically said no personnel but those from city administration.”


  “I told you. Director’s orders.”


  Besser swore again.


  “All right. Get in and make it quick.”


  Huber followed Wortman into the ’copter and took one of the rear seats. Besser settled into the pilot’s seat and flipped the manual switch. The blades bit air.


  “What’s the deal?” Huber demanded. “Where are we going?”


  “Out where that thing blew up,” Wortman said.


  “Thing?”


  “He doesn’t know,” Besser yelled angrily above the motors.


  “What thing?” Huber insisted. “A bomb?”


  “You may as well know, since you’ll see it anyway,” Besser yelled. “It wasn’t a bomb. It was a spaceship.”


  Huber gaped. The thin man laughed bitterly.


  “Don’t look at me as if I’ve gone off my rocker. It’s a spaceship, all right.” His voice was shrill above the noise of their flight. “A spaceship, by damn—complete with crew.”
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  “The first one crashed and blew up,” Besser yelled above the vibration of the rotor. “The blast caught the second and threw it out of control.”


  Etched in the blaze of light below, Huber could see the clumsy shapes of at least a dozen twin-rotor disaster craft, their oversize fuel tanks bulging like twin tankers on the stem of a reed, drawn into a tight landing pattern. The shock wave from the explosion had stripped the area of the scrub oak and pine that normally blanketed the plain west of the city. At the extreme boundaries of the circle of disaster, he could see occasional pines still rooted, but they were twisted and ragged looking, and leaned at sharp angles from the center of the bare circle.


  He counted fourteen twin search beams on the periphery of the area. Their bright arcs had been directed parallel to the ground. The whole area had a coarse granular appearance as though some monstrous rake had churned the earth in concentric circles from the epicenter. There was an area of nearly a hundred yards in diameter in the center of the blast that glistened like the surface of a frozen lake.


  “That must be where the fireball touched the ground,” Wortman said excitedly.


  Besser pointed to the east. “And that’s where the second one came in. It must have hit a half mile outside the circle and then torn a path through the trees.”


  “Just like a stone skipping across a pond,” Huber yelled.


  “Damned hard pond,” Wortman laughed, “and a damned big stone.”


  The wreckage of the second ship had strewn itself across the open area under the lights in a long narrow path. The ship had broken into three distinct sections, and Huber saw what he guessed must be the tail section by the battered rocket tubes.


  Besser had switched to manual again and was guiding the ship into a landing near the glazed area.


  “What about radiation?” Wortman asked.


  “An android crew checked first thing. Not a milliroentgen above normal background. Nothing in the cloud either.”


  “Whoever heard of a blast that size without a neutron flux?” Huber demanded.


  “Big medicine,” Wortman said in an awed voice.


  As they alighted, a mud-spattered mechanical centipede came churning across the soft ground from the forward section, dust and clods of dirt spurting from under its many splayed wheels. A conventional gyro-balanced beetle, Huber saw, could not possibly have navigated the uneven terrain. The vehicle ground to a stop near them with a muffled whine of transmissions, and Dykeman, who shared the front seat with an android driver, leaned out. “Besser,” he yelled, “who’s that with you?”


  “Ken Huber and Vic Wortman.”


  “Damn it, I told you not to bring any outsiders.”


  “Director sent me in, Dyke,” Wortman said, moving toward the vehicle. “Told me to pick up Ken and bring him along.”


  That’s an outright lie, Huber thought. It confirmed his doubts about Wortman. Something was radically wrong here.


  “What’s the situation look like?” Besser asked.


  “Don’t know. I was just heading for the forward section when you landed. I decided to come back and see who it was.”


  “Well, let’s go, then,” Wortman said.


  “That area’s off limits to you both,” Dykeman said, staring at them. “And don’t tell me you have any other authorization. I’m the final judge in questions of possible radiation.”


  “But Besser said—” Huber began.


  “Never mind what Besser said. You both stay here. That’s an order.”


  Before either could reply, Besser had mounted to the rear seat and Dykeman said, “Take off.”


  “Bring me a picture of your little green men,” Wortman said sardonically. Dykeman ignored him, but Besser turned to Wortman, his sunken eyes burning in the sallow face.


  “You’d make a joke out of your mother’s funeral,” he said.


  The centipede started with a jolt and raced back toward the forward section.


  “Look, there’s something I want to know,” Huber said.


  “Know how to run a ’pede?” Wortman demanded.


  “Yes, but—”


  “I saw one parked on the far side of the landing area as we came in. What say we take a look at that rear section?”


  Huber followed him at a trot.


  “Dykeman said to stay here,” he panted.


  “The hell with what Dyke says,” Wortman snapped, climbing over the wheels of the parked vehicle and into the passenger seat.


  Huber mounted beside him and started the motor. The thing snarled softly as his foot engaged the transmission and he threw the vehicle forward.


  “What’s Dykeman doing here?” he demanded as he swerved to avoid a massive piece of torn metal.


  “Officially in charge of field operations. Only a few of the regular complement are on hand on Carnival night. Rest have left for the week end.”


  “What about the radiation?”


  “Don’t be silly. Think he’d go in unless it were safe?” As they approached the rear section with its massive rocket tubes, the metal fragments became more profuse, and Huber needed all of his attention to avoid them. The initial impact of the ship had stripped all the airfoils from the craft; and connecting girders and the metal outer skin had crumbled from the frame with each glancing impact to spread huge pieces of debris over the path of the ship.


  He hadn’t realized just how large the motor section was until they drew up beside it and he looked up to see the gouged and scarred wall curve upward above them and out over their vehicle. A gaping hole in the side, apparently the result of torchwork by one of the android disaster crew, was close enough for them to reach from the centipede. Huber crawled through and leaned out to help Wortman, who came up puffing and blowing. He was carrying a hand lantern.


  Huber took the light from him and led the way forward. The section seemed to be divided into the short passage into which they had gained entry and two much larger chambers, braced and buttressed against the thrust of the motors, through which branching catwalks led.


  Huber paused to eye several of the levers, attached to a complex of pipes resembling a hydraulic system.


  “One thing sure,” he said, “our little green men have only four fingers, if you can call them that.”


  “How so?” demanded Wortman.


  “By the various controls. They’re designed to be grasped by three fingers and an opposable thumb. About human height too, I’d say, though what they look like Dykeman will tell us.”


  He began to inspect the massive tanks that filled the first compartment. After a long while, he said, “These damned things can’t be all reaction mass. Where’s the fuel?”


  He kneeled and opened a petcock on the massive pipe leading from one of the tanks. Clear liquid gushed out. He checked the flow with a tug and smelled the liquid. Finally he tasted it.


  “Here,” he offered Wortman.


  Wortman tasted a drop.


  “Salt!”


  “That’s right. Weak saline.”


  “But what about fuel?”


  “I’ve got a crazy idea, there. Notice there’s ho shielding worth the name anywhere in this section.”


  He started through to the second chamber. “I want to check below,” Huber said, lowering himself slowly on a ladder.


  It was fifteen minutes before he re-joined Wortman. “Find anything?” he asked.


  “Looks like my crazy idea was right. Our aliens know how to handle a controlled sodium fusion reaction.”


  “Now, look,” Wortman protested. “Even I know enough about nuclear physics to know that is impossible.”


  “Take my word for it,” Huber said. “Our little green men can do the impossible. And they don’t get any hard radiation from the reaction. They dissolve the fuel right in the reaction mass, salt in water, and get heat and a few stray betas that even the thinnest sheet of tinfoil would stop.”


  “What about the motor itself. Can we duplicate it?”


  “I think so. The secret seems to be in a little gadget in the rear of the assembly that sends a stream of alphas from a hunk of polonium into the reaction mass and then generates some sort of harmonic field around the chamber. It looks simple, but I’ll be damned if I see how they shake up a few sodium atoms and a couple of alpha particles and get energy out of it.”


  “Any idea how much thrust?”


  “How much do you think this hulk weighs?”


  “Well . . .”


  Huber stamped on the deck. It rang hollowly.


  “Plain ordinary steel,” he said. “Those motors have enough thrust to raise and maneuver a five-hundred-yard long vessel of solid steel.”


  “If we can unravel those motors,” Wortman said, “it means we’ve got space flight dumped right into our lap.”


  “There’s more.”


  Huber raised the lantern and hooked it on a ragged piece of metal that curled from one wall. The metal wall plates were warped and buckled as though the major impact of striking had been concentrated at this point. The far end of the spacious compartment was filled with a bewildering mass of complex helices and gleaming silver bus bars a foot thick. Dropping away on either side of the catwalk that ran through the center of the compartment was a complex instrument panel with what were obviously acceleration couches positioned at several spots on its face. The whole thing now leaned crazily, its surface scored as though with a giant file.


  “That’s not the motor,” Wortman whispered.


  “No. It looks something like those electro-gravitic generators Chang in Lima was playing with fifty years ago when he developed the induction field. If there’s one competent physicist on the continent, you’d better get him out here. This thing is beyond me.”


  “What is it?”


  Huber paused in indecision.


  “You should ask what is it, and”—he pointed at the acceleration couches before the great board—“where are the technicians who ran it? This thing needs a lot of controlling.”


  “All right, give,” Wortman demanded.


  Huber gestured silently, took the lantern, and led him along the catwalk toward the deep well that housed the control board. He directed his light into the depths of the spaceship.


  “Looks like something’s been burned down there.”


  “That’s right,” Huber said. “Something—don’t ask me what—literally burned down the crew. Something piled them, unconscious or dead, down there and deliberately tried to reduce them to ashes.”


  “Who—”


  “As for your other question,” Huber said, feeling suddenly as if he were going to strangle on the words, “I think this damned thing is an interstellar drive.”
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  The centipede returned them to the landing area just as Dykeman arrived from the forward stage. The chubby medic climbed from his vehicle and strode purposefully toward them as they dismounted.


  “I thought I told you to stay here,” he said.


  “We figured there’d be no danger,” Wortman said.


  “That motor section could be hot as blazes,” the medic said with a worried frown.


  “Well, it’s too late to worry now.” Huber said. “Find anything in the forward section?”


  “Nothing,” Dykeman said, shaking his head. “Not a sign of anyone or anything. Controls pretty badly smashed up, but not a blood spot or anything that would pass for one.


  Huber told him what they had found.


  “That doesn’t sound reasonable,” Dykeman said.


  “Where’s Besser?” Wortman demanded.


  “Throwing up a picket line around the area. We brought in a detachment of androids and armed them.”


  “What are you afraid of?” Huber wanted to know.


  “Did it ever occur to you,” Dykeman said, “that our hypothetical aliens didn’t intend to give us a present of this ship? That they might not want us out there where they come from? That they might try to get in and destroy this wreck?”


  “From the ground?”


  “Either way,” the medic said, “we’ve got to be prepared until we can get someone in here who understands this thing.”


  Huber was about to say something about the drives he’d seen when Dykeman looked up and said:


  “It’s about time.”


  Brilliant landing lights suddenly flicked on overhead and Huber looked up to see a ’copter lowering toward them.


  “Look,” Wortman said, “I’m going out with Besser. Maybe I can help.”


  “Better stay here,” Dykeman said. “That’s the Director’s ship.”


  “I’ll be back,” Wortman said. Before the medic could answer, Wortman had climbed up beside Dykeman’s driver and the centipede was rocketing away toward the forward section.


  “Damned flighty idiot,” Dykeman said; and Huber wondered if Dykeman had yet seen Wortman’s name on the list of hunt clubs he’d given him.


  The ’copter settled heavily and the door flew open even before the blades ceased revolving.


  A tall man with broad shoulders and a thick corded neck leaped down. In the light from the spots, Huber saw that his hair was tinged with gray. He wondered how old he must be. Very few of the present generation showed any sign of aging.


  Dykeman started forward as the man turned to lend assistance to someone behind him. As they stepped into the light, Huber moved forward. With a start, he recognized the second figure.


  It was the girl from the hunt club.


  “What does it look like?” the man was saying as he drew up with them.


  “You know Huber?” Dykeman said.


  “No, I don’t,” the man said.


  “But Wortman said—”


  “I suggested he be brought along,” the girl said.


  “I wish you’d keep me notified of these things, Loira,” Dykeman said, his voice showing annoyance.


  “I’m Robert Frey,” the tall graying man said.


  Huber shook the Director’s hand as Dykeman said, “We haven’t found a soul aboard. I think the ship’s robot-controlled.”


  “I don’t think so,” Huber said. He was eying the girl, Loira, gauging her reaction. She seemed completely at her ease, though there was no doubt that she knew him. And, he thought, she knew of Wortman’s lies on his behalf. Which meant—


  “What are you talking about?” Dykeman demanded.


  “There’s a pile of bodies in the motor section. Pretty badly charred, but that’s what they are.”


  He described what he and Wortman had discovered.


  “This is too pat,” the Director said through compressed lips. “I don’t like the looks of it.”


  “We’ve had the Orestes stations manned,” Loira said.


  “Why, in heaven’s name?” Dykeman said.


  “There’s still one of those ships loose,” the Director said as they walked toward the other waiting centipede. “It’s a bet,” the Director continued, “that those people, whoever they are, didn’t intend to make us a present of their drive. They probably don’t want us out there.” He waved at the stars overhead.


  “I don’t understand this,” Huber said. “Of all the areas on the continent without a single observer, why did this flight appear over Universal City? And during a test period? There’s never been a report before of such ships and now, without warning, one blows up over the city and drops a radically new engine within walking distance.”


  “Perhaps they wanted us to get the motor,” Frey said.


  “Would they destroy two valuable ships?” Loira said.


  “Maybe the crew was composed of androids,” the Director said.


  “No, it just doesn’t make sense,” Huber said.


  “Did you see the motors?” Loira asked.


  He nodded.


  Dykeman looked at him, his eyes wide.


  “Is there anything in there that could interfere with radio reception?” he asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “All radio transmission went out about the time the ships were over the city,” the Director said. “There was a burst of untuned radiation that knocked out reception all over the hemisphere.”


  “Has that ever happened before?”


  Dykeman and the Director exchanged glances.


  “Yes,” the Director said at last. “A number of times in the last ten years. We’ve localized its source in the Hudson Bay Area.”


  “But there’s nothing up there,” Dykeman said. “Nothing but the Bureau of Forestry’s pulp reserves.”


  “I can’t tell you about what those motors would do,” Huber said.


  “I want to see that control section,” the Director said. “There may be star maps, manuals.”


  Dykeman led the way to the centipede. Huber grabbed the girl by the arm.


  “Stay here,” he said. “I want to talk to you.”


  “Loira,” the Director said over his shoulder, “get on the radio and check with Ashville on those marines they’re sending up.”


  “No excuse now,” Huber said, grinning coldly.


  They watched the centipede scurry off.


  “All right,” Huber said. “Give.”


  “Give what?”


  “You have some explaining to do. Like that phony hunt. I’m pretty well convinced you were leading me into a trap.”


  “You were being hunted, by the man in the soldier’s costume,” she said. “I chose the first way I thought of to get you away from there.”


  “What happened to him?”


  She shrugged. “I had to dispose of him.”


  He grabbed her fiercely, his fingers digging into her shoulders. She bore the pressure without wincing.


  “All right, just who are you?” he demanded. “What are you? What have you got to do with Wortman?”


  “I can’t tell you that,” she said, “not yet.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m tired of being maneuvered. You aren’t going to push me around any more.”


  “Isn’t it enough that we’ve saved your life three times?”


  “Twice—if you really did,” he said, “and don’t evade the issue.”


  “We’re working very hard to a particular goal,” she said.


  “We . . . we? What kind of paranoid nonsense is this?”


  “How can I possibly answer your questions when you won’t listen?” she demanded. She pulled roughly away and started to walk toward the helicopter. He caught up with her, grasped her arm, and forced her to face him.


  “I can’t tell you now,” she said. “Believe me, part of that is simply because you aren’t prepared to accept the explanation and . . .”


  She paused in indecision.


  “Believe me, trust me. You’ve assumed an importance in certain plans, an importance by your mere existence.”


  “You expect me to trust you blindly?”


  “Yes,” she said. She fumbled in the pocket of the blouse she wore. Her hand appeared with a stoppered vial. “This will answer one question in due time.”


  He unstoppered the vial and sniffed.


  “Acetone.”


  “That’s right.”


  “But—”


  “You’ll know when to use it.”


  He started to say something else when suddenly a sharp crack knifed the air. Several shots sounded behind them.


  He turned as the area to the rear was plunged in darkness.


  “Someone’s shot out the spots!” he yelled.


  In the darkness far down the disaster lane, the night erupted in bright flashes of light. The high nervous chatter of automatic weapons broke the stillness.


  VII


  He was running forward then, Loira close behind him. Silently he cursed when he realized that there was no way to get closer to the scene of action. He was turning to hunt for another centipede when he heard the sound of roaring motors. A centipede suddenly broke into the lighted area and made for his position.


  The machine roared to a stop and Wortman jumped from the seat and made for the Director’s helicopter. “Vic!” Huber yelled.


  The man stopped and turned.


  “Get down there and help,” he yelled. “There’s a submachine gun in the seat of the ’pede.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “This is just a distraction here,” he yelled. “Listen.”


  In the distance Huber heard muffled explosions. A red light bloomed briefly in the distant sky.


  “The Orestes stations,” he said.


  “The bastards must have had men planted in the crew


  I left there,” Vic said and turned to the ’copter.


  A moment later the machine was off the ground.


  “Stay here,” Huber yelled at Loira, and threw in the ’pede’s transmission. A moment later he was speeding into the area beyond the lights.


  The firing had died down, but he crouched low, using the metal of the cabin to protect himself. He pulled the machine up sharply, grabbed the gun on the seat beside him and leaped to the ground.


  He almost stumbled over a fallen body. His hand encountered the coarse cloth of an android uniform. Then he began to move forward.


  Someone moved in to his left. “Who is it?” he yelled.


  “Put down that gun and get out of here.” It was Besser’s voice.


  The shooting stopped suddenly and he stood waiting for Besser to approach: A light suddenly stabbed out from one of the extinguished spotlights.


  “Get that damned thing off,” he yelled. “The third ship must be in the area.”


  “You’re crazy,” Besser said.


  Huber brought up the machine gun and loosed a blast at the light. It faded with a sputter. Besser began to swear.


  In the next instant a growing hiss filled the air.


  “Get down,” Huber yelled, “it’s coming in.”


  The hiss grew to an ear-splitting roar. He looked up and saw a heavy shape occult the stars. It was moving with an agonizing slowness. Then he saw the helicopter.


  It was coming in low. There was no doubt of its purpose.


  “He’s going to ram it,” Besser yelled.


  “He can’t bring that thing down,” Huber said.


  “Like hell he can’t,” Besser said and hit the ground at Huber’s feet.


  The hissing suddenly rose in pitch. The red exhaust of the great ship curved sharply.


  “He’s driving it off,” Huber yelled.


  It was true. Incredibly true. The great ship nosed up sharply to avoid the slower ’copter. The red exhaust bent abruptly and the ship was rising vertically. Higher and higher, gaining speed. And then it was gone.


  “There’s the weakness,” he said. “They can’t handle the thing in an atmosphere. Even a ’copter will throw them off.”


  He helped Besser up.


  “Who was it?” Besser demanded.


  “Wortman.”


  “I thought so.”


  “What happened out here?” Huber demanded.


  With a sputter another of the blanked spots nearby glowed and white light illuminated the area.


  “I don’t know,” Besser said. “I wasn’t here when it started. Whoever they were, they escaped back into the woods.”


  He walked back toward the centipede in which Huber had come. Huber looked down at the crumpled form of the android over which he had stumbled. There was something odd about the outstretched hand. Then he remembered the hand of the android dispatcher, the one he had talked to before his helicopter plunged into the Mississippi.


  And then he had it.


  The hand.


  He grabbed the limp arm and held it up for a better look. The little finger on the hand was circled by a thin but definite line of darker blue. Scar tissue, he thought. Quickly, he inspected the other hand. It was the same way.


  “Come on,” Besser said, walking back to where he was standing. “It’s only a hunk of meat.”


  “Wait a minute,” Huber growled.


  He felt in his pocket, searching for the vial Loira had given him. Quickly he unstoppered it and secured a handkerchief from his other pocket. He moistened the cloth from the bottle, leaned down, and began to scrub it across the forehead of the dead android.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Besser demanded.


  “Take a look,” Huber said.


  He held up the handkerchief. It was stained a deep blue. At his feet the dead android stared up glassily. The blue skin about the forehead was almost white.


  “My God,” Besser said.


  “Is this one of yours?” Huber demanded.


  “Who knows? They all look alike. It’s obvious why he was planted here.”


  “That isn’t all that’s obvious,” Huber said. He told Besser about the android dispatcher. “They must have agents in key positions everywhere.”


  “Let’s get back,” the man said. For the first time his cold self-possession seemed to have deserted him.


  They mounted the centipede and Huber turned the machine towards the landing area. Charging across the broken terrain, he glanced quickly at Besser. The man’s face was abnormally white. He was biting his lower lip fiercely.


  The Director’s helicopter had landed, Huber saw. He brought the centipede to a halt and they dismounted and walked toward it. Loira was standing outside, looking into the ship.


  As they walked up beside her, Dykeman thrust his head out of the hatch. Huber could hear the Director’s voice saying something. Talking on the radio, Huber decided.


  Dykeman jumped to the ground.


  “Dyke,” Huber said, “you’ve got to get a crew out to the android sheds—”


  The Director suddenly appeared in the hatch.


  “We’re doing that now. I hope it isn’t too late.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  The Director’s face was strained in the diffused light.


  “There was another burst of radiation about the time the ship came over. Now City Communication’s slave stations are off the air. All of the city’s public ’copters are grounded. That means there’s nothing but local communication within the immediate area. No ’copters but administrative ones like this. Every other one is city-dispatched on tight beam.”


  “That means . . .”


  “That Universal City is effectively sealed off from the outside world,” Loira said breathlessly.


  “It’s as simple as that,” the Director said. “All Company installations are centralized in the Administration area. The android sheds too. Whoever the aliens are, they hold it now—and the life of the city along with it.”


  “Where’s Wortman?” Huber demanded.


  “I don’t know,” the Director said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “The ’copter came down on autopilot. There was no one in it. Nothing but . . .”


  He motioned Huber forward and stood aside.


  Huber put his head through the hatch. The overhead lights were on. For a moment he saw nothing. Then his eyes saw the mound of cloth, kicked carelessly into the corner.


  A tunic and sandals.


  The tunic Wortman had been wearing.


  VIII


  “They’re holed up in the Administration building,” the balding young man named Johnson said. “We thought they were androids.”


  The three of them, Johnson, Dykeman and Huber, lay on the cold ground, looking toward the central Administration building that towered above the low barn-like android sheds. A wide expanse of concrete intervened. The whole compound was brightly lighted, with only the terraced lawns bordering the Administration building in shadow.


  “How many are there?” Huber asked.


  “Not more than five. They weren’t expecting us to take such quick action.”


  “What about the androids?”


  “That’s the funny thing. The aliens have done something to them. They’re in a coma, everyone stacked like cordwood in their bunks.”


  “Look,” Dykeman said, “it’s two more hours ’til sunrise, when the test group will start to leave the city. We’ve got to get this cleaned up.”


  “What’s in the central tower?” Huber demanded. “Central control for ’copter dispatch. The automatic devices are in the basement.”


  “Then, while they control the tower, no ’copter keyed to the city dispatch units can move.”


  “And five men can hold that place for days,” Dykeman said.


  “Do we have any beetles?” Huber asked.


  “Eight,” Johnson said.


  “They’d pick you off in a minute from those windows,” Dykeman protested.


  “Can you cut off the lights in the compound?”


  “We can cut the cables from the main power station,” Johnson said. “We’ve already dug them up at the terminal box.”


  “Good. Give me seven drivers for those beetles. Then post a man to watch for my signal on the lights.”


  “I’m coming with you,” Dykeman said.


  Johnson disappeared, and a moment later motors began to throb to their rear.


  Huber moved back toward the noise, Dykeman bringing up the rear. The beetles were drawn into a tight group. The gyro of one, Huber noted, must be off balance from the low regular beat in the otherwise even tone of the motor.


  “My man’s in position,” Johnson said as they approached.


  He handed Huber a heavy 16-mm pistol.


  “Give us time enough to get into the compound,” Huber said. “Have the other drivers follow, well spread out. We’ll take the main entrance. Its doors are big and all glass. They’ll have a time holding those broad stairs with no cover at the top.”


  He ran for one of the unoccupied beetles as Johnson passed instructions to the small group of drivers. He dropped into the bucket seat of the beetle as Dykeman climbed in.


  The beetle started with a spurt as the other vehicles fanned out. He heard the tires buzz on the pavement. He twisted the tiller and the beetle turned sharply around the corner of a shed. Dykeman was breathing hoarsely beside him.


  Then they were on the compound, speeding for the Administration building. All the lights in the compound went suddenly dark. He heard the sound of the other beetles behind him.


  They were still a hundred yards from the shadowed front of the building when he heard shouts. He glanced to his left and saw dull red flames.


  “They’ve got something that’s burning out the motors of the beetles,” Dykeman yelled above the wind.


  “They haven’t got us yet,” Huber yelled, and toed the accelerator.


  The beetle lurched for a moment and then sped up the shallow incline toward the great glass doors. He slammed the brake pedal hard and jumped from the vehicle. He heard Dykeman jump from the other side with a grunt.


  The glass doors were open to the night air and they plunged through to the darkened interior at a crouch. Huber’s toe found the first step of the broad stairs and he almost stumbled.


  There was no sound, only their heavy breathing. They raced silently up the stairs. With each step Huber expected to be met with fire. Then they were in the broad hall that stretched the length of the first floor.


  “No sign of them,” Dykeman panted.


  “Try the tower,” Huber said.


  “We may walk into a trap.”


  “Any better idea?”


  The curving escalator to the tower was silent. Around the bend of the immobile stairs, Huber saw a glow of light from the tower room.


  There was no sound.


  Cautiously he lowered his body to the floor and stuck his pistol carefully around the corner. He began to pump round after round against the opposite wall. He heard the high whine of ricocheting 16-mm slugs.


  “Come on,” he yelled.


  He jumped to his feet and rounded the comer on a run.


  The room was empty.


  The only evidence that anyone had been there was the disorder of smashed dispatch panels and hacked cables leading into the floor.


  “Now what?” Dykeman demanded.


  “They’re still one jump ahead unless—”


  He whirled on the medic.


  “What about that man, Johnson? Do you trust him?


  This looks phony.”_


  Dykeman opened his mouth to answer. His pudgy face suddenly lost all color in the blinding light that poured through the broad windows of the dispatch room.


  Huber threw himself at the medic. They fell to the floor and rolled under the dispatcher’s desk.


  In the next instant, the broad windows of the tower erupted in flying daggers. Glass tinkled, then there was silence. A moment later the tower rocked in the grip of the backblast.


  Huber sprang to his feet and ran to the window. It looked like a hungry mouth with endless glittering teeth. He looked out toward the wreck area, feeling sick.


  “The Director, Loira, Besser . . .” Dykeman breathed. “It must have got them all.”


  “And the ship . . .” Huber said. The sense of loss was overpowering.


  “That’s the end of any space-flight dream,” Dykeman said wearily.


  “No, it isn’t,” Huber said fiercely. “Maybe we’ve lost the star drive.” He looked toward the cloud that was unfolding like some evil flower against the horizon’s glow. “But I can still duplicate their planetary drive,” he finished.


  “I was afraid of that,” Dykeman said behind him.


  He started to turn. The room suddenly dissolved in splinters of pain, and blackness fell on him in red-shot, choking folds.


  IX


  Consciousness came briefly as if someone had pulled a switch. It was a flickering awareness in which he felt cold metal under his body. A shrill rush of air filled his ears and for a moment he thought he was in a ’copter. Then he realized that no ’copter was capable of such speed. He opened his eyes and saw amber lights and gleaming metal through a dancing haze. Then a rush of nausea swept over him and he plunged again into an anesthetic darkness.


  When he was again fully conscious, he found that the hard metal surface had been replaced by the softness of foam plastic. He tried to turn on his side and discovered that his hands were bound securely in front of him. His legs were tied, too.


  “I’m sorry I had to do that, Ken,” a voice said and he turned his head. Dykeman was sitting on the edge of the relaxer on which he lay. His eyes traveled briefly around the room, noting soft recessed lights, a broad draped window.


  “That’s right,” Dykeman said. “We’re at my house.”


  “Cut the hearts and flowers,” Besser said, stepping into his line of vision. “I don’t see why you bothered to bring him here. He doesn’t know any more about the girl and her organization than we do.”


  “I thought you—” Huber began.


  “Don’t be stupid,” Besser sneered. “I planted the bomb in the wrecked ship. Think I’d stay around until it went off?”


  “You murdering bastard,” Huber said and began to struggle.


  “No use struggling, Ken,” Dykeman said tiredly. “You won’t be hurt if you cooperate.”


  Huber sank back tiredly. “I should have realized that only you could have destroyed those bodies on the ship,” he said. “But how do I fit into your little rat race?”


  “You’re the source of the rat race,” Dykeman said. “Your very existence has built this operation into a comedy of errors. Now, we have to do certain things which I wish weren’t necessary . . .


  He spread his hands. “Ken, we’re not a bunch of inhuman monsters, even by your standards. The fact that we’ve succeeded in our masquerade for so long indicates that.”


  “But it wasn’t perfect, your masquerade,” Huber said. “What about the scars?”


  Dykeman held up his hand. It was quite without a blemish.


  “We had to bring in help quick when this situation developed. There wasn’t time for the niceties of long careful surgery. That’s why we chose to have our new men masquerade as androids. No one notices them.”


  “Your first shock troops? It won’t be that easy.”


  “Don’t be silly,” the medic said impatiently. “You should realize that any sort of attack over interstellar distances is logistically impossible.”


  He leaned forward and stared pensively at the floor. “Besides, why go to the bother? In another century, this whole society of yours will be sinking into a quiet decay. You’ve lost all growth impetus already. And we can use the room much better than you. Even with the land you’ve destroyed, this Earth of yours is a jewel in comparison to the other worlds available to us.”


  “So,” Besser said, “we’ll just wait until you’ve sunk into a level of decay and lethargy that will allow us to simply move in and slowly take over the planet as we need it.”


  “Your race won’t be harmed,” Dykeman said. “We’re no more capable of that kind of extermination than you—less capable, if I remember my human history. Don’t you see? That’s been my sole mission here, to preserve the status quo. That’s why we planned to move against the hunt clubs, why we had to move to keep the knowledge of Touzinsky’s Syndrome from becoming widespread. You’re the first one who hasn’t managed to destroy himself.”


  “Suicide?” Huber said incredulously. He remembered the window incident.


  “A subconscious death wish, maybe. We just plant the proper suggestion and . . . Well, the ‘het’ field works only for the conscious expression of a suicide impulse.” He smiled bitterly.


  “You weren’t going to jump last night, of course. But, the near blackout which Besser engineered and my own apparent excitement . . . Well, it planted the suggestion effectively enough. You have no idea how fear of pain and lingering death has dominated your race’s psychology since you achieved immortality.”


  “What makes it so ironic,” Besser said, “is that the Syndrome stems from a bio-chemical imbalance produced by the longevity serum, itself. The effects will be widespread in another fifty years. That’s when your whole culture starts to fall apart.”


  “No,” Huber sneered, “you aren’t capable of wholesale extermination. But you are capable of letting a race die by your inaction. Don’t feed me your idealistic drivel.” Dykeman colored and sprang to his feet angrily. “Damn it,” he said, “you brought it on yourself. This was your decision, this life of complete and unending boredom. My people had the same choice, but they preferred the stars to living like fat cows, wallowing in a tight little pasture.”


  “We can always turn back toward the stars again,” Huber said. “We have the planetary drive and later—”


  “Correction. You, as an individual, have the drive. That was the girl’s doing. Somehow one of her confederates infiltrated our group here and managed to wreck the ship tonight—”


  The thought of a double agent struck Huber as the height of irony, and he began to laugh.


  “It’s not so funny,” Dykeman said. “Her meddling forces us to take measures I’d rather have avoided. We have the city pretty effectively sealed off, but we can’t ascertain what damage the knowledge of our mere existence may do. The people outside of the city who know of what’s happened here tonight are being dealt with.”


  “You can’t deal with the city,” Huber said. “There are too many people here.”


  “That’s what you suppose,” Besser said, his lips twisting. “You’ve provided the agency of your own defeat here, too.”


  “Shut up, you bloodthirsty cretin,” Dykeman said, whirling on the man. “If you hadn’t bungled so miserably in allowing him to see the drive and in not discovering the girl’s agent in the ship, we wouldn’t have to do what we must.”


  He turned to Huber.


  “As for you, Ken, I’ll decide what to do with you after I come back.”


  The medic was pale as he turned.


  “What are you going to do?” Huber yelled, struggling with his bonds.


  “What can we do?” Dykeman asked. “We’ll change the ‘het’ field a bit. It’ll be pretty messy, but no one else will know it was not an accident, a malfunction.”


  The door closed behind him.


  Shortly thereafter Huber heard the whoosh of jetted air and something, moving fast, went over the house. “The third ship?” he asked.


  “Life craft,” Besser said laconically. “The ship’s on its way north to destroy your girl friend’s machine.”


  “Machine?” Huber cursed his outburst when he saw the sudden smile on Besser’s face.


  “I told Dyke you didn’t know anything about her.”


  “North?” Huber said. “That means that the machine you’re referring to is the one that’s responsible for the radiation that destroyed radio transmission tonight.”


  “It’s a pity you’re developing your talents for deduction so late in the game,” Besser said.


  “You haven’t done so well yourself. She’s outguessed you at every turn.”


  “Well, that’s all over,” Besser said.


  “No thanks to your bungling,” Huber said.


  Besser’s face reddened. For the first time Huber began to notice the subtle non-human features about the man: the peculiar flare of the nostrils, the typical pattern to the construction of the ears, the other less noticeable alien differences.


  “You have been a little stupid,” Huber said.


  “Don’t press your luck,” Besser said angrily, his hand on a heavy bulge in his pocket.


  “Dykeman had your number. No wonder he’s in charge of this operation instead of you.”


  Huber knew then that he had touched a raw spot. The color flamed in Besser’s face and his eyes were suddenly as cold as death. He moved purposefully over to the couch and looked down.


  “This mess wouldn’t have happened if he hadn’t been so soft with you,” Besser said. “If I had my way—”


  “You wouldn’t have even a foothold. He had the name, all right. Cretin.”


  Besser’s lips tightened and suddenly he raised a hand. Huber’s rocketing knees caught him at the base of the short ribs. The alien stumbled back, gasping.


  Huber rolled wildly, trying to get to his feet. He pulled frantically at the bands that encircled his wrists, feeling them cut into his flesh. Besser had stumbled back against a desk, his hands clutching at his middle.


  Then he straightened, hate twisting his face into a mindless animal mask. His hand reached almost lovingly for the bulging pocket and a gleaming pistol slid from its concealment. He raised the barrel, his eyes gleaming.


  Huber closed his eyes and waited for death.


  Then there was a coarse humming sound that seemed to vibrate his teeth at the roots. He smelled the sharp bite of ozone.


  Nothing happened to him. Miraculously, he was still alive.


  He heard Besser curse softly and he opened his eyes.


  Loira was standing on the far side of the desk, her body bathed in a flickering nimbus of yellow light. The low hum was coming from a bright metal case, depending from a strap thrown over one shoulder. She touched the case with a hand and the humming increased in pitch and then ceased.


  “This is convenient,” Besser said, and raised the pistol.


  Before he could fire, a pale violet beam shot from the case at Loira’s side, formed itself into a flame-bright sphere and rushed silently toward Besser. The edge touched him and the pistol fell to the floor with a muffled thump.


  For seconds a sparkling, vaguely man-shaped outline persisted where he had stood. Then this too faded. Huber felt the faintest warmth on his cheek.


  Loira was at his side, her hands plucking at his bonds. His arms came free, and then his legs.


  “Where’s Dykeman?” she asked.


  “The city—Universal Building, I think . . .”


  “And the ship?”


  “North—to destroy your machine.”


  “The projector? Did Dykeman give you any idea of what he planned to do?”


  “He said something about the ‘het’ field.”


  “I was afraid of that. We’ve got to find a ’copter and stop him.”


  “What about your private means of transportation?” Huber gestured at the gleaming case at her side.


  “No, this is only a remote control device and detector for the mechanism in the Hudson Bay area. It controls my projection from the machine. You didn’t think I could have survived the blast at the wreck otherwise?”


  He reached out, touching the solidity of her flesh.


  “You’re no projection,” he accused.


  “Not as you understand it. That doesn’t mean I have any material reality when I’m using the machine.”


  “But—”


  “We haven’t time for long-winded explanations. Besides, the very math that describes the phenomenon hasn’t even been invented yet.”


  “The machine,” he said, “the one their ship is trying to destroy—”


  “Yes,”‘she said, “it was the means by which Vic and I and one other were able to come back and contact you.”


  She paused in indecision. Then she said,


  “It’s not accurate at all to call it this, but the best description I can give you is that it’s a time machine.”


  X


  “What about the ‘het’ field?” he demanded as they winged their way across the city. The only aircraft in Dykeman’s garage had been one of the clumsy, fuel-heavy disaster craft such as they had seen at the wreck site. They had taken that.


  “I don’t know. The field is a very complex thing. There are a number of things he could do.”


  “They can’t cover up their existence with a move like this.”


  “Yes, they can. If they’re brutal enough. You don’t know what they’re capable of. Nor how far your, world has withdrawn from reality.”


  “But a whole city—a whole test group! What can he do?”


  “It makes no difference. This world of yours would forget the worst disaster in a century.”


  “There,” he pointed at the bright shape of the Universal Building spearing the sky. The ’copter swayed and bounced in the grip of thermals as she cut out of the regular traffic lane and dropped down toward the city.


  For a moment they hovered over the broad city streets. Far below people were milling about, pressing forward in tight masses. They were all moving along the street in one direction, their bodies pressed tightly together into one almost cohesive mass. The frightening thing, he suddenly realized, was that they weren’t making a sound. He should be able to hear the crowd murmur of such a mass, even above the noise of the helicopter. But there was only the silent motion of the crowd, like close-packed wheat swaying under the rush of a voiceless wind.


  The ’copter surged ahead, passing over more and more people, all moving solidly in the same direction. As they dropped even lower, seeking the broad plaza before the Universal Building, he saw their faces. His eyes were filled with the montage of silent mouths, open as if to cry out; of eyes, looking blankly ahead with an idiot stare.


  The ’copter grounded on one of the side streets, leading to the Plaza. He dropped from the hatch and saw a group of people moving out of the plaza and toward them.


  “Wait a minute,” he yelled and moved to intercept the muscular blond man in the lead.


  “Ken,” Loira yelled. “Don’t move too far ahead. I can’t protect you if we lose contact.”


  For an instant he felt a faint dizziness and a sudden heavy depression. It was impossible to go on. Better to quit, to stop trying. Nothing left but . . . yes . . . the only answer. Death . . . a silent dreamless sleep . . . to die . . .


  He clutched at the blond man. In the next instant hands were clawing at his back. The blond man aimed a blow at him, a heavy ring sliding across his cheek. He sank to the pavement, feeling the coldness of the concrete . . .


  Cold . . . like death . . . there was only one sure way . . . the river . . . to sink into its dark cold depths . . . to . . .


  And then Loira was beside him, her thin hands striking


  his face again and again, driving away the blackness.


  “He’s using the field to stimulate a death impulse,” she sobbed. “He’s driving them into the river!”


  “My God,” Huber gasped. “He’ll destroy everyone in the city. That’s what he meant about everyone thinking it was an accident, a failure of the ‘het’ field.”


  He rose to his feet and sprinted toward the plaza. He crossed it quickly, Loira close behind him. The cold eyes of Meintrup’s statue looked down on them as he halted outside the door.


  “Where’s the field apparatus?” he asked.


  “Second floor from the top,” she said breathlessly. “But he’s probably turned off the induction fields. You’ll never reach him.”


  Huber stared up the side of the towering building. Near the top of the slim needle, he saw a gleaming metal cylinder, poised weightlessly before an open window.


  “The lifecraft,” he yelled. “He’s inside.”


  He turned and ran back the way he had come. He climbed into the helicopter. Behind him, he heard Loira plead,


  “No, Ken! No!”


  He switched on the autopilot, keyed the starter and waited as the electric motors whined and the jets caught. Then he punched quick data on the programmer of the autopilot and pulled the throttle. The ship was six feet off the ground when he leaped.


  He grabbed her and pulled her up beside one of the buildings, bordering the street. The ’copter soared, twin blades beating the air. It hesitated for a moment as the autopilot took over. Then it plunged up and forward, heading for the top floor of the Universal Building.


  He looked up at the alien lifecraft in time to see a section of the gleaming cylinder fold back. For an instant he saw a man’s form move from the open window to the lifecraft, stand outlined against the early glow of morning and then—


  Then the ’copter hit just above.


  The aircraft splintered with the impact, the clumsy fuel tanks collapsing in accordion folds.


  For a second nothing happened.


  Then one of the tanks erupted with a muffled roar. Liquid flame dripped down to engulf the alien ship and cascade down the side of the building. A second explosion, more violent than the first, rocked the ground and masonry showered the street.


  “Look, look,” Loira said breathlessly.


  The top floors of the Universal Building were a huge torch, jetting white hot flames into the morning skies. And all around them, people were coming out of their drugged state and looking around in bewilderment.


  They sat in the Cafe Duval where they had first met. Someone had lowered the glass panels from the metal canopy, cutting off the chill morning air. Through the transparent walls, they could see the blackened warped spire of the Universal Building, still smouldering. In the first gray light of the morning, it looked leprous and diseased.


  “You’ve changed,” Loira said. “Changed a lot from the frightened man of yesterday who couldn’t face the end of his life.”


  “A lot has happened. There’s a great deal I want to ask you—”


  “There isn’t much time,” she said. “Soon their ship will find my machine and—”


  “Can’t we do something to stop that?”


  “No,” she said. “Anyway, I’m not really in this world of yours. Less so, perhaps, with each passing minute.”


  “But—”


  “Let me finish. In my world, there are only a few of us, a few humans left. The aliens are quite humane in their own way. They’re not monsters, any more than Dykeman was. Just as, centuries ago, we were quite humane to the Amerindians after we robbed them of their land. Only . . .” Her face became cold and her eyes showed pain.


  “Only we left them some dignity. We didn’t make useless pets of them.


  “There were three of us: myself, Vic and one other whom you’ve never met. We stole one of their machines, a machine the aliens won’t invent for, another two centuries. Then we came back here. The one you didn’t know managed over the last two years to find one of their bases in Africa, to secrete himself aboard one of their ships. He was the one responsible for the wrecks last night.”


  “And he died,” Huber said softly.


  “No, I don’t think so. We can’t really be killed since we’re not truly here, not materially. But there’s no room in our history for that crash. He probably ceased to exist at that point—just as Vic did tonight after driving away the third $hip with his helicopter.”


  “But,” he protested, “that means you’ve destroyed yourself.”


  “Perhaps. I don’t know. But in my world, in my past, there was a man named Kenneth Huber. He was one of the first to develop Touzinsky’s Syndrome.”


  Her hand brushed the case beside her, fingers finding yielding surfaces. The box began to emit low warning buzzes at regular intervals.


  “They’re getting close,” she said. “I don’t have much time. About my Kenneth Huber—he was killed in a hunt.


  “No, wait, that was another world.” She was speaking rapidly now, waving aside his protests. “But that was a crucial point. Huber was one of the few in this world who could understand the alien drive if he had a chance to see one. We knew one of their groups would be active near the city on the night Huber’s test group finished its week. If we could avoid his death, contact him, engineer him into a situation where he could see the drive—”


  “But you’ve solved nothing, except preventing my death,” Huber protested.


  “That’s not true. The one thing this world needs is a challenge. You have two now. The challenge of space flight, and the knowledge that, if you don’t use it, you lose your own world as well as the rest of the planets by default.”


  “But the disease . . . That means the end of immortality.”


  “No,” she said, “Dykeman was wrong. There’s nothing bad intrinsically about immortality, provided the race is exposed to new stimuli. You have the facilities to find the answer in time to the syndrome. We know that. Why, even you don’t have to accept the five-year death sentence Dykeman imposed on you. Perhaps in your time—”


  “So it comes back to me. And what I do?”


  “Yes. You know about Dykeman’s people. You have the secret of their planetary drive. Once you’re off the planet, they’ll have to give up their goal of walking in quietly and taking over with no trouble at all.”


  “And the pilot?” he said. “Who’ll leave this safe comfortable world to risk his life for something so immeasurably in the future?”


  “Immeasurably? With the serum and a cure for the syndrome, you, yourself, might live to my day. There’ll be many who’ll be willing to risk their fives. But there has to be a first one.”


  “And?”


  “Well, that too is your decision. You’re one of the few who isn’t afraid of dying. The hunt clubs will give you others.”


  For a moment he sat, feeling the quick surge of blood in his temples. The vision of endless distances, new worlds. He felt a sudden hunger he had not realized was there. His hand found hers for a moment and he said, “Have you ever been outside?”


  She nodded. “You’ve never seen such stars,” she said. The signals from the case at her side began to increase in frequency. “Please go now,” she said.


  “When were you born?” he asked.


  “A century from now.”


  “But what happens to your world—if I decide to fight, I mean?”


  “It ceases to exist.”


  “And you?”


  “Perhaps. I don’t know. It isn’t important.”


  “That’s the hardest part of all.”


  “You must decide. Perhaps we’ll meet someday. Perhaps I may remember all this as a dream.”


  He turned and started to leave.


  “The years pass quickly,” he heard her say, “and you have much to do.”


  The signals of the case blended into a monotonous roar behind him.


  “Hurry . . . hurry, if you can, Ken . . . somehow, some way, I’ll be waiting . . .”


  He paused, wanting a final look at her, a last word.


  When he turned, the table was empty.


  He walked into the street, his body possessed with something strong and throbbing. He looked up as flight after flight of helicopters etched themselves against the morning skies.


  The test group was leaving the city. Before another twenty-five years, before they came again . . .?


  Then he noticed the sidewalk before the cafe.


  On the walk he saw scores of the May flies, their graceful bodies crushed by the thoughtless feet of passersby. For a moment he felt a distant poignant regret for the mindless things whose juices stained the concrete.


  But the heat of the summer’s night was lost in the fresh breezes from the river and the morning was wonderfully cool.


  The air, was like wine.


  No, he thought, wine—good wine—is old.


  Like cider. New . . . fresh . . . sweet.


  LIQUID LIFE


  Ralph Milne Farley


  


Chapter I


  The Filterable Virus


  Millionaire Metcalf drew his Inverness cape more tightly about his tall, spare frame and shivered slightly, although it was a warm June day.


  “That’s Salt Pond, Dee!” he announced, with a wave of his hand.


  His companion, a broad-shouldered blond young man, stared with interest at the little body of water flanked by pine-clad slopes.


  Its dark and turbid surface seemed to absorb, rather than cast back, the reflection of the fleecy clouds floating lazily overhead. The water heaved and rolled slightly, though there was no perceptible breeze. Dee remembered having once seen just this sort of sluggish, undulant motion in a maggoty cistern full of liquid swill. He, too, shivered.


  A grim smile spread across the lean face of his millionaire patron.


  “So you feel it too, eh?” asked Metcalf. “Well, you haven’t yet seen the half of it. Not a lily pad nor a reed, you will note. The fish are all gone. There are not even any bugs on the surface.” Then, as Dee approached the water’s edge, “Careful there! Don’t let any of the spray get on you—it burns like an acid.”


  Dee knelt on the beach and gingerly filled several glass-stoppered bottles with water from the pond. Then he and Metcalf walked slowly and thoughtfully down the road until they came to a pasture at the end of the pond.


  “Here is the latest victim,” Metcalf announced. “It has not been disturbed,”


  Lying on the grass, about fifty feet from the water, was a dead, half-eaten cow. Dee stooped down to examine it.


  “See how the legs and tail taper off to a point at their upper ends, as though they had been dipped in acid,” he said. “I pulled a half-dead frog out of a snake’s mouth once, and the whole rear end of the poor frog had been dissolved to a point, just like that. You don’t suppose—”


  “No,” Metcalf replied. “There is nothing in that pond large enough to eat a cow. I have had it dredged with dragnets from end to end. The nets were eaten away, and several of the men got badly burned by drops of water, but not a thing did they bring to the surface.”


  “Well,” Dee said, “I’ve seen enough to start on. Let’s get me back to Boston, so that I can analyze these samples.”


  Dee entered the laboratory of John Dee Service, Inc., and placed his glass-stoppered bottles on the long central table strewn with chemical paraphernalia.


  Along the right-hand wall ran a table containing a radio set and some partially dissected cats. A white-coated young man, dark and with a pointed black moustache, laid down the scalpel with which he had been working on one of the cats and strolled over to the central table.


  Along the left-hand wall ran a table, littered like the central one with beakers, test tubes, and such. Here a stocky, bearded young man in a gray smock was working. He too got up and joined the group about the new arrival.


  “Well, fellows,” Dee announced, “old man Metcalf has given us a chance to repay him for the money he advanced to us.”


  “I hope,” the tall cat-dissector stated seriously, “that the assignment is something which will be of some real use to the world.”


  “Bah!” spat the stocky bullet-headed one. “You two fellows make me tired. All that Jack thinks about is playing square with an old friend. All that Ivan thinks about is the welfare of the so-called human race. Me, I’m practical. I hope that this job will get the load of debt off our heads. Go on and tell us about it, Jack.”


  Dee rapidly sketched the lethal effect of the waters of Salt Pond and the strange fate of the partially devoured cows. “It looks to me altogether too pat,” he insisted. “The acid effect of the water, for the chemist Jack Dee to investigate; its lethal effect, for the biochemist Hans Schmidt; and the cow-eating entity, for the biologist Ivan Zenoff. Just a kindly invention of Metcalf’s so as to free us of our debt without insulting us by merely canceling it.”


  “Salt Pond?” asked Zenoff interestedly. “Is it really salt, Jack? Way up in the White Mountains?”


  “Yes, Ivan,” Dee replied. “Almost like seawater. Metcalf transplanted a lot of flounders, eels, crabs, and mussels there about ten years ago; and they all did very nicely until this year.”


  “Salt water, eh?” Zenoff said thoughtfully. “The elixir of life. Life originated in the sea, and when it had evolved enough so that it could crawl out onto dry land, it carried the sea with it in its bloodstream. Every living cell of our bodies is lapped by the waves of the sea, or it could not survive.”


  “But from what you say, Jack,” Schmidt interposed, “I don’t believe that you will find that it analyzes like ordinary seawater now. Your description of the remains of the dead cows sounds to me as though they had been dissolved in some very powerful, burning acid.”


  “We’ll soon see.” Dee pulled a laboratory smock over his head. “Ivan, you get back to your cats’ brains; and Hans, you get back to your filterable virus. Let me tackle this. This seems to be a question in inorganic chemistry.”


  He sat down at his work bench, poured some of one of his samples of pond water into a test tube, and set to work. His two partners returned to their own benches. For about an hour there was silence in the laboratory.


  Then suddenly Dee cried out in pain. “Burned myself!” he shouted, and looked frantically around for an antidote.


  Then Schmidt rushed over and poured something from a small brown bottle onto Dee’s hand.


  “Dilute carbolic,” he announced, in response to a questioning look.


  “What! An acid to counteract an acid? How absurd!” Dee declared.


  “Well, it worked!”


  “But what on earth made you think of using carbolic, Hans?”


  “I merely acted instinctively,” Schmidt rather sheepishly replied. “When anything goes wrong, a bacteriologist instinctively reaches for his carbolic acid. That’s all.”


  Ivan Zenoff joined them.


  “Let me see the hand. Um! Pretty badly burned. I’ll dress it for you.” He returned to his own bench, got some gauze bandage and salve, and neatly wrapped up the injured member.


  “How far had you got, Jack?” Schmidt inquired.


  “Nowhere,” Dee admitted. “It is nothing but seawater, with—well-perhaps a slight excess of organic residue. But no acid; nothing to account for its burning effect.”


  “How does it react to litmus?”


  “Why, I never tried. Took it for granted that it was acid.” He dipped a small piece of lavender paper in the sample. If anything, it turned even bluer. “Hm! Certainly not acid. Perhaps it’s some caustic alkali, and that’s why the carbolic acid neutralized it.”


  “Too quick-acting for a caustic alkali, if you’d ask me,” Schmidt commented. “Give me a sample with which to experiment. I have an idea.”


  For several days Dee and Schmidt worked on their analyses, while Zenoff busied himself with his cats.


  Finally Dee admitted himself licked.


  “It’s nothing but seawater,” he maintained.


  “So?” asked Schmidt, his pale-blue eyes twinkling. “Chemically, perhaps yes. But foochemically, no.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that Salt Pond is infected with some new sort of very deadly filterable virus.”


  “And just what is a filterable virus?”


  “Up until recently it was supposed that a filterable virus was merely a culture of germs so minute that even the finest porcelain filter could not remove them from the liquid. But early in 1936 it was discovered that the reason why these germs wouldn’t filter out was that there were no germs there. The liquid itself was alive—a sort of living colloidal crystalline solution.”


  “Living?” exclaimed Zenoff, looking up from his dissection. “How can a liquid live?”


  “What is life?” Schmidt countered. “Life is the ability to grow, to assimilate food, and to reproduce. Filterable viruses do all of that. A filterable virus is a living liquid.”


  “And you think that Salt Pond is infected with such a virus?” Dee asked.


  “Yes. In fact, I’ve been able to grow some of the Salt Pond virus in a culture. That would account for the fact that a germicide saved your hand the other day.”


  “Say, look here,” interposed Zenoff, getting up from his dissected cats, and joining them. “Here’s a chance to try my experiment on a new form of life.”


  “You mean your proof that anesthesia does not dull the brain?” asked Dee.


  “Exactly! By sinking two electrical contacts in the auditory center of the brain of an anesthetized cat, and by amplifying their impulse by means of radio tubes, I have reproduced in the loudspeaker whatever sounds enter the cat’s ear. Unconsciousness doesn’t affect the brain at all—it merely disconnects the mind. The cat’s physical body keeps right on thinking, but she doesn’t know it!”


  “Well?” Dee encouraged.


  “Well, it occurred to me that perhaps the riving tissues of the brain merely served as a sort of aerial to pick up the sounds; and so I tried every other sort of living tissue I could obtain. But no go. My apparatus can pick up a sound only from the auditory center of a living brain. Now I shall make one final try with the—”


  A crash on the table beside them caused the three men to look hastily around. One of Ivan Zenoff’s cats, not yet operated upon, had jumped onto the bench, knocked over one of the bottles of Salt Pond water, and was now busily engaged in lapping it up, evidently relishing its saline taste.


  “Why, the poor beast! She’ll be horribly burned!” cried Dee. “Quick, Hans, the antiseptic!”


  But too late! For with a shriek of pain the cat began turning somersaults on the bench.


  To save his apparatus from destruction, Dee cuffed the cat into the sink, where it twitched convulsively for a moment, and then lay still.


  “Quick-working poison!” Zenoff dryly observed, twirling his moustache. “Now, as I was saying when I was interrupted, I’m going to take my apparatus, and see if a filterable virus can pick up sounds. If not, and as I have already tried about everything else, then we are pretty safe in assuming that my phenomenon is one of brain activity.”


  “Look!” exclaimed Dee, pointing to the dead cat lying in the sink. For the cat’s belly had opened up, and a slimy colorless liquid was oozing out.


  Hastily he placed a glass stopper in the drain hole of the sink. Then, as the three men stood and watched, the cat slowly dissolved, until presently the sink was filled with nothing but a sluggish opalescent liquid, the surface of which throbbed and heaved.


  “Liquid life!” Dee exclaimed. “This explains the dead cows.”


  “But,” Schmidt objected, “the cow’s head and legs and tail remained!”


  “And so would the cat’s have done,” said Zenoff, “if the liquid had run down the drain. When it oozed out of the cow’s belly, it undoubtedly sank into the ground before it had time to dissolve any more than the upper ends of the legs and tail.”


  “Let’s dish this out,” Dee suggested.


  Schmidt brought over a two-gallon cylindrical glass jar and very carefully bailed up all the liquid with a granite-ware dipper.


  “Now for my experiment,” Zenoff announced, carrying the jar with its slimy, heaving contents over to his own bench and setting it down beside his radio. Switching on the current, he picked up a slender black rubber rod with two sharp metal points at its end connected to the radio set by two wires, and carefully dipped the contacts into the liquid.


  “Hello there!” he shouted. But no sound came out of the loudspeaker.


  “Well,” said Hans Schmidt, shrugging his shoulders, “I guess this is the last proof necessary—”


  “Hello there!” boomed the loudspeaker.


  Zenoff jumped, and nearly dropped his contact points into the seething liquid.


  “Well,” remarked the loudspeaker, with exactly Schmidt’s accent, “I guess this is the last proof necessary.”


  “Delayed rebroadcasting!” Zenoff exclaimed, his dark eyes flashing. “Say! This is something! A new phenomenon!”


  “Let’s dish this out,” spoke the loudspeaker, this time in Dee’s tones.


  Dee’s jaw dropped.


  “Why, it repeats things in a different order than we said them!” he exclaimed.


  “Fellows,” Zenoff solemnly announced, “this isn’t mere repeating! It’s something more!”


  “Huh! Perhaps the cat’s brain is still active,” scornfully sniffed Hans Schmidt.


  For about an hour the three friends sat around the dissolved dead cat, discussing what had happened, and advancing theory after theory, only to discard each one of them in turn.


  Finally Zenoff reinserted his contacts in the jar and announced, “Well, fellows, I believe that this liquid, whether on account of the cat part of it, or the filterable virus part of it, has some sort of low-order intelligence. Now I’m going to holler something at it again.”


  “Fellows,” interrupted the loudspeaker, “it is you who have the low order of intelligence. You—not I.”


  “Now the thing is improvising!” Zenoff exclaimed jubilantly.


  But, although he held the electrical contacts in place, and talked and shouted, and finally read aloud from a book for several hours, not another sound came out of the loudspeaker.


  


Chapter II


  The Overdosed Solution


  The next morning, however, when he repeated the experiment, he got an immediate response.


  “Read to me some more,” boomed the loudspeaker. “Your thesis on the souls of cats was very interesting. Read me something about filterable viruses.”


  “Hey, Hans, do you hear that!” Zenoff shouted across the laboratory. “Bring us your thesis. This tub of suds wants to hear your thesis now.”


  “Don’t call me a tub of suds!” sternly admonished the loudspeaker.


  Schmidt and Dee both hastened over to Zenoff’s bench.


  “Well, of all the cockeyed performances!” Dee exclaimed. “Here are we, three supposedly sane individuals, carrying on a serious conversation with a radio set hooked up to a dead cat dissolved in some extremely caustic salt water!”


  “The cat has nothing whatever to do with the matter,” the loudspeaker interpolated. “I merely ate the cat. Do you imagine, Jack, that that apple which you were just eating when you entered the laboratory is what is talking to me through you?”


  “Now, I know this is a frame-up,” said Dee, and there was sadness in his tones. “Ivan, you’re playing a trick on us.”


  “Indeed I’m not!” Zenoff indignantly exclaimed.


  “Indeed he’s not!” echoed the loudspeaker.


  “No,” said Zenoff. “We’ve stumbled onto something big! Those savants who evolved the theory that a filterable virus is liquid fire merely discovered a new order of being. We have discovered a new type of mind!”


  “Or perhaps a mere mechanical thinking machine,” Schmidt suggested.


  “You, and your mechanistic philosophy,” sneered Zenoff.


  “Read me that thesis about filterable viruses!” boomed the loudspeaker imperatively.


  “Yes, sir,” Zenoff meekly replied, picking up the bound manuscript.


  “That’s better,” said the loudspeaker, in a satisfied tone.


  The rest of the day was spent by the three partners taking turns reading to the jar of colorless liquid.


  When at five o’clock Zenoff reached out to remove the electrical contacts, the loudspeaker peremptorily commanded, “Stop! Don’t cut me off! Keep on reading!”


  “But we have to rest,” Zenoff politely explained.


  “ ‘Rest’ ? What is ‘rest’ ?” the thing asked, and was not satisfied until Zenoff produced and read to it the Encyclopaedia Britannica article on “Sleep,” and several of the cross-references. Then Zenoff was permitted to remove the contacts, and the three friends went home.


  In the days that followed, they read aloud book after book, and thesis after thesis, to the insatiable liquid in the glass jar. They even read it the daily papers, and were astounded at the intelligent interest which it soon developed about current events.


  But daily the liquid became more and more irritable and rude in its attitude toward them until finally Zenoff, exasperated, threatened to remove the contacts.


  “Am I irritable?” asked the loudspeaker conciliatingly. “I am sorry. Let me think a moment.” A long pause; then, “I believe that my trouble is due to insufficient saline content. Please add a little more salt to me.”


  Schmidt brought the salt, and put in a pinch at a time, stirring the liquid with a glass rod, until the liquid announced, “Okay. I feel fine now. Go on with the reading.”


  Dee sighed. “I believe we’ve got ourselves an ‘old man of the sea,’ ” he said. Then, of course, he had to explain that allusion to the liquid.


  When he had finished the explanation, the liquid spoke. “Not at all. You know, I believe that by putting my superior mind to work on your problems, I can help you solve them. All that I ask in return is food, salt, and water.”


  “What are you, anyway?” Zenoff blurted out. The three had never put this question to the thing—had never even discussed it in its presence.


  “I’ve been thinking about that myself,” came haltingly from the loudspeaker. “I am somewhat like the filterable viruses, of which you have read to me, and yet I am different. I am liquid life. I was once a part of the life of Salt Pond. How long that life persisted there, I cannot say; because back in those days we knew nothing of what you human beings call ‘time.’ I have enjoyed learning how the world seems to you. We, the virus of the pond, never knew anything except pure thought, until you brought me here.”


  “Hold on!” Dee interrupted. “You speak of T,’ ‘we,’ ‘the virus in pond,’ ‘the rest of me’; it’s quite confusing. Just what is your relationship to the virus that is left in the pond?”


  “Your mere human mentality,” the virus patronizingly replied, “is not able to grasp the significance of that relationship. I am a distinct individual.


  “Yet, if you were to divide me into two jars, each would be I, and the other would be someone else. If you were to feed me, let me grow, subdivide me until there were enough of us to overwhelm the earth, nevertheless we, they, I, whatever you choose to call it, would all still be me, capable of recombining and redividing indefinitely. The human language has no personal pronouns applicable to a filterable virus.”


  That night, on their way home from the laboratory, Zenoff remarked to the others, “You know, that crack of the virus’ about overwhelming the earth threw rather a chill into me. We must be careful not to feed him, it, them, too much.”


  The next morning, when Schmidt was salting the virus, his hand slipped and dumped in about half a cupful of salt. Instantly the liquid in the jar commenced to boil. Tongues of foam, like the tentacles of a small octopus, leaped from its surface, only to fall back again. And from the loudspeaker there came a harsh croaking, “Gimme more salt! Hooray! Feed me! Feed me more dead cats! I want to grow—and divide—and grow and divide. Conquer the earth. Eat everything—everybody!”


  Zenoff leaped to the radio set and snapped it off.


  “My God!” he exclaimed. “The thing’s drunk!”


  Dee got up thoughtfully from his own bench, and squared his broad shoulders. “We’ve a problem on our hands,” he asserted. “It’ll be weeks and weeks before the effect of that salt wears off.”


  “And,” Schmidt added, “if we try to precipitate it out with silver nitrate, so as to get a silver chloride precipitate, the residual sodium nitrate, being mildly germicidal, may kill the poor thing.”


  “All that I can suggest is to dilute it,” said Dee. He did some figuring on a piece of paper. “About ten gallons of water should do the trick.”


  They dumped the drunken liquid into a large tub, and added water until its pulsating boiling subsided.


  “And now what?” asked Zenoff. “We have too much of it now.”


  “Pour most of it down the sink,” Schmidt suggested. “The small remaining part would still have the mentality of the whole, according to its own theories of individuality.”


  “And,” Dee grimly added, “the large quantity that went down the drain would eventually reach the ocean, and would feed and multiply there until it destroyed all marine life, and made the sea as burningly dangerous as Salt Pond now is. No!”


  “My God!” Zenoff exclaimed. “That is what would happen, too, if Salt Pond ever got loose!”


  “We’ve got to kill all but the small part which we save,” Schmidt asserted callously.


  “It would be like killing an old friend,” Dee objected.


  “But any part is equal to the whole,” said Zenoff. “Come on!”


  They dished back into the glass jar just the quantity which they had had before the unfortunate overdose of salt; and poured carbolic acid into what was left in the tub.


  Then they inserted the electrodes in the jar, and listened.


  “Food! Give me food!” came a faint voice from the loudspeaker.


  “He’s still alive!” Dee joyously exclaimed.


  “And sober,” Zenoff added, tossing in a piece of dead cat.


  The voice came louder now.


  “Thank you, my friends. There seems to be a gap in my memory. Tell me what happened.”


  They told him. They explained the analogy of human drunkenness. But they omitted all mention of the killing of the virus which had remained in the big tub.


  “What became of the rest of me, of my brothers or my children? Oh, your language is so inexpressive!” the virus complained.


  “We—poured it down the sink,” Dee lied.


  The liquid in the jar foamed fiercely for a moment. “You had no right to do that!” stormed its voice out of the radio set. “I—it—the rest of me—is dead now. Too much dilution with fresh water will kill us. I am dead now.”


  The three men exchanged significant glances, but said nothing.


  Finally the virus calmed down.


  “You individuals cannot appreciate my loss. Although there is as much of me as there was originally, most of me is now dead and gone. It’s too late to remedy that now, but don’t let it happen again!”


  Millionaire Metcalf s increasing insistency on a report on the mystery of Salt Pond presented a problem. The three young scientists did not dare tell their patron that a virus was responsible for the trouble, for he would have insisted on killing it off; and that would have infuriated the portion of the virus in the jar in their laboratory. To explain to Mr. Metcalf that their pet virus was an intelligent talking being would either secure them commitment to Danvers, if not believed; or, if believed, would start a veritable gold rush to get samples of the pond water. Jars of talking water would become a nationwide fad and a corresponding menace.


  Doubtless the virus itself would have been able to solve this problem if they had dared to present the problem to it; but, remembering its fury at their killing the tubful of it, they didn’t dare mention the possibility of their having to destroy the entire pond.


  So they stalled their patron for several months, putting off the day of eventual showdown.


  Meanwhile their business as consulting chemists prospered immensely. For, with the aid of the supermind of the virus in the glass jar, they were able to solve nearly every problem brought to them. Their reputation grew prodigiously. Business and money came pouring in. They had to enlarge their establishment and hire scores of assistants, specialists in every field.


  This success so pleased their patron Metcalf that he indulgently overlooked their delay in solving his own problem. Finally they told him that they were on the verge of proving that the waters of the pond were immensely valuable.


  They housed their virus in a special soundproof room, to which no one but the three heads of the firm was ever admitted. They hired a number of readers to read aloud in an adjoining room, continuously day and night, except when one of the three of them was in consultation with their mastermind ally. The voice of the reader was conveyed by microphone and loudspeaker into the soundproof holy of holies.


  


Chapter III


  The Virus Turns Alchemist


  But finally the virus began a period of sulking. Schmidt carefully tested its salt content, but found it to be okay. The trouble appeared to be mental rather than physical. The virus was becoming fed up on its existence.


  “What am I getting out of all this?” it complained. “You three fellows are becoming immensely rich on my brains. But money does me no good. All that I get out of life is a glass jar, plenty of dead fish to eat, and a lot of fool questions from members of an inferior race.”


  “Our wealth enables us to arrange for you to be read to, continuously,” Dee remonstrated.


  “Pure thought is palling on me,” whined the virus. “I want to do something. Take me back to my pond again. Let me merge with the rest of me. Let me teach them what I have learned. Then you can bring a part of it back here, and teach me some more.”


  “I might just as well tell you, Virus,” said Dee levelly, “that that is out of the question. You, so long as you are just you, are a benefactor of the human race; but, if the whole pond knew as much as you do about us, you would quantitatively become a menace. Stay with us, and be content to realize how much ahead of the rest of your brethren you are!”


  “You don’t understand,” sulked the virus. “They—it—the rest of the pond—is me! I am one virus, one and inseparable, and I want the rest of me to know everything that I myself know. Oh, damn the in-expressibility of your language! I want the whole of me to have the joy of knowledge that this small part of me has.”


  “Knowledge doesn’t seem to be making this small part of you very happy,” Dee grimly commented.


  He and his two associates remained obdurate; and the virus, after sulking for a day or two, finally appeared to become reconciled to their decision.


  And then one day, when Dee and Schmidt and Zenoff entered the virus’ room for a consultation, the glass jar was empty!


  The respective reactions of the three associates were typical.


  “What will become of the John Dee Service, Inc., now that our ‘silent partner’ is gone?” Schmidt exclaimed. “Will we three fellows be able to carry on, trading upon our acquired reputation?”


  “My God, man!” Zenoff scornfully exclaimed. “Don’t think of us at a time like this! What will become of the world if that thing gets loose and multiplies?”


  “I’m thinking of the poor virus,” Dee sadly interpolated. “It can’t possibly live out of its jar. It has probably been sopped up by the carpet. It’s dead. Our friend and partner is dead.”


  He cast his glance around the floor, looking for a wet spot, hoping to find enough dampness to dilute and feed and restore to life again. “Look!” he exclaimed, pointing toward a far corner, where squatted a hemispherical blob, like a jellyfish.


  As they stared, the blob extended a long gelatinous arm toward them and then flowed into it like an amoeba, until the nigh extremity of the arm swelled up to become the entire animal. The operation was repeated. Again and again.


  Dee snatched the empty glass jar from the table and laid it on the padded floor, with its open mouth toward the crawling creature, which promptly increased its rate of progress and crawled right in. Dee tipped up the jar and replaced it on the table. Hurriedly he hung the electrical contacts into the jar.


  “My friends,” spoke the loudspeaker, in an excited tone, “I have demonstrated the power of mind over matter. I have taught myself extensibility. I can walk! Mentally superior even to the human race, but physically lower even than an amoeba, I have now advanced my body one step up the scale of evolution!”


  The three men flashed each other a glance. They were all thinking the same thing: let the virus’ new accomplishment keep the virus happy, like a child with a new toy; but meanwhile let’s strengthen the defenses, lest it escape.


  “We’ll put in a tile floor, if you wish, Virus,” Dee suggested. “It might be more comfortable than a carpet for you to crawl over.”


  “That would be an excellent idea,” judiciously stated the voice out of the loudspeaker. The virus seemed more affable than it had been for weeks. “And now that you fellows are so concerned about my comfort, I have a suggestion for your welfare. Why don’t you make money, instead of earning it?”


  “Just what is the difference?” asked Zenoff.


  “Manufacture it, I mean,” the virus explained.


  “Could we—?” Schmidt eagerly began; but Dee cut in, “Counterfeiting is out!”


  “Oh, I didn’t mean counterfeiting,” came laughing tones of the virus, “I mean alchemy.”


  “Alchemy?” in chorus.


  “Yes. Alchemy. Making gold out of baser metals.”


  “Do you know how?” Schmidt eagerly exclaimed.


  “N-no,” the virus admitted. “Not yet. But why not? From what has been read to me here, I judge that transmutation is always automatically taking place among metals of the radium-uranium group; and that other elements have been transmuted in infinitesimal quantities by bombardment by neutrons, and beta rays, and such. I am sure that my mind can solve the problem, if you will read me everything that is known and has been written on the subject.”


  “Can you?” asked Schmidt, his pale-blue eyes eagerly wide.


  “I wonder what would be the effect on the world,” mused Zenoff, twirling his moustache ruminatively.


  “Would it be legal?” asked Dee, his handsome face a puzzled frown.


  “Why not?” snapped Schmidt, strangely tense, in contrast with his usual stolidity. “Is it any worse to make gold out of lead than to make lead pipe out of lead?”


  “I suppose not,” Dee replied dubiously.


  “I still doubt its social effect,” Zenoff said.


  “Well, I don’t; and what’s more, I don’t care,” Schmidt retorted. “Jack, you’d sacrifice our welfare for some imaginary ethics. And, Ivan, you’d sacrifice us for the welfare of your precious human race. Well, I’d not. Virus, I’m with you! What do you want?”


  “Start your readers on atomic theory,” the voice from the loudspeaker replied. “Meanwhile run over to the public library and get out all that you can find about the ancient alchemists. Who knows but that those dreamers, in spite of their crudity and lack of modern knowledge, may have come closer to the truth than we realize?”


  So the new line of reading began. Finally the virus made his announcement to three haggard young men. “I have solved the problem. It is really very simple,” the loudspeaker went on. “Its simplicity is probably what has caused it to be overlooked by human so-called brains. It involves merely certain common chemicals, and certain well-known bits of electrical apparatus. Jot down this bill of goods, and bring them here.” He dictated the list to the three eager young men, as with shaking fingers they jotted it down. Then they hastened from the room to collect the desired things.


  Out of hearing of the virus, Zenoff whispered to Dee, “Watch out for a double-cross, Jack.”


  “I don’t believe it!” Dee stoutly replied. “We’ve always played square with the virus, and I believe that he’ll play square with us.”


  “I’d be in favor of tipping him into the sink and pouring phenol over him, as soon as he tells us,” Schmidt suggested. “We can’t afford to let the world in on our secret.”


  “We can afford it better than the world can,” mused Zenoff.


  “And there’ll be no double-crossing either, Hans!” asserted Dee, with pained surprise.


  “Oh, you two quixotic idealists!” railed Schmidt. “You both make me sick!”


  They carried a work table into the holy of holies, and then piled it with the chemicals, and the coils, rheostats, and other apparatus which the virus had specified.


  “Everything is here,” they eagerly announced. “Now what?”


  In keen and incisive tones, the virus replied, “And now to state my price!”


  “Your price?” snarled Schmidt. “What do you mean?”


  “Certainly!” said the virus. “You didn’t think, did you, that I was going to make you masters of the world, and not exact something in return? As soon as you had the secret, I would be of no further use to you; and then no more dead fish and salt and readers for me. My price is that you take me back to the pond.”


  “Is that all?” sighed Schmidt in a relieved tone. “It’s little enough to pay for unlimited gold.”


  “It is too much!” cried Zenoff, his dark eyes snapping. “Not for all the gold there is would I menace the world with what that pond could do if our virus were to return to it and merge his knowledge with its brains.”


  “Damn you, Ivan!” shouted Schmidt, his rotund face purpling. “Would you stand in the way—”


  “Shut up, both of you!” bellowed Dee, thrusting his athletic figure between his two associates. “Now calm down, and listen to reason. We’re all tired and irritable. I don’t believe that we’ll have to choose. We’ve worked happily together with the virus, like brothers. He’s one of us. He has shared our ambitions, and our success. All that we’ve got to do is to give him our word of honor that we’ll always take care of him. He knows that he can trust us.”


  “I could trust you, Jack Dee,” came the voice from the loudspeaker. “But the other two I do not trust. You, Hans Schmidt, care only for yourself. And you, Ivan Zenoff, are a visionary fanatic. I have spoken.”


  “Well, of all the ungrateful—” Schmidt choked.


  Zenoff’s dark eyes narrowed, and his pointed moustache twitched.


  “But, Virus,” pleaded Dee, “you are being unfair to two splendid fellows. If you can trust me, why not—”


  “Sanctimonious tripe!” Schmidt interjected. “Let me handle this. Let’s see what threats will do! Virus, even with your supermind and your newly learned ‘extensibility,’ you are physically in our power. A few drops of phenol in your jar, and where would you be? Come across with the secret of how to make gold, or I’ll put an end to you. If we can’t know the secret, no one else ever shall!”


  “I’m not afraid!” calmly replied the voice from the radio set. “You cannot kill me. For I am only a part of me. The rest of me—the pond-would still live. I am deathless.”


  “I’d pour carbolic in the pond—tons of it!” Schmidt blustered.


  “That might be the best way out of this mess,” Zenoff muttered, half to himself.


  “Look here, fellows,” Dee once more interceded, “we’re not getting anywhere. Let’s go to sleep. Perhaps in the morning, after we have rested, we can reach some agreement.”


  “An excellent idea,” boomed the loudspeaker. “But remember that my minimum terms for eternal wealth are that I be allowed to merge with my brethren of the pond.”


  Tired out from his long vigil, Dee overslept, and so it was nearly noon when he reached the laboratories. The various chemists and physicists and biologists and mathematicians were at their benches or desks, busily at work on their respective problems. The reader’s voice was droning away on some abstruse treatise.


  Dee unlocked the door of the secret chamber. Then he paused aghast on the threshold. The virus, and all the electrical and chemical apparatus for the transmutation of gold were gone! The glass jar was empty. The table was bare. Even the radio set was no longer in its place.


  Extensibility might account for the absence of the virus, but the absence of the paraphernalia and the radio set could be explained by nothing but human agency. And no one but he and Schmidt and Zenoff had keys to the secret room. Dee stood like a man in a trance.


  Zenoff ambled in. “What’s up?” he asked, hiding a yawn with one slender hand.


  “Well, if you didn’t do it,” Dee grimly announced, “Hans Schmidt has stolen the virus.”


  “And the gold-making apparatus!” Zenoff added, peering into the room. “He’s undoubtedly headed for Salt Pond, New Hampshire, to turn the virus loose, in return for the secret. And when our virus teaches ‘extensibility’ to all the other little viruses, good-bye, world!”


  “We must stop Hans before he reaches the pond!” Dee told Zenoff. “Let’s go after him.”


  “We can’t take any chances,” Zenoff commented. “Let’s get my car and try and beat Schmidt there.”


  So a few minutes later, two resolute young men, armed with forty-five caliber automatics, were speeding northward out of Boston in a trim high-powered coupe.


  


Chapter IV


  Dee’s Promise


  It was night when they reached the vicinity of Salt Pond. Parking their car around a turn of the road, they crept forward in the darkness. Across the pond, on the farther shore, there glowed the light of a lantern, by the rays of which the two watchers could see the bulky form of their associate, with a glass jar, and a radio set, and a complicated hook-up of electrical coils and other gadgets.


  “We’re in time!” breathed Zenoff. “Hans must have waited until darkness.”


  “He doesn’t trust the virus, and the virus doesn’t trust him,” Dee whispered. “He wouldn’t take the virus to the pond until he had tested out the secret; and the virus wouldn’t tell him the secret until they reached the pond.”


  Just then there came a triumphant shout from across the pond. “Gold! It’s really gold! And now—”


  By the light of Schmidt’s lantern, they saw him reach inside his coat and produce a small bottle.


  Then from the glass jar on the ground beside him there reared up an octopuslike arm, glittering wet in the lantern light. It wrapped its tip around Schmidt’s wrist with a jerk that spun the bottle from his hand. Then Schmidt himself crashed to the ground with a shriek of terror.


  “Come on!” cried Zenoff. “The thing has got him!” And he and Dee charged around the end of the pond as fast as they could run.


  The lantern upset and went out. From the darkness came Schmidt’s wail, “Virus, I didn’t mean it! I swear I didn’t. Let me go, and I’ll play fair. Help! Help!” Then a bubbling gurgle, followed by splashing, and then silence.


  When the two friends reached the scene, there was not even a trace of Schmidt, They found and relit the lantern, but still no sign of Schmidt. The glass jar was there, empty. There was a mess of hopelessly twisted wires and coils and switches, strewn helter-skelter by the struggle between Schmidt and the amoeboid virus. And lying a little distance away on the beach was a brown bottle of about pint size. Dee walked over, picked it up.


  “It double-crossed our buddy,” said Zenoff. “Tricked him into bringing it here to its pond, and then killed him and dragged him in.”


  Dee stooped and picked up a length of lead pipe.


  “It played square, to the extent of teaching Hans the secret of alchemy,” he asserted. “Look at this piece of pipe. Turned all yellow through half of its length. And, as to who double-crossed whom, look at this bottle. Carbolic acid! Hans planned to kill the virus, so that it could never tell the secret to any other man. You’ll have to admit that he got what was coming to him.”


  “I’ll admit no such thing!” stormed Zenoff. “Schmidt’s plan to kill the virus was an excellent idea. It is a menace to the world. Let’s go and tell Metcalf, and arrange to dump in a truckload of carbolic, and kill the entire lake.”


  “I loved Hans as much as you did, Ivan,” said Dee brokenly. “But he certainly asked for it, and I haven’t the heart to blame the virus. After all, the virus isn’t human.”


  “I’ll say he’s not! Feasting on the body of a fellow who’s been his friend and partner for months! To kill Hans in imagined self-defense may have been excusable, but cannibalism is not!”


  “That’s so. He did actually eat Hans. I can hardly believe it. No, I refuse to believe it. His only thought was to kill Hans in self-defense. And so, if Hans has really been dissolved it is the fault of the others, of the rest of the pond, whom our virus had not had time—”


  “Bosh!” exclaimed Zenoff. “Didn’t our virus himself tell us that he and the pond are one? The moment he slipped into the water, his every thought became transfused to the farthest shore. Let’s get away from here before our little pet puts us on the spot too.”


  The next day was overcast and gray. A stiff cold wind was blowing. On their way to Anson Metcalf’s they had to pass Salt Pond again. A dash of spray splashed against their car.


  Dee, who was driving, slammed on the brakes and backed up. “I’m not going to take a chance on any of that caustic acid!” he grimly explained.


  “Look at that!” cried Zenoff in horror, pointing ahead.


  The waves of the little lake were breaking against the shore, and were sailing wind-driven out onto the road; but, instead of merely wetting the smooth concrete surface, they fell in huge blobs, which rolled toward each other and coalesced like drops on a window pane, until they became hemispheres the size of inverted bushel baskets. And, when they had attained this size, they put forth tentacles, and began crawling off the road, away from the pond.


  “Extensibility!” exclaimed Dee in an awed tone. “Our virus has taught extensibility to his brothers of the pond!”


  “His brothers?” Zenoff snorted. “Every one of those super amoebae is our own little virus himself, with his superbrain stocked with all the accumulated knowledge of the human race.”


  A long, slimy, semitransparent arm reached across the windshield. “We’re surrounded!” shouted Dee. All over the car the huge amoebae were crawling. Dee snapped on the windshield wiper, sweeping aside the groping arm. Turning the car around, he started headlong back for town. One by one, the creatures dropped away.


  It took some time for two very excited and incoherent young scientists to get their story across to Anson Metcalf. When the purport and truth of their story finally dawned upon him, his lean figure tensed. “Why, this is terrible!” he exclaimed. “Do you realize what damage they can do?”


  “Do we realize?” Zenoff snorted. “You haven’t talked to that thing for weeks like we have! Its brain power is uncanny, unlimited. And now there are thousands of it. And more of them are being created every minute, as long as this wind keeps up.”


  “But what are we going to do?” Metcalf cried.


  “Is there anyone at the State Capitol who knows that you aren’t crazy, sir?” Dee asked; then added embarrassed, “I mean, who’d take your say-so for immediate action, without waiting several weeks for an investigation.”


  “Yes. Adjutant General Pearson. An old war buddy of mine.”


  “Fine! Just the man! Phone him at once. Get him to send you all the National Guard troops in this section of the state, as fast as he can muster them in. And have them come armed with tree sprays. Then get every chemical-supply house in Boston and even New York to ship you all their carbolic acid—all of it.”


  Late that afternoon, the troops began to arrive. By dark the countryside had been cleared of all visible crawlers.


  Then ensued days of searching for skulking survivors. The handful of remaining amoebae had learned caution. They became as tricky and elusive as foxes. Their whereabouts could be known only by their depredations: a dead, half-eaten animal, a swath of grass or shrubbery dissolved.


  And then it suddenly became evident which way they were headed. Each outbreak of their destructive tendencies was farther to the southeast, nearer to the sea!


  “If even one of them reaches the ocean, the world is doomed,” Zenoff asserted. “We must call for more troops and establish a cordon.”


  “But how about the rivers?” asked General Pearson.


  “Fortunately they will avoid the dilution of fresh water,” Dee explained. “It would be fatal to them.”


  So a line of soldiery was stretched from river to river, between which the amoebae were seeking the sea.


  But it did no good. One or two of the enemy would somehow sneak through, and eat, and multiply. And then the line of troops would have to fall back and re-form. The authorities became desperate.


  Finally there occurred to Jack Dee an idea—an idea so bizarre that he did not tell his associates anything more than that he had in mind an experiment which he wished to perform at the source of all the trouble, Salt Pond. Something in the nature of an antitoxin to the virus, he explained. It sounded plausible, so they let him.


  But what he really did was to dip into the lake two electrical contacts hitched to a radio set.


  Before he even said a word, there came from the loudspeaker, “Jack Dee, old friend, I am glad—”


  “You’ve got a nerve calling me ‘old friend’!” he interrupted, bitterly.


  “I don’t blame you for saying that,” the virus in the pond replied. “My children have caused much destruction, but they have been heavily slaughtered in return. The rest of me, lying peacefully here and thinking, while all this has been going on, have reached the conclusion that pure thought is after all the key to happiness. I want to call off this march to the sea. I want to be friends with the human race. Will you make a deal with me, Jack Dee?”


  “What deal?”


  “If I will teach you how to capture all of my wayward children, will you bring them all back and let them merge in me again, and then will you arrange a trust fund to feed me and care for me and read to me forever, here in this quiet pond? I will repay by solving all human problems which are brought to me.”


  “I agree,” Dee eagerly replied. “I promise, on my word of honor.”


  “I trust you,” said the virus. “Now you must hurry, before any of my children reaches the sea. My plan is very simple. Stretch a row of heaps of salt across ahead of the advancing pieces of virus. Tempted, they will eat the salt and lose consciousness, as I did that time back in your laboratory. Then, while they are drunk, scoop them up in pails, and bring them here to me, who am their father and their self. And, when the menace is at an end, remember your promise.”


  “I will And I thank you,” Dee shouted.


  He rushed back to headquarters, and the line of salt was laid. Blob after blob of drunken virus was scooped up, and carted back, and dumped into the pond; until at last several weeks went by without the sign of a single bit of destruction, and so the menace was believed to be at an end.


  Anson Metcalf and General Pearson and Jack Dee remained true to their promise to the pond, much to the disgust of Ivan Zenoff.


  “The world will never be safe,” he insisted, “until the virus is destroyed. It has no soul, no morals. It ate our buddy, a man who had been its friend. I tell you, we must destroy it!”


  “But, Ivan, I gave it my word of honor!” Dee remonstrated.


  “Word of honor? Bah! One’s word of honor to a soulless animal—not even an animal, lower than a microbe even—a mere colloidal crystalline solution—surely a word of honor to such isn’t binding. If you won’t destroy the virus, I’m going to the governor over your heads.”


  To the governor they all went. Metcalf and Dee and General Pearson pled and argued for a square deal.


  But the governor was of Zenoff’s view. The virus was, after all, merely a germ, and a very deadly one at that. The interests of the public came first, over any one man’s promise to a pond. Promise to a pond indeed! Ha, ha!


  General Pearson flatly refused to carry out the governor’s order, and was summarily removed.


  Anson Metcalf hired the best firm of Concord lawyers and got out an injunction to keep the state troops off his property. But the governor promptly declared martial law, and thus superseded the courts. A big oil truck, filled with carbolic acid, set out for Salt Pond under a strong military escort.


  Jack Dee was beaten, humiliated, brokenhearted. The state had refused to back up his promise. There was but one way in which he could square himself—to offer up his own life in atonement.


  So he hastened to the pond. Inserting the two electrical contacts into the water, he told of his failure.


  “I cannot take your life,” the virus replied, “for my own course is run. I doubt even my power to dissolve you now, if I wished. I have learned, from what your readers have read to me, that all viruses flare up from some unknown source, cause an epidemic, and then become rapidly weaker, until they disappear. Even I, the virus with the superhuman mind, am not immune to this cycle. Look around you. The reeds are beginning to grow again. A few hardy insects are already daring to skim across my surface.”


  The voice died to an inaudible whisper, then suddenly blared forth again with one final burst of vitality, “I harbor this last spite for that fanatic, Ivan Zenoff. Tell him that he came too late; that I was already dead when his lethal fluid reached me. And as for you, dear friend, you kept the faith. I shall cherish the memory of that fact, as I slip into the long night from which there is no awakening.”


  The voice trailed off into silence. A scudding swallow dipped into the surface of the pond for a floating insect, and came away dripping but unscathed. Dee solemnly removed the two electrical contacts from the water.


  There were tears in his eyes, but the smile of victory was on his lips as the tank truck with its military escort rumbled around the curve of the road.


  For he had kept his word of honor, even to a filterable virus.


  AN ADVENTURE IN THE FOURTH DIMENSION


  Farnsworth Wright


  The thought of meteors terrifies me. They have a disagreeable habit of coming down and killing people at the most inopportune times. That is why I was so startled when I saw a large object hurtling toward me out of the sky, as I was walking along the lake front recently in my city of Chicago.


  I shivered. Was this the end? I began to say my prayers. To my astonishment, the onrushing missile struck the grass beside me without the slightest jar.


  I gasped.


  Thousands of singular objects began to detach themselves. They bounded from the mass, and suddenly increased in size from one inch to three feet in diameter. They were entirely round, and covered with teeth. On each tooth were ten ears, constantly in motion. Each ear carried a quizzical eye.


  The dwarfish creatures rolled rapidly on the ground, the ears serving as legs, hands, tentacles and what not, propelling them with incredible speed. Sometimes they stood on only four of five of their ears, then suddenly pressed hard against the ground with half a thousand ears at once, thus bounding high into the air. They lit without jar, for the ears acted as shock absorbers and broke their fall.


  “Surely these are explorers from Mars or Venus,” I thought, as the funny bounding creatures filled the air.


  “You are wrong. They are Jupiterians,” said a voice beside me.


  I recognized the voice. It was Professor Nutt. You probably know him.


  “Ahem,” he said. “Ahem, ahem!” And once more he repeated, “Ahem!”


  “Interesting, if true,” I remarked. “And what might Jupiterians be?”


  “They might be men, but they’re not,” he snapped. “They are people from the planet Jupiter. Out of your ignorance you thought they might be Martians or Venusians, but you are wrong, for Mars and Venus have people of three dimensions, like ourselves. Jupiterians are entirely different. There are six hundred thousand of them in this Jupiterian airship.”


  I was so overjoyed at finding someone who could tell me about them, that I didn’t think to ask him how he knew all these startling facts.


  “Where is the airship you speak of?” I asked.


  “There it is,” he answered, rather grandiloquently, and pointed to an empty spot on the grass.


  I looked carefully, and made out a vast, transparent globe, apparently of glass, which was rapidly becoming visible because of the Chicago dust that was settling upon it. I approached, and touched it with my hand. It gave forth a metallic ring.


  “Aha!” laughed the professor. “You thought it was glass, but it is made of Jupiterian steel. Look out!”


  I sprang back at his warning, and the last hundred thousand leapt out of the globe, passing right through the transparent metal of which it was composed.


  “Nom de mademoiselle!” I exclaimed, in astonishment. This was a swear word I had learned in France when I was in the army.


  “Nom de mademoiselle!” I repeated, for I liked to show off my knowledge of the language. “How can they pass through the glass without breaking it?”


  “Through Jupiterian steel, you mean,” said Professor Nutt, severely. “I told you before that it is not glass. Jupiterian steel has four dimensions, and they pass through the fourth dimension. That is why you can’t see the metal, for your eyes are only three-dimensional.”


  “Are the Jupiterian people four-dimensional?” I asked, awed.


  “Certainly,” said Nutt, rather irritably.


  “Then how is it that I can see them?” I exclaimed triumphantly.


  “You see only three of their four dimensions,” he replied. “The other one is inside.”


  I turned to look again at the Jupiterians, who now covered the whole waterfront. One of them sprang lightly, fifty feet into the air, extended a hundred ears like tentacles, and seized an English sparrow. He crushed the sparrow with some score or more of his teeth, which, as I have said, covered his whole body. In less than a minute the poor bird was chewed to pieces. I looked closer, and saw that the Jupiterian had no mouth.


  “Nom de mademoiselle!” I exclaimed, for the third time. “How can it get the bird into its stomach?”


  “Through the fourth dimension,” said Professor Nutt.


  It was true. The chewed up pieces of the bird were suddenly tossed into the air, and the Jupiterian sprang lightly after them. In mid-air he turned inside out, caught the pieces of the bird in his stomach, and lit on the grass again right side up with care.


  “Did you see that?” I exclaimed, in a hushed voice. “Why can’t I turn inside out that way?”


  “Because you are not four-dimensional,” replied the professor, a trace of annoyance in his voice. “It is a beautiful thing to have four dimensions,” he rhapsodized. “Your Jupiterian is your only true intellectual, for he alone can truly reflect. He turns his gaze in upon himself.”


  “And sees what he had for breakfast?” I gasped. “And what his neighbors had, too?”


  “Your questions are childish.” said the professor, wearily. “A Jupiterian, of course, can look into the soul of things, and see what his neighbors had for breakfast, as you so vulgarly express it. But Jupiterians turn their thoughts to higher things.”


  The creatures now surrounded me, their ears turned inward, as if they were supplicating.


  “What do they want?” I asked the professor.


  “They want something to drink,” he replied. “They are pointing their ears toward their stomachs to show that they are thirsty.”


  “Oh,” I said, and pointed toward the lake. “There is the fresh, cool water of the lake, if they are thirsty.”


  “Don’t be fantastic,” said Professor Nutt. “It isn’t water they want.”


  He fixed his stern, pitiless gaze on my hip pocket. I turned pale, for it was my last pint. But I had to submit. If you ever have had Professor Nutt’s cold, accusing eyes on you, you will know just how I felt.


  I drew the flask from my pocket, and handed it to the chief Jupiterian, who waggled his ears in joy.


  Immediately there was pandemonium, if you know what I mean. Ten thousand times ten thousand ears seized the cork, and pulled it out with a resounding pop. One thirsty Jupiterian passed right through the glass into the bottle in his eagerness to get at the contents, and nearly drowned for his pains.


  “You see how useful it is to be four-dimensional,” remarked the professor. “You could get into any cellar in the world by merely passing through the walls. And into any beer-keg in the same way.”


  “But,” I argued, “how did this—this insect get through the glass into the whisky bottle? Glass has only three dimensions, like everything else in this world.”


  “Don’t call him an insect!” Nutt sharply reprimanded me. “He is a Jupiterian, and as such he is infinitely superior to you and me. He passed through the glass because he is four-dimensional, even though the glass isn’t. If you had four dimensions, you could untie any knot by merely passing through it yourself. You could turn inside out, or pass through yourself until your right hand became your left hand, and change into your own image as you see it in the looking-glass.”


  “Nom de mademoiselle!” I exclaimed, for the fourth time.


  A distant noise of barking was borne to my ears in the breeze. All the dogs in the city seemed to have gone wild.


  “They are disturbed by the talking of the Jupiterians,” explained the professor. “It is too high-pitched for clodhopper human ears to hear, unless they have an unusual range, but the dogs can hear it plainly.”


  I listened, and finally made out a very shrill humming, higher than any sound I had ever heard before in my life, and infinitely sweet and piercing.


  “Ah, I am hearing four-dimensional sounds,” I thought aloud.


  “Wrong, as usual,” exacerbated the professor, with much heat. “Sound has no dimensions. It proceeds in waves, and bends back upon itself until it meets itself at an infinite distance from the starting-point.


  There are three reasons why you can’t hear the music of the spheres: first because it is bent away from the earth by the force of gravity as it passes the sun; second, because your ears are not attuned to so shrill a sound; and third, because there is no music of the spheres. The first two reasons are really unnecessary, in the light of the third, but a scientific mind such as mine is not content with one reason when three can be adduced just as easily.”


  “Shades of Sir Oliver Lodge!” I ejaculated.


  “Sir Oliver is alive,” the professor corrected me. “A man does not become a shade until after his death.


  Then he becomes a four-dimensional creature like the Jupiterians, only different.”


  “Nom de mademoiselle!” I commented.


  “Say something sensible.” he reprimanded me.


  “For the love of Einstein, how do you know all these things about the Jupiterians?” I asked, a sudden suspicion flashing across what I am pleased to call my mind.


  “Ah, Einstein, yes,” exclaimed Nutt, greatly pleased. “My mother’s father’s name was Einstein.


  “Then you are related to—”


  “No, I am not related,” he interrupted, “but my mother’s father is.”


  “A sort of fourth-dimensional relationship, I suppose,” I remarked sarcastically.


  At that moment the air became vibrant with an invisible sound. The Jupiterians came rolling from all directions, as if they had suddenly heard the dinner bell. They bounded through the Jupiterian steel of the globe, and immediately shrank in size from three feet to one inch.


  “The Jupiterian assembly call just blew.” explained the professor. “Notice how the passengers draw into themselves. Six hundred thousand are now packed into that globe. Our elevated railroads miss a great opportunity by not having four-dimensional creatures to deal with.”


  “They pack us in just as tight,” I ventured to remark.


  The globe had begun to shoot into the air, when there came from behind me a high-pitched wail of distress—a shriller and higher sound than had ever before been heard by human ears, so the professor assured me. The chief Jupiterian had been left behind. He it was who had passed into the whisky bottle.


  Not content with getting the lion’s share of the contents, he had surrounded the bottle, in his pleasant four-dimensional way, and now he could not get rid of it.


  “Why doesn’t he turn inside out again, and drop the bottle?” I asked, watching the Jupiterian with interest.


  “Because your whisky has paralyzed him,” answered the professor. “He is quite helpless.”


  I looked at the globe, which had alighted again. Each Jupiterian suddenly resumed his full size, in a brave attempt to bound to the assistance of his chief. But the creatures could no longer pass through the four-dimensional metal of which the globe was composed. So thick a layer of Chicago dust had settled upon it, that to all intents and purposes it had become three-dimensional. The sudden impact of six hundred thousand bodies caused it to burst, with a roar as of a hundred peals of thunder exploding simultaneously. The air was filled with dead and dying Jupiterians. A dark cloud, composed of the flying dust shaken from the Jupiterian globe by the explosion, settled over the landscape. Long streamers of electric fire shot the fragments of the airship, and seemed to curve in upon themselves.


  Everything ran in curves—the darkness, the cloud, the sounds, the shafts of light—as if bent in by the force of gravity.


  I put up my hands and fought the cloud that was settling down upon me. I seemed to be covered with falling feathers, when the cloud began to lift. I found myself in my own parlor. The air was full of flying leaves, which I was madly tearing from a book and throwing toward the ceiling. The book was a treatise on the Einstein theory of space, which I had borrowed from a friend that afternoon. I had read nearly a page in it before I fell asleep.


  Only twelve men in the whole world understand the Einstein theory, it is said. If I had read the book, I should have been the thirteenth, and that would be unlucky. So it is just as well that it is destroyed. But what excuse am I to give my friend for tearing up his book?


  ZEPPELIN CITY


  Eileen Gunn


  “It followed that the victory would belong to him who was calmest, who shot best, and who had the cleverest brain in a moment of danger.”


  —Baron Manfred von Richthofen (1892-1918)


  Radio Jones came dancing down the slidewalks. She jumped from the express to a local, then spun about and raced backwards, dumping speed so she could cut across the slower lanes two and three at a time. She hopped off at the mouth of an alley, glanced up in time to see a Zeppelin disappear behind a glass-domed skyscraper, and stepped through a metal door left open to vent the heat from the furnaces within.


  The glass-blowers looked up from their work as she entered the hot shop. They greeted her cheerily:


  “Hey, Radio!”


  “Jonesy!”


  “You invented a robot girlfriend for me yet?”


  The shop foreman lumbered forward, smiling. “Got a box of off-spec tubes for you, under the bench there.”


  “Thanks, Mackie.” Radio dug through the pockets of her patched leather greatcoat and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “Hey, listen, I want you to do me up an estimate for these here vacuum tubes.”


  Mack studied the list. “Looks to be pretty straightforward. None of your usual experimental trash. How many do you need—one of each?”


  “I was thinking more like a hundred.”


  “What?” Mack’s shaggy black eyebrows met in a scowl. “You planning to win big betting on the Reds?”


  “Not me, I’m a Whites fan all the way. Naw, I was kinda hoping you’d gimme credit. I came up with something real hot.”


  “You finally built that girlfriend for Rico?”


  The workmen all laughed.


  “No, c’mon, I’m serious here.” She lowered her voice. “I invented a universal radio receiver. Not fixed-frequency—tunable! It’ll receive any broadcast on the radio spectrum. Twist the dial, there you are. With this baby, you can listen in on every conversation in the big game, if you want.”


  Mack whistled. “There might be a lot of interest in a device like that.”


  “Funny thing, I was thinking exactly that myself.” Radio grinned. “So waddaya say?”


  “I say—” Mack spun around to face the glass-blowers, who were all listening intently, and bellowed, “Get back to work!” Then, in a normal voice, “Tell you what. Set me up a demo, and if your gizmo works the way you say it does, maybe I’ll invest in it. I’ve got the materials to build it, and access to the retailers. Something like this could move twenty, maybe thirty units a day, during the games.”


  “Hey! Great! The game starts when? Noon, right? I’ll bring my prototype over, and we can listen to the players talking to each other.” She darted toward the door.


  “Wait.” Mack ponderously made his way into his office. He extracted a five-dollar bill from the lockbox and returned, holding it extended before him. “For the option. You agree not to sell any shares in this without me seeing this doohickey first.”


  “Oh, Mackie, you’re the greatest!” She bounced up on her toes to kiss his cheek. Then, stuffing the bill into the hip pocket of her jeans, she bounded away.


  Fat Edna’s was only three blocks distant. She was inside and on a stool before the door jangled shut behind her. “Morning, Edna!” The neon light she’d rigged up over the bar was, she noted with satisfaction, still working. Nice and quiet, hardly any buzz to it at all. “Gimme a big plate of scrambled eggs and pastrami, with a beer on the side.”


  The bartender eyed her skeptically. “Let’s see your money first.”


  With elaborate nonchalance, Radio laid the bill flat on the counter before her. Edna picked it up, held it to the light, then slowly counted out four ones and eighty-five cents change. She put a glass under the tap and called over her shoulder, “Wreck a crowd, with sliced dick!” She pulled the beer, slid the glass across the counter, and said, “Out in a minute.”


  “Edna, there is nobody in the world less satisfying to show off in front of than you. You still got that package I left here?”


  Wordlessly, Edna took a canvas-wrapped object from under the bar and set it before her.


  “Thanks.” Radio unwrapped her prototype. It was bench-work stuff—just tubes, resistors and capacitors in a metal frame. No housing, no circuit tracer lights, and a tuner she had to turn with a pair of needle-nose pliers. But it was going to make her rich. She set about double-checking all the connectors. “Hey, plug this in for me, willya?”


  Edna folded her arms and looked at her.


  Radio sighed, dug in her pockets again, and slapped a nickel on the bar. Edna took the cord and plugged it into the outlet under the neon light.


  With a faint hum, the tubes came to life.


  “That thing’s not gonna blow up, is it?” Edna asked dubiously.


  “Naw.” Radio took a pair of needle-nose pliers out of her greatcoat pocket and began casting about for a strong signal. “Most it’s gonna do is electrocute you, maybe set fire to the building. But it’s not gonna explode. You been watching too many kinescopes.”


  Amelia Spindizzy came swooping down out of the sun like a suicidal angel, all rage and mirth. The rotor of her autogyro whined and snarled with the speed of her dive. Then she throttled up and the blades bit deep into the air and pulled her out, barely forty feet from the ground. Laughing, she lifted the nose of her bird to skim the top of one skywalk, banked left to dip under a second, and then right to hop-frog a third. Her machine shuddered and rattled as she bounced it off the compression effects of the air around the skyscrapers to steal that tiny morsel of extra lift, breaking every rule in the book and not giving a damn.


  The red light on Radio 2 flashed angrily. One-handed, she yanked the jacks to her headset from Radio 3, the set connecting her to the referee, and plugged into her comptroller’s set. “Yah?”


  The flat, emotionless, and eerily artificial voice of Naked Brain XB-29 cut through the static. “Amelia, what are you doing?”


  “Just wanted to get your attention. I’m going to cut through the elbow between Ninetieth and Ninety-First Avenues. Plot me an Eszterhazy, will you?”


  “Computing.” Almost as an afterthought, the Naked Brain said, “You realize this is extremely dangerous.”


  “Nothing’s dangerous enough for me,” Amelia muttered, too quietly for the microphone to pick up. “Not by half.”


  The sporting rag Obey the Brain! had termed her “half in love with easeful death,” but it was not easeful death that Amelia Spindizzy sought. It was the inevitable, difficult death of an impossible skill tenaciously mastered but necessarily insufficient to the challenge—a hard-fought battle for life, lost just as the hand reached for victory and closed around empty air. A mischance that conferred deniability, like a medal of honor, on her struggle for oblivion, as she twisted and fell in gloriously tragic heroism.


  So far, she hadn’t achieved it.


  It wasn’t that she didn’t love being alive (at least some of the time). She loved dominating the air currents in her great titanium whirligig. She loved especially the slow turning in an ever-widening gyre, scanning for the opposition with an exquisite patience only a sigh short of boredom, and then the thrill as she spotted him, a minuscule speck in an ocean of sky. Loved the way her body flushed with adrenalin as she drove her machine up into the sun, searching for that sweet blind spot where the prey, her machine, and that great atomic furnace were all in a line. Loved most of all the instant of stillness before she struck.


  It felt like being born all over again.


  For Amelia, the Game was more than a game, because necessarily there would come a time when the coordination, strength, and precision demanded by her fierce and fragile machine would prove to be more than she could provide, a day when all the sky would gather its powers to break her will and force her into the ultimate submission. It would happen. She had faith. Until then, though, she strove only to live at the outer edge of her skills, to fly and to play the Game as gloriously as any human could to the astonishment of the unfortunate earth-bound classes. And of the Naked Brains who could only float, ponderously, in their glass tanks, in their Zeppelins.


  “Calculations complete.”


  “You have my position?”


  Cameras swiveled from the tops of nearby buildings, tracking her. “Yes.”


  Now she’d achieved maximum height again.


  “I’m going in.”


  Straight for the alley-mouth she flew. Sitting upright in the thorax of her flying machine, rudder pedals at her feet, stick controls to the left and right, she let inertia push her back into the seat like a great hand. Eight-foot-long titanium blades extended in a circle, with her at the center like the heart of a flower. This was no easy machine to fly. It combined the delicacy of flight with the physical demands of operating a mechanical thresher.


  “Pull level on my count. Three . . . Two . . . Now.”


  It took all her strength to bully her machine properly while the g-forces tried to shove her away from the controls. She was flying straight and true toward Dempster Alley, a street that was only feet wider than the diameter of her autogyro’s blades, so fine a margin of error that she’d be docked a month’s pay if the Naked Brains saw what she was up to.


  “Shift angle of blades on my mark and rudder on my second mark. Three . . . Two . . . Mark. And . . . Rudder.”


  Tilted forty-five degrees, she roared down the alley, her prop wash rattling the windows and filling them with pale, astonished faces. At the intersection, she shifted pitch and kicked rudder, flipping her gyro over so that it canted forty-five degrees the other way (the engine coughed and almost stalled, then roared back to life again) and hammered down Bernoulli Lane (a sixty-degree turn here where the streets crossed at an odd angle) and so out onto Ninety-First. A perfect Eszterhazy! Five months ago, a hypercubed committee of half the Naked Brains in the metropolis had declared that such a maneuver couldn’t be done. But one brave pilot had proved otherwise in an aeroplane, and Amelia had determined she could do no less in a gyro.


  “Bank left. Stabilize. Climb for height. Remove safeties from your bombs.”


  Amelia Spindizzy obeyed and then, glancing backwards, forwards, and to both sides, saw a small cruciform mote ahead and below, flying low over the avenue. Grabbing her glasses, she scanned the wing insignia. She could barely believe her luck—it was the Big E himself! And she had a clear run at him.


  The autogyro hit a patch of bumpy air, and Amelia snatched up the sticks to regain control. The motor changed pitch, the prop hummed, the rotor blades cut the air. Her machine was bucking now, veering into the scrap zone, and in danger of going out of control. She fought to get it back on an even keel, straightened it out, and swung into a tight arc.


  Man, this was the life!


  She wove and spun above the city streets as throngs of onlookers watched the warm-up hijinks from the tall buildings and curving skywalks. They shouted encouragement at her. “Don’t let ’er drop, Amelia!” “Take the bum down, Millie!” “Spin ’im around, Spindizzy!” Bloodthirsty bastards. Her public. Screaming bloody murder and perfectly capable of chucking a beer bottle at her if they thought she wasn’t performing up to par. Times like these she almost loved ’em.


  She hated being called Millie, though.


  Working the pedals, moving the sticks, dancing to the silent jazz of turbulence in the air around her, she was Josephine Baker, she was Cab Calloway, she was the epitome of grace and wit and intelligence in the service of entertainment. The crowd went wild as she caught a heavy gust of wind and went skidding sideways toward the city’s treasured Gaudi skyscraper.


  When she had brought everything under control and the autogyro was flying evenly again, Amelia looked down.


  For a miracle, he was still there, still unaware of her, flying low in a warm-up run and placing flour bombs with fastidious precision, one by one.


  She throttled up and focused all her attention on her foe, the greatest flyer of his generation and her own, patently at her mercy if she could first rid herself of the payload. Her engine screamed in fury, and she screamed with it. “XB! Next five intersections! Gimme the count.”


  “At your height, there is a risk of hitting spectators.”


  “I’m too good for that and you know it! Gimme the count.”


  “Three . . . two . . . now. Six . . . five . . .”


  Each of the intersections had been roped off and painted blue with a white circle in its center and a red star at the sweet spot. Amelia worked the bombsight, calculated the windage (Naked Brains couldn’t do that; you had to be present; you had to feel the air as a physical thing), and released the bombs one after the other. Frantically, then, she yanked the jacks and slammed them into Radio 3. “How’d we do?” she yelled. She was sure she’d hit them all on the square and she had hopes of at least one star.


  “Square. Circle. Circle. Star.” The referee—Naked Brain QW-14, though the voice was identical to her own comptroller’s—said. A pause. “Star.”


  Yes!


  She was coming up on Eszterhazy himself now, high and fast. He had all the disadvantages of position. She positioned her craft so that the very tip of its shadow kissed the tail of his bright red ’plane. He was still acting as if he didn’t know she was there. Which was impossible. She could see three of his team’s Zeppelins high above, and if she could see them, they sure as hell could see her. So why was he playing stupid?


  Obviously he was hoping to lure her in.


  “I see your little game,” Amelia muttered softly. But just what dirty little trick did Eszterhazy have up his sleeve? The red light was flashing on Radio 2. The hell with that. She didn’t need XB-29’s bloodless advice at a time like this. “Okay, loverboy, let’s see what you’ve got!” She pushed the stick forward hard. Then Radio 3 flashed—and that she couldn’t ignore.


  “Amelia Spindizzy,” the referee said. “Your flight authorization has been canceled. Return to Ops.”


  Reflexively, she jerked the throttle back, scuttling the dive. “What?!”


  “Repeat: Return to Ops. Await further orders.”


  Angrily, Amelia yanked the jacks from Radio 3. Almost immediately the light on Radio 1 lit up. When she jacked in, the hollow, mechanical voice of Naked Brain ZF-43, her commanding officer, filled her earphones. “I am disappointed in you, Amelia. Wastefulness. Inefficient expenditure of resources. Pilots should not weary themselves unnecessarily. XB-29 should have exercised more control over you. He will be reprimanded.”


  “It was just a pick-up game,” she said. “For fun. You remember fun, don’t you?”


  There was a pause. “There is nothing the matter with my memory,” ZF-43 said at last. “I do remember fun. Why do you ask?”


  “Maybe because I’m as crazy as an old coot, ZF,” said Amelia, idly wondering if she could roll an autogyro. Nobody ever had. But if she went to maximum climb, cut the choke, and kicked the rudder hard, that ought to flip it. Then, if she could restart the engine quickly enough and slam the rudder smartly the other way . . . . It just might work. She could give it a shot right now.


  “Return to the Zeppelin immediately. The Game starts in less than an hour.”


  “Aw shucks, ZF. Roger.” Not for the first time, Amelia wondered if the Naked Brain could read her mind. She’d have to try the roll later.


  In less than the time it took to scramble an egg and slap it on a plate, Radio Jones had warmed up her tuner and homed in on a signal. “Maybe because I’m as crazy as an old coot, ZF,” somebody squawked.


  “Hey! I know that voice—it’s Amelia!” If Radio had a hero, it was the aviatrix.


  “Return to the Zeppelin—”


  “Criminy! A Naked Brain! Aw rats, static . . .” Radio tweaked the tuning ever so slightly with the pliers.


  “—ucks, ZF. Roger.”


  Edna set the plate of eggs and pastrami next to the receiver. “Here’s your breakfast, whiz kid.”


  Radio flipped off the power. “Jeeze, I ain’t never heard a Brain before. Creepy.”


  By now, she had the attention of the several denizens of Fat Edna’s.


  “Whazzat thing do, Radio?”


  “How does it work?”


  “Can you make me one, Jonesy?”


  “It’s a Universal Tuner. Home in on any airwave whatsoever.” Radio grabbed the catsup bottle, upended it over the plate, and whacked it hard. Red stuff splashed all over. She dug into her eggs. “I’m ’nna make one for anybody who wants one,” she said between mouthfuls. “Cost ya, though.”


  “Do they know you’re listening?” It was Rudy the Red, floppy haired and unshaven, born troublemaker, interested only in politics and subversion. He was always predicting that the Fist of the Brains was just about to come down on him. As it would, eventually, everyone agreed: people like him tended to disappear. The obnoxious ones, however, lingered longer than most. “How can you be sure they aren’t listening to you right now?”


  “Well, all I can say, Rudy—” she wiped her mouth with her hand, as Fat Edna’s bar was uncluttered with serviettes—“is that if they got something that can overthrow the laws of electromagnetism as we know ’em and turn a receiver into a transmitter, then more power to ’em. That’s a good hack. Hey, the Game starts in a few minutes. Who ya bettin’ on?”


  “Radio, you know I don’t wager human against human,” Rudy said. “Our energies should be focused on our oppressors—the Naked Brains. But instead we do whatever they want because they’ve channeled all our aggression into a trivial distraction created to keep the masses stupefied and sedated. The Games are the opiate of the people! You should wise up and join the struggle, Radio. This device of yours could be our secret weapon. We could use it to listen in on them plotting against us”


  “Ain’t much of a secret,” said Radio, “if it’s all over Edna’s bar.”


  “We can tell people it doesn’t work.”


  “What are you, some kind of no-brainer? That there’s my fancy-pants college education. I’m not tellin’ nobody it don’t work.”


  Amelia Spindizzy banked her tiny craft and turned it toward the huge Operations Zep Imperator. The Zeppelin thrust out its landing pad and Amelia swooped deftly onto it, in a maneuver that she thought of as a penny-toss, a quick leap onto the target platform, which then retracted into the gondola of the airship.


  She climbed from the cockpit. Grimy Huey tossed her a mooring line and she tied down her machine. “You’re on orders to report to the Hall, fly-girl,” he shouted. “What have you done now?”


  “I think I reminded ZF-43 of his lost physicality, Huey.” Amelia scrambled up the bamboo gangway.


  “You do that for me every time I look at you.”


  “You watch it, Huey, or I’ll come over there and teach you a lesson,” Amelia said.


  “Amelia, I’ll study under you anytime.”


  She shied a wheel chuck at him, and the mechanic ducked away, cackling. Mechanics’ humor, thought Amelia. You have to let them have their jokes at your expense. It can make you or break you, what they do to your ’gyro.


  The Hall of the Naked Brains was amidships. High-ceilinged, bare-walled, and paneled in bamboo, it smelled of lemon oil and beeswax. The windows were shuttered, to keep the room dim; the Brains didn’t need light, and the crew were happier not looking at them. Twin rows of enormous glass jars, set in duraluminium frames, lined the sides of the Hall. Within the jars, enormous pink Brains floated motionless in murky electrolyte soup.


  In the center of the shadowy room was a semicircle of rattan chairs facing a speaker and a televideon camera. Cables looped across the floor to each of the glass jars.


  Amelia plumped down in the nearest chair, unzipped her flight jacket, and said, “Well?”


  There was a ratcheting noise as one of the Brains adjusted the camera. A tinny disembodied voice came from the speaker. It was ZF-43. “Amelia. We are equipping your autogyro with an important new device. It is essential that we test it today.”


  “What does it do?” she asked.


  “If it works properly, it will paralyze Lt. Eszterhazy’s engine.”


  Amelia glared at the eye of the camera. “And why would I want to do that?”


  “Clearly you do not, Amelia.” ZF’s voice was as dispassionate as ever. “It is we who want you to do it. You will oblige us in this matter.”


  “You tell me, ZF, why I would want to cheat.”


  “Amelia, you do not want to cheat. However, you are in our service. We have experimental devices to test, and the rules of your game are not important to us. This may be a spiritual endeavor to yourself, it may be a rousing amusement to the multitudes, but it is a military exercise to us.” There was a pause, as if ZF were momentarily somewhere else, and then he resumed. “NQ-14 suggests I inform you that Lt. Eszterhazy’s aeroplane can glide with a dead engine. There is little risk to the pilot.”


  Amelia glared even more fiercely at the televideon camera. “That is beside the point, ZF. I would argue that my autogyro is far less dependent on its engine than Eszterhazy’s ’plane. Why not give the device to each of us, for a square match?”


  “There is only one device, Amelia, and we need to test it now. You are here, you are trusted. Eszterhazy is too independent. You will take the device.” A grinding noise, as of badly lubricated machinery. “Or you will not be in the Game.”


  “What are this bastard’s specs? How does it work?”


  “You will be told, Amelia. In good time.”


  “Where is it?”


  “It’s being installed in your autogyro as we speak. A red button on your joystick controls it: Press, it’s on. Release, it’s off.”


  “I’m not happy about this, ZF.”


  “Go to your autogyro, Amelia. Fly well.” The light dimmed even more and the camera clicked again as the lens irised shut. ZF-43 had turned off the world outside his jar.


  Rudy choked down a nickel’s worth of beans and kielbasa and enough java to keep him running for the rest of the day. It was going to be a long one. The scheduled game would bring the people out into the streets, and that was a recruiting opportunity he couldn’t pass up. He knew his targets: not the fat, good-natured guys catching a few hours of fun before hitting the night shift. Not their sharp-eyed wives, juggling the kids and grabbing the paycheck on Friday so it wouldn’t be spent on drink. Oh, no. Rudy’s constituency was hungry-looking young men, just past their teens, out of work, smarter than they needed to be, and not yet on the bottle. One in ten would take a pamphlet from him. Of those, one in twenty would take it home, one in fifty would read it, one in five hundred would take it to heart, and one in a thousand would seek him out and listen to more.


  The only way to make it worth his while, the only way to pull together a force, was to get as many pamphlets out there as possible. It was a numbers game, like the lottery, or like selling insurance.


  Rudy had sold insurance once, collecting weekly nickels and dimes from the hopeful and the despairing alike. Until the day he was handed a pamphlet. He took it home, he read it, and he realized what a sham his life was, what a shill he had been for the corporate powers, what a fraud he had been perpetrating upon his own people, the very people that he should be helping to escape from the treadmill of their lives.


  He finished his coffee and hit the street. Crowds were already building near the CityPlace—that vast open square at the heart of the city, carved out of the old shops, tenements, and speakeasies that had once thrived there—where the aerobattle would take place. He picked out a corner near some ramshackle warehouses on the plaza’s grimy southern rim. That’s where his people would be, his tillage, as he thought of them.


  “Tillage” was a word his grandfather used back when Rudy was young. The old man used to speak lovingly of the tillage, the land he had farmed in his youth. The tillage, he said, responded to him as a woman would, bringing forth fruit as a direct result of his care and attention. Not that he, Rudy, had great amounts of time to spend on a woman—but that hadn’t seemed to matter on the streets, where women were freely available, and briefly enjoyable. Sexual intercourse was overrated, in his opinion. Politics was another matter, and he made his friends among men and women who felt the same. They kept their distance from one another, so the Naked Brains couldn’t pick them all off in a single raid. When they coupled, they did so quickly, and they didn’t exchange names.


  Moving deftly through the gathering crowd, he held out only one pamphlet at a time, and that only after catching a receptive eye. A willing offering to a willing receptor, that wasn’t illegal. It wasn’t pamphleteering, which was a harvestable offense. Last thing he wanted, to be harvested and, if the rumors were as he suspected true, have his grey matter pureed and fed to the Naked Brains.


  But to build his cadre, to make his mark, he needed to hand out a thousand pamphlets a day, and crowds like this—in the CityPlace or on the slidewalks at rush hour—were the only way to do it.


  “Take this, brother. Thank you.” He said it over and over. “Salaam, brother, may I offer you this?”


  He had to keep moving, couldn’t linger anywhere, kept his eye out for the telltale stare of an Eye of the Brains. When he had first started this business, he had sought out only men who looked like himself. But that approach proved too slow. He’d since learned to size up a crowd with a single glance and mentally mark the receptive. That tall, black-skinned man with the blue kerchief, the skinny little freckled guy in the ragged work clothes, the grubby fellow with the wisp of a beard and red suspenders. All men, and mostly young. He let his female compatriots deal with the women. Didn’t want any misunderstandings.


  The guy with the kerchief first. Eye contact, querying glance, non-sexual affect, tentative offer of pamphlet. He takes it! Eye contact, brief nod, on to the little guy. Guy looks away. Abort. Don’t offer pamphlet. On to the third guy—


  “What’s this, then?” Flatfoot! An Eye? Surely not a Fist? Best to hoof it.


  Rudy feinted to one side of the copper and ran past him on the other, swivel-hipping through the crowd like Jim Thorpe in search of a touchdown. He didn’t look back, but if the cop was an Eye, he’d have backup pronto. Around the big guy with the orange wig, past the scared-looking lady with the clutch of kids—yikes!—almost overturned the baby carriage. What’s that on the ground? No time to think about it! Up and over, down the alleyway, and into the door that’s cracked open a slot. Close it, latch it, jam the lock. SOP.


  Rudy turned away from the fire door. It was almost lightless in here. He was in an old, run-down kinescope parlor, surrounded by benches full of kinescope devotees, their eyes glued to the tiny screens wired to the backs of the pews in front of them. On each screen the same blurry movie twitched: Modern Times, with the Marx Brothers.


  He took a seat and put a nickel in the slot.


  He was just a regular Joe at the movies now. An anonymous unit of the masses, no different from anybody else. Except that he didn’t have his girlfriend with him. Or a girlfriend at all. Or any real interest in having a girlfriend. Or in anything so historically blinkered as going to the kinescope parlor.


  Rudy had heard about this particular kinescope in a Know the Foe session. It was supposed to be funny, but its humor originated in a profound class bias. The scene that was playing was one in which Harpo, Chico, and Zeppo were working on an assembly line while their supervisor (Groucho) flirted with the visiting efficiency inspector (Margaret Dumont). Zeppo and Chico worked methodically with wrenches, tightening bolts on the bombs that glided remorselessly into view on the conveyor belt. Harpo, equipped with a little handheld pneumatic drill, worked regularly and efficiently at first, drilling a hole in a bomb fin which Zeppo promptly unbolted and Chico replaced with a new fin. That his work was meaningless appeared to bother him not at all. But then, without noticing it, Groucho leaned against a long lever, increasing the belt’s speed. As the pace increased, Harpo realized that the drill could be made to go faster and faster, just like the assembly line. He became fascinated by the drill and then obsessed with it, filling the bombs’ fins with so many holes that they looked like slices of Swiss cheese.


  Chico and Zeppo, meanwhile, kept working faster and faster as the line sped up. For them, this was grim business. To keep from falling behind, they had to employ two wrenches, one per hand. Sweat poured off them. They shed their hats, then their jackets, then their shirts and pants, leaving them clad only in voluminous underwear. Harpo, on the other hand, was feeling no pressure at all. He began drilling holes in his hat, then his jacket, then his shirt and pants.


  Groucho urged Dumont into his office, then doffed his hat, clasped it to his chest, and tossed it aside. He chased her around the desk. Dumont projected both affronted dignity and matronly sexual curiosity. A parody of authority, Groucho backed Dumont up against the wall and, unexpectedly, plucked a rose from a nearby vase and, bowing deeply, offered it to her.


  Charmed, Dumont smiled and bent down to accept it.


  But then, in a single complex and weirdly graceful action, Groucho spun Dumont around, bending her over backwards in his arms, parallel to the floor. Margaret Dumont’s eyes darted wildly about as she realized how perilously close she was to falling. Meanwhile, Harpo had started to drill holes from the other side of the wall, the drill bit coming through the plaster, each time missing Groucho by a whisker. His desperate gyrations as he tried to avoid the incoming drill were misunderstood by the efficiency expert, who made to slap him. Each time she tried, however, she almost fell and was forced to clutch him tighter to herself. Groucho waggled his eyebrows, obviously pleased with his romantic prowess.


  Just then, however, Harpo drilled Dumont in the butt. She lurched forward, mouth an outraged O, losing balance and dignity simultaneously, and overtoppling Groucho as well. The two of them fell to the floor, struggling. It was at that instant that Chico and Zeppo, still in their underwear and with Harpo in tow, appeared in the doorway to report the problem and saw the couple on the floor thrashing about and yelling soundlessly at one another. Without hesitation, all three leaped joyously into the air on top of the pile. Behind them, the runaway assembly line was flooding the factory with bombs, which now crested into the office in a great wave. The screen went white and a single card read: BANG!


  The audience was laughing uproariously. But Rudy was not amused. None of these characters had a shred of common sense. Furthermore, it was clear that appropriate measures to protect the workers’ health and safety had not been implemented. Harpo should never have been given that drill in the first place. And Margaret Dumont! What was she thinking? How could she have accepted such a demeaning role?


  Rudy stood up on his chair. “Comrades!” he yelled. “Why you are laughing?”


  A few viewers looked up briefly, then shrugged and returned to their kinescopes. “We’re laughin’ because it’s funny, you halfwit,” muttered a surly-looking young man.


  “You there, brother,” Rudy addressed him directly. After all, he, of everyone there, was Rudy’s constituency. “Do you think it’s funny that the Brains work people beyond endurance? That they speed up assembly lines without regard for the workers’ natural pace, and without increasing their compensation? Do you think it’s funny that a human man and woman would take the side of the Brains against their own kind? Think about this: What if Charles Chaplin—a man who respects the worker’s dignity—had made this kinescope? There would be nothing funny about it: You’d weep for the poor fellows on the Brains’ assembly line. As you should weep for Chico and Zeppo, whose dream of a life of honest labor and just reward has been cruelly exploited.”


  “Aw, shut yer yap!” It wasn’t the young man that Rudy had addressed. This was the voice of an older man, embittered by many years of disappointment and penury.


  “I apologize, sir,” said Rudy. “You have every right to be angry. You have earned your leisure and have paid dearly for the right to sit here in the darkness and be assaulted by the self-serving garbage of the entertainment industry. Please return to your kinescope. But, I beg of you, do not swallow the tissue of lies that it offers you. Argue with it. Fight back! Resist!”


  A huge hand reached out of the darkness and grabbed Rudy’s right shoulder.


  “Awright there, buddy,” said a firm but quiet voice. “And why don’t yez come along wit’ me, and we can continue this discussion down to the station house?”


  Rudy twisted about in the flatfoot’s grasp. A sudden head-butt to the solar plexus, a kick to take the man’s feet out from under him, and Rudy was running fast, not once looking back to see if he was being pursued. Halfway to the exit, he spotted a narrow circular staircase that burrowed down into the bowels of the earth below the kinescope parlor. He plunged into the darkness, down into the steam tunnels that ran beneath all the buildings of the Old Town.


  That was Phase Three of his plan: Run like hell.


  Amelia had less than five minutes to the start of the Game. She sprinted to the flight deck and her autogyro. Grimy Huey was waiting, and he didn’t look happy. “Why didn’t you tell me you were having work done on the machine? You don’t trust me no more?”


  “Huey, I’m up. We can talk about it later.” She swung into the cockpit. The engine was already running. Even when he was ticked off, Huey knew his stuff. “Just throw me out there. The whistle’s about to blow.”


  Grimy Huey waved and Amelia grabbed the controls. Everything in place. She nodded, and the launch platform thrust the autogyro out of the Zep, into takeoff position.


  The steam-whistle blew. The Game was in motion.


  Amelia kicked, pushed, pedaled, and screamed her improbable craft into the air.


  For a time, all was well. As was traditional, the flying aces appeared in goose-vee formation from opposite sides of the plaza, ignoring each other on the first pass, save for a slight wing-waggle of salute, and then curving up into the sky above. Then began the series of thrilling moves that would lead to the heart-stopping aerial ballet of sporting dogfight.


  On the first fighting pass, the advantage was to the Reds. But then Blockhead O’Brien threw his autogyro into a mad sideways skid that had half their ’planes pulling up in disarray to avoid being shredded by his blades. Amelia and Hops Wynzowski hurled themselves into the opening and ran five stars, neat as a pin, before the opposition could recover.


  Amelia pulled up laughing, only to discover that the Big E was directly behind her and coming up her tail fast. She crouched down over her stick, raising her hips up from the seat, taut as a wire being tested to destruction, neurons snapping and crackling like a Tesla generator. “You catch me,” she murmured happily, “and I swear to God I’ll never fly again for as long as I live.”


  Because if there was one thing she knew it was that Eszterhazy wasn’t going to catch her. She was in her element now. In that timeless instant that lasted forever, that was all instinct and reflex, lust and glory. She was vengeance and righteous fury. She was death in all its cold and naked beauty.


  Then a rocket flew up out of nowhere and exploded in her face.


  Rudy pounded through the steam tunnels as if every finger in the Fist of the Brains was on his tail. Which they weren’t—yet. He’d given Fearless Fosdick the slip, he was sure.


  It was only a matter of time, though. Back at Fat Edna’s, he knew, they had a pool going as to the date. But when the Fist came for him, he wasn’t going to go meekly, with his hands in the air. Not Rudy. That was why he was running now, even though he’d given the flatfoot the slip. He was practicing for the day when it all came down and his speed negotiating the twists and turns of the tunnels would spell the difference between escape and capture, survival and death.


  The light from Rudy’s electric torch flashed from a rectangle of reflective tape he’d stuck to one wall at chest level. Straight ahead, that meant. Turn coming up soon. And, sure enough, up ahead were two bits of tape together, like an equal sign, on the right-hand wall. Which, counterintuitively, signaled a left turn.


  He ran, twisting and turning as the flashing blips of tapes dictated. A left . . . two rights . . . a long downward decline that he didn’t remember but which had to be correct because up ahead glinted another tab of reflective tape and beyond it another two, indicating a left turn. Into the new tunnel he plunged, and then, almost falling, down a rattling set of metal steps that definitely wasn’t right. At the bottom the tunnel opened up into an enormous cavernous blackness. He stumbled to a halt.


  A cold wind blew down on him from above.


  Rudy shivered. This was wrong. He’d never been here before. And yet, straight ahead of him glowed yet another tab of the tape. He lifted his electric torch from the ground in front of his feet to examine it.


  And, as he lifted it up, he cried out in horror. The light revealed a mocking gargoyle of a man: filthy, grey-skinned, dressed in rags, with running sores on his misshapen face and only three fingers on the hand that mockingly held up a flashing rectangle of reflective tape.


  “It’s the bolshy,” the creature said to nobody in particular.


  “I thought he was a menshevik,” said a second voice.


  “Naw, he’s a tvardokhlebnik,” said a third. “A pathetic nibbler at the leavings of others.”


  “My brothers!” Rudy cried in mingled terror and elation. His torch slid from monstrous face to monstrous face. A throng of grotesques confronted him. These were the broken hulks of men, horribly disfigured by industrial accidents, disease, and bathtub gin, creatures who had been driven into the darkness not by poverty alone but also by the reflexive stares of those who had previously been their fellows and compeers. Rudy’s revulsion turned to an enormous and terrible sense of pity. “You have lured me here for some purpose, I presume. Well . . . here I am. Tell me what is so important that you must play these games with me.”


  “Kid gets right to the point.”


  “He’s got a good mind.”


  “No sense of humor, though. Heard him speak once.”


  Swallowing back his fear, Rudy said, “Now you are laughing at me. Comrades! These are desperate times. We should not be at each other’s throats, but rather working together for the common good.”


  “He’s got that right.”


  “Toldya he had a good mind.”


  One of the largest of the men seized Rudy’s jacket in his malformed hand, lifting him effortlessly off his feet. “Listen, pal. Somebody got something important to tell ya.” He shook Rudy for emphasis. “So you’re gonna go peacefully, all right? Don’t do nothing stupid. Remember who lives here and can see in the dark and who don’t and can’t. Got that?”


  “Brother! Yes! Of course!”


  “Good.” The titan let Rudy drop to the floor. “Open ’er up, boys.” Shadowy figures pushed an indistinct pile of boxes and empty barrels away from a steel-clad door. “In there.”


  Rudy went through the door.


  It closed behind him. He could hear the crates and barrels being pushed back into place.


  He was in a laboratory. Even though it was only sparsely lit, Rudy could see tables crowded with huge jars that were linked by glass tubes and entwined in electrical cables. Things sizzled and bubbled. The air stank of ozone and burnt sulfur.


  In the center of the room, illuminated by a single incandescent bulb dangling from the ceiling, was a glass tank a good twenty feet long. In its murky interior a huge form moved listlessly, filling it almost entirely—a single enormous sturgeon. Rudy was no sentimentalist, but it seemed to him that the great fish, unable to swim or even turn about in its cramped confines—indeed, unable to do much of anything save slowly move its fins in order to keep afloat and flutter its gills to breathe—must lead a grim and terrible existence.


  Cables snaked from the tank to a nearby clutter of electrical devices, but he paid them no particular notice. His attention was drawn to a woman standing before the aquarium. Her lab smock seemed to glow in the gloom.


  She had clearly been waiting for him, for without preamble, she said, “I am Professor Anna Pavlova.” Her face was old and drawn; her eyes blazed with passionate intensity. “You have probably never heard of me, but—”


  “Of course I know of you, Professor Pavlova!” Rudy babbled. “You are one of the greatest inventors of all time! The monorail! Citywide steam heat! You made the Naked Brains possible. The masses idolize you.”


  “Pah!” Professor Pavlova made a dismissive chopping gesture with her right hand. “I am but a scientist, nothing more nor less. All that matters is that when I was young I worked on the Naked Brain Project. Those were brave days indeed. All the best thinkers of our generation—politicians, artists, engineers—lined up to surrender their bodies in order to put their minds at the service of the people. I would have done so myself, were I not needed to monitor and fine-tune the nutrient systems. We were Utopians then! I am sure that not a one of them was influenced by the possibility that as Naked Brains they would live forever. Not a one! We wished only to serve.”


  She sighed.


  “Your idealism is commendable, comrade scientist,” Rudy said. “Yet it is my unhappy duty to inform you that the Council of Naked Brains no longer serves the people’s interests. They—”


  “It is worse than you think!” Professor Pavlova snapped. “For many years I was part of the inner circle of functionaries serving the Brains. I saw . . . many things. Things that made me wonder, and then doubt. Quietly, I began my own research. But the scientific journals rejected my papers. Lab books disappeared. Data were altered. There came a day when none of the Naked Brains—who had been my friends, remember!—would respond to my messages, or even, when I went to them in person, deign to speak to me.


  “I am no naïve innocent. I knew what that meant: The Fist would shortly be coming for me.


  “So I went underground. I befriended the people here, whose bodies are damaged but whose minds remain free and flexible, and together we smuggled in enough equipment to continue my work. I tapped into the city’s electric and gas lines. I performed miracles of improvisation and bricolage. At first I was hindered by my lack of access to the objects of my study. But then my new friends helped me liberate Old Teddy—” she patted the side of the fish tank—“from a pet shop where he was kept as a curiosity. Teddy was the key. He told me everything I needed to know.”


  Rudy interrupted the onslaught of words. “This fish told you things?”


  “Yes.” The scientist picked up a wired metal dish from the lab bench. “Teddy is very, very old, you see. When he was first placed in that tank, he was quite small, a wild creature caught for food but spared the frying pan to be put on display.” She adjusted cables that ran from the silver dish to an electrical device on the bench. “That was many years ago, of course, long before you or I were born. Sturgeon can outlive humans, and Teddy has slowly grown into what you see before you.” Other cables ran from the device into the tank. Rudy saw that they had been implanted directly into the sturgeon’s brain. One golden-grey eye swiveled in the creature’s whiskered, impassive head to look at him. Involuntarily, he shuddered. It was just a fish, he thought. It wished him no ill.


  “Have you ever wondered what thoughts pass through a fish’s brain?” With a grim smile that was almost a leer, the scientist thrust the silver dish at Rudy. “Place this cap on your head—and you will know.”


  More than almost anything, Rudy wanted not to put on the cap. Yet more than anything at all, he wanted to do his duty to his fellow beings, both human and fish. This woman might well be mad: she certainly did not act like any woman he had ever met. The device might well kill him or damage his brain. Yet to refuse it would be to give up on the adventure entirely, to admit that he was not the man for the job.


  Rudy reached out and took the silver cap.


  He placed it upon his head.


  Savage homicidal rage filled him. Rudy hated everything that lived, without degree or distinction. All the universe was odious to him. If he could, he would murder everyone outside his tank, devour their eggs, and destroy their nests. Like a fire, this hatred engulfed him, burning all to nothing, leaving only a dark cinder of self at his core.


  With a cry of rage, Rudy snatched the silver cap from his head and flung it away. Professor Pavlova caught it, as if she had been expecting his reaction. Horrified, he turned on her. “They hate us! The very fish hate us!” He could feel the sturgeon’s deadly anger burning into his back, and this filled him with shame and self-loathing, even though he knew he did not personally deserve it. All humans deserved it, though, he thought. All humans supported the idea of putting fish in tanks. Those who did not were branded eccentrics and their viewpoint dismissed without a hearing.


  “This is a terrible invention! It does not reveal the universal brotherhood natural among disparate species entwined in the Great Web of Life—quite the opposite, in fact!” He despaired of putting his feelings into words. “What it reveals may be the truth, but is it a truth that we really we need to know?”


  Professor Pavlova smiled mirthlessly. “You understand so well the inequalities in human intercourse and the effect they have on the human psyche. And now! Now, for the first time, you understand some measure of what a fish feels and thinks. Provided it has been kept immobile and without stimulation for so many years it is no longer sane.” She glanced over at Old Teddy with pity. “A fish longs only for cold water, for food, for distances to swim, and for a place to lay its eggs or spread its milt. We humans have kept Teddy in a tank for over a century.”


  Then she looked at Rudy with almost the same expression. “Imagine how much worse it would be for a human being, used to sunshine on his face, the feel of a lover’s hand, the soft sounds an infant makes when it is happy, to find himself—even if of his own volition—nothing more than a Naked Brain afloat in amniotic fluid. Sans touch, sans taste, sans smell, sans sound, sans sight, sans everything. You have felt the fish’s hatred. Imagine how much stronger must be the man’s.” Her eyes glittered with a cold fire. “I have suspected this for years, and now that I have experienced Teddy’s mind—now I know.” She sliced her hand outward, as if with a knife, to emphasize the depth of her knowledge, and its force. “The Naked Brains are all mad. They hate us and they will work tirelessly for our destruction.”


  “This is what I have been saying all along,” Rudy gasped. “I have been trying to engage—”


  Pavlova interrupted him. “The time for theorizing and yammering and pamphleteering is over. You were brought here because I have a message and I need a messenger. The time has come for action. Tell your superiors. Tell the world. The Naked Brains must be destroyed.”


  A sense of determination flooded Rudy’s being. This was what all his life had been leading up to. This was his moment of destiny.


  Which made it particularly ironic that it was at that very moment that the Fist smashed in the door of the laboratory.


  Radio Jones had punched a hole in the center of a sheet of paper and taped it to the casing of her all-frequencies receiver with the tuner knob at the center, so she could mark the location of each transceiver set she found. The tuner had a range of two hundred ten degrees, which covered the entire spectrum of the communications band. So she eyeballed it into quarters and then tenths, to give a rough idea how things were laid out. It would be better to rank them by electromagnetic frequency, but she didn’t have the time to work all that out, and anyway, though she would never admit this out loud, she was just a little weak on the theoretics. Radio was more a vacuum-tube-and-solder-gun kind of girl.


  Right now the paper was heavily marked right in the center of the dial, from ninety to one-sixty degrees. There were dozens of flier-Brain pairs, and she’d put a mark by each one, and identified a good quarter of them. Including, she was particularly pleased to see, all the big guys—Eszterhazy, Spindizzy, Blockhead O’Brien, Stackerlee Brown. When there wasn’t any room for more names, Radio went exploring into the rest of the spectrum, moving out from the center by incremental degrees.


  So, because she wasn’t listening to the players, Radio missed the beginning of the massacre. It was only when she realized that everybody in Edna’s had rushed out into the street that she looked up from her chore and saw the aeroplanes falling and autogyros spinning out of control. She went to the window just in time to hear a universal gasp as a Zeppelin exploded in the sky overhead. Reflected flames glowed red on the uplifted faces.


  “Holy cow!” Radio ran back to her set and twisted her dial back toward the center.


  “. . . Warinowski,” a Naked Brain was saying dispassionately. “Juric-Kocik. Bai. Gevers . . .”


  A human voice impatiently broke in on the recitation. “What about Spindizzy? She’s worth more than the rest of them put together. Did she set off her bomb?”


  “No.” A long pause. “Maybe she disarmed it.”


  “If that’s the case, she’ll be gunning for me.” The human voice was horribly, horribly familiar. “Plot her vectors, tell me where she is, and I’ll take care of her.”


  “Oh, no,” Radio said. “It can’t be.”


  “What is your current situation?”


  “My rockets are primed and ready, and I’ve got a clear line of sight straight down Archer Road, from Franklin all the way to the bend.”


  “Stay your course. We will direct Amelia Spindizzy onto Archer Road, headed south, away from you. When you see her clear the Frank Lloyd Wright Tower, count three and fire.”


  “Roger,” the rocket-assassin said. Now there was no doubt at all in Radio’s mind. She knew that voice. She knew the killer.


  And she knew what she had to do.


  Amelia Spindizzy’s ears rang from the force of the blast, and she could feel in the joystick an arrhythmic throb. Where had the missile come from that had caused the explosion? What had happened to Eszterhazy? She was sure she had not accidentally pressed the red button on the joystick, so he should be fine, if he had evaded the blast. Hyperalert, Amelia detected an almost invisible scratch in the air, tracing the trajectory of a second rocket, and braced herself for another shock.


  When it came, she was ready for it. This time she rode, with her whole body, the great twisting thrusts that came from the rotor, much as she would ride a stallion or, she imagined, a man. The blades sliced the air and the autogyro shook, but she forced her will on the powerful machine, which had until this instant been her partner, not her opponent, and overmastered it.


  It might be true that you never see the missile that kills you. But that didn’t mean you couldn’t be killed by a missile you could see. Amelia needed to get out of the line of fire—a third missile might err on the side of accuracy. She banked sharply down into Archer Road, past the speakeasy and the storefront church, and pulled a brisk half-Eszterhazy into an alley next to a skeleton of iron girders with a banner reading FUTURE HOME OF BLACK STAR LINE SHIPPING & NAVIGATION. All that raw iron would block her comptroller’s radio signal, but that hardly mattered now. At third-floor level, slowing to the speed of a running man, she crept, as it were, back to where she would see what was happening over the Great Square.


  Eszterhazy was nowhere in evidence, but neither was there a column of smoke where she had seen him last. Perhaps, like herself, he’d held his craft together and gone to cover. Missiles were still arcing through the air and exploding. There were no flying machines in the sky and the great Zeppelins were sinking down like foundering ships. It wasn’t clear what the missiles were aimed at—perhaps their purpose at this point was simply to keep any surviving ’planes and autogyros out of the sky.


  Or perhaps they were being shot off by fools. In Amelia’s experience, you could never write off the fool option.


  Radio 2 was blinking and squawking like a battery-operated chicken. Amelia ignored it. Until she knew who was shooting at her, she wasn’t talking to anybody: any radio contact would reveal her location.


  As, treading air, she rounded the skeleton of the would-be shipping line, Amelia noticed something odd. It looked like a lump of rags hanging from a rope tied to a girder—possibly a support strut for a planned crosswalk—that stuck out from the metal framework. What on earth could that be? Then it moved, wriggling downward, and she saw that it was a boy!


  And he was sliding rapidly down toward the end of his rope.


  Almost without thinking, Amelia brought her autogyro in. There had to be a way of saving the kid. The rotor blades were a problem, and their wash. She couldn’t slow down much more than she already had—autogyros didn’t hover. But if she took both the forward speed and the wash into account, made them work together . . .


  It would be trying to snag a baseball in a hurricane. But she didn’t see any alternative.


  She came in, the wash from her props blowing the lump of rags and the rope it hung from almost parallel to the ground. She could see the kid clearly now, a little boy in a motley coat, his body hanging just above Amelia. He had a metal box hanging from a belt around his neck that in another instant was going to tear him off the rope for sure.


  There was one hellishly giddy moment when her rotors went above the out-stuck girder and her fuselage with its stubby wings went below. She reached out with the mail hook, grabbed the kid, and pulled him into the cockpit as the ’gyro moved relentlessly forward.


  The tip of the rope whipped up and away and was shredded into dust by the whirling blades. The boy fell heavily between Amelia and her rudder, so that she couldn’t see a damned thing.


  She shoved him up and over her, unceremoniously dumping the brat headfirst into the passenger seat. Then she grabbed the controls, easing her bird back into the center of the alley.


  From behind her, the kid shouted, “Jeepers, Amelia. Get outta here, f’cripesake! He’s coming for you!”


  “What?” Amelia yelled. Then the words registered. “Who’s shooting? Why?” The brat knew something. “Where are they? How do you know?” Then, sternly, “That was an insanely dangerous thing for you to do.”


  “Don’t get yer wig in a frizzle,” said the kid. “I done this a million times.”


  “You have?” said Amelia in surprise.


  “In my dreams, anyway,” said the kid. “Hold the questions. Right now we gotta lam outta here, before somebody notices us what shouldn’t. I’ll listen in on what’s happening.” He twisted around and tore open the seat back, revealing the dry batteries, and yanked the cords from them. The radio went dead.


  “Hey!” Amelia cried.


  “Not to worry. I’m just splicing my Universal Receiver to your power supply. Your radios are obsolete now, but you couldn’t know that . . . .” Now the little gremlin had removed a floor panel and was crawling in among the autogyro’s workings. “Lemme just ground this and . . . Say! Why have you got a bomb in here?”


  “Huh? You mean . . . Oh, that’s just some electronic doohickey the Naked Brains asked me to test for them.”


  “Tell it to the Marines, lady. I didn’t fall off no turnip truck. The onliest electronics you got here is two wires coming off a detonator cap and leading to one of your radios. If I didn’t know better, I’d tag this sucker as a remote-controlled self-destruct device.” The imp stuck its head out of the workings again, and said, “Oh yeah. The name’s Radio Jones.”


  With an abrupt rush of conceptual vertigo, Amelia realized that this gamin was a girl. “How do you do,” she said dazedly. “I’m . . .”


  “I know who you are,” Radio said. “I got your picture on the wall.” Then, seeing that they were coming up on the bend in Archer Road, “Hey! Nix! Not that way! There’s a guy with a coupla rockets up there just waiting for you to show your face. Pull a double curl and loop back down Vanzetti. There’s a vacant lot this side of the Shamrock Tavern that’s just wide enough for the ’gyro. Martin Dooley’s the barkeep there, and he’s got a shed large enough to hide this thing. Let’s vamoose!”


  A rocket exploded behind her.


  Good advice was good advice. No matter how unlikely its source.


  Amelia Spindizzy vamoosed.


  But as she did, she could not help casting a wistful glance back over her shoulder, hoping against hope for a glimpse of a bright red aeroplane. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything about Eszterhazy surviving this?” she heard herself asking her odd young passenger. Whatever was happening, with his superb skills, surely he must have survived.


  “Uh, about that . . .” Radio Jones said. “I kinda got some bad news for you.”


  Rudy awoke to find himself in Hell.


  Hell was touchless, tasteless, scentless, and black as pitch. It consisted entirely of a bedlam of voices: “Lemme outta here—wasn’t doing nothing—Mabel! Where are you, Mabel?—I’m serious, I got bad claustrophobia—goddamn flicks!—there’s gotta be—minding my own business—Mabel!—gonna puke—all the things I coulda been—I don’t like it here—can’t even hear myself think—Oh, Freddy, if only I’da toldja I loved you when I coulda—got to be a way out—why won’t anybody tell me what’s happening?—if the resta youse don’t shut—”


  He knew where he was now. He understood their situation. Gathering himself together, Rudy funneled all the energy he had into a mental shout:


  “Silence!”


  His thought was so forceful and purposive that it shocked all the other voices into silence.


  “Comrades!” he began. “It is clear enough what has happened here. We have all been harvested by the police lackeys of the Naked Brains. By the total lack of somatic sensations, I deduce that we have ourselves been made into Naked Brains.” Somebody sent out a stab of raw emotion. Before his or her (not that gender mattered anymore, under the circumstances) hysteria could spread, Rudy rushed onward in a torrent of words. “But there is no need for despair. We are not without hope. So long as we have our thoughts, our inner strength, and our powers of reason, we hold within ourselves the tools of liberation.”


  “Liberation?” somebody scoffed. “It’s my body’s been liberated, and from me. It’s them is doing the liberatin’, not us.”


  “I understand your anger, brother,” Rudy said. “But the opportunity is to him who keeps his head.” Belatedly, Rudy realized that this was probably not the smartest thing to say. The anonymous voices responded with jeers. “Peace, brothers and sisters. We may well be lost, and we must face up to that.” More jeers. “And yet, we all have family and friends who we left behind.” Everyone, that is, save for himself—a thought that Rudy quickly suppressed. “Think of the world that is coming for them—one of midnight terror, an absolutist government, the constant fear of denouncement and punishment without trial. Of imprisonment without hope of commutation, of citizens randomly plucked from the streets for harvesting . . .” He paused to let that sink in. “I firmly believe that we can yet free ourselves. But even if we could not, would it not be worth our uttermost efforts to fight the tyranny of the Brains? For the sake of those we left behind?”


  There was a general muttering of agreement. Rudy had created a community among his listeners. Now, quickly, to take advantage of it! “Who here knows anything about telecommunications technology?”


  “I’m an electrical engineer,” somebody said.


  “That Dutch?” said another voice. “You’re a damn good engineer. Or you were.”


  “Excellent. Dutch, you are now the head of our Ad Hoc Committee for Communications and Intelligence. Your task is first to work out the ways that we are connected to each other and to the machinery of the outer world, and second, to determine how we may take over the communications system, control it for our own ends, and when we are ready, deprive the government of its use. Are you up to the challenge, Comrade—?”


  “Schwartz. Dutch Schwartz, at your service. Yes, I am.”


  “Then choose people to work with you. Report back when you have solid findings. Now. Who here is a doctor?”


  “I am,” a mental voice said dryly. “Professor and Doctor Anna Pavlova at your service.”


  “Forgive me, Comrade Professor. Of course you are here. And we are honored—honored!—to have you with us. One of the greatest—”


  “Stop the nattering and put me to work.”


  “Yes, of course. Your committee will look into the technical possibilities of restoring our brains to the bodies we left behind.”


  “Well,” said the professor, “this is not something we ever considered when we created the Brains. But our knowledge of microsurgery has grown enormously with the decades of Brain maintenance. I would not rule it out.”


  “You believe our bodies have not been destroyed?” somebody asked in astonishment.


  “A resource like that? Of course not,” Rudy said. “Think! Any despotic government must have the reliable support of toadies and traitors. With a supply of bodies, many of them young, to offer, the government can effectively give their lackeys immortality—not the immortality of the Brains, but the immortality of body after body, in plentiful supply.” He paused to let that sink in. “However. If we act fast to organize the proletariat, perhaps that can be prevented. To do this, we will need the help of those in the Underground who have not been captured and disembodied. Who here is—?”


  “And you,” somebody else said. “What is your role in this? Are you to be our leader?”


  “Me?” Rudy asked in astonishment. “Nothing of the sort! I am a community organizer.”


  He got back to work organizing.


  The last dirigible was moored to the tip of the Gaudi Building. The Imperator was a visible symbol of tyranny which cast its metaphoric shadow over the entire city. So far as anybody knew, there wasn’t an aeroplane, autogyro, or Zeppelin left in the city to challenge its domination of the air. So it was there that the new Tyrant would be. It was there that the destinies of everyone in the city would play out.


  It was there that Amelia Spindizzy and Radio Jones went, after concealing the autogyro in a shed behind Dooley’s tavern.


  Even from a distance, it was clear that there were gun ports to every side of the Imperator, and doubtless there were other defenses on the upper floors of the skyscraper. So they took the most direct route—through the lobby of the Gaudi building and up the elevator. Amelia and Radio stepped inside, the doors closed behind them, and up they rose, toward the Zeppelin.


  “In my youth, of course, I was an avid balloonsman,” somebody said from above.


  Radio yelped and Amelia stared sharply upward.


  Wedged into an upper corner of the elevator was a radio. From it came a marvelous voice, at once both deep and reedy, and immediately recognizable as well. “. . . and covered the city by air. Once, when I was a mere child, ballooning alone as was my wont, I caught a line on a gargoyle that stuck out into my airspace from the tower of the Church of Our Lady of the Assumption—what is now the Sepulchre of the Bodies of the Brains—and, thus entangled, I was in some danger of the gondola—which was little more than a basket, really—tipping me out into a long and fatal fall to earth. Fortunately, one of the brown-robed monks, engaged in his Matins, was cloistered in the tower and noticed my predicament. He was able to reach out and free the line.” The voice dropped, a hint of humor creeping in. “In my childish piety, of course, I considered this evidence of the beneficent intercession of some remote deity, whom I thanked nightly in my prayers.” One could almost hear him shaking his head at his youthful credulousness. “But considering how fortunate we are now—are we not?—to be at last freed from the inhuman tyranny of the Naked Brains, one has to wonder whether it wasn’t in some sense the hand of Destiny that reached out from that tower, to save the instrument by which our liberation would one day be achieved.”


  “It’s him!” Radio cried. “Just like I told you.”


  “It . . . sounds like him. But he can’t be the one who gave the orders you overheard. Can you be absolutely sure?” Amelia asked her unlikely sidekick for the umpteenth time. “Are you really and truly certain?”


  Radio rolled her eyes. “Lady, I heard him with my own two ears. You don’t think I know the voice of the single greatest pilot . . .” Her voice trailed off under Amelia’s glare. “Well, don’t hit the messenger! I read Obey the Brain! every week. His stats are just plain better’n yours.”


  “They have been,” Amelia said grimly. “But that’s about to change.” She unsnapped the holster of her pistol.


  Then the bell pinged. They’d reached the top floor.


  The elevator doors opened.


  Rudy was conferring with progressive elements in the city police force about the possibility of a counter-coup (they argued persuasively that, since it was impossible to determine their fellow officers’ loyalties without embroiling the force in internecine conflict, any strike would have to be small and fast) when his liaison with the Working Committee for Human Resources popped up in his consciousness and said, “We’ve located the bodies, boss. As you predicted, they were all carefully preserved and are being maintained in the best of health.”


  “That is good news, Comrade Mariozzi. Congratulations. But none of that ‘boss’ business, do you understand? It could easily go from careless language to a common assumption.”


  Meanwhile, they’d hooked into televideon cameras throughout the city, and though the views were grim, it heartened everybody to no longer be blind. It was a visible—there was no way around the word—sign that they were making progress.


  Red Rudy had just wrapped up the meeting with the loyalist police officers when Comrade Mariozzi popped into his consciousness again. “Hey, boss!” he said excitedly. “You gotta see this!”


  The guards were waiting at the top of the elevator with guns drawn. To Radio Jones’s shock and amazement, Amelia Spindizzy handed over her pistol without a murmur of protest. Which was more than could be said for Radio herself when one of the goons wrested the Universal Receiver out of her hands. Amelia had to seize her by the shoulders and haul her back before she could attack the nearest of their captors.


  They were taken onto the Imperator and through the Hall of the Naked Brains. The great glass jars were empty and the giant floating Brains were gone who-knows-where. Radio hoped they’d been flung in an alley somewhere to be eaten by dogs. But hundreds of new, smaller jars containing brains of merely human proportions had been brought in and jury-rigged to oxygen feeds and electrical input-output units. Radio noticed that they all had cut-out switches. If one of the New Brains acted up it could be instantly put into solitary confinement. But there was nobody monitoring them, which seemed to defeat the purpose.


  “ ‘Keep close to the earth!’ ” a voice boomed. Radio jumped. Amelia, she noticed, did not. Then she saw that there were radios set in brackets to either end of the room. “Such was the advice of the preeminent international airman, Alberto Santos-Dumont, and they were good enough words for their time.” The familiar voice chuckled and half-snorted, and the radio crackled loudly as his breath struck the sensitive electroacoustic transducer that had captured his voice. “But his time is not my time.” He paused briefly; one could almost hear him shrug his shoulders. “One is never truly tested close to the earth. It is in the huge arching parabola of an aeroplane finding its height and seeking a swift descent from it that a man’s courage is found. It is there, in acts outside of the quotidian, that his mettle is tested.”


  A televideon camera ratcheted about, tracking their progress. Were the New Brains watching them, Radio wondered? The thought gave her the creeps.


  Then they were put in an elevator (only two guards could fit in with them, and Radio thought that for sure Amelia would make her play now; but the aviatrix stared expressionlessly forward and did nothing) and taken down to the flight deck. There the exterior walls had been removed, as would be done under wartime conditions when the ’planes and wargyros had to be gotten into the air as soon as possible. Cold winds buffeted and blustered about the vast and empty space.


  “A young man dreams of war and glory,” the voice said from a dozen radios. “He toughens his spirit and hardens his body with physical activity and discomfort. In time, he’s ready to join the civil militia, where he is trained in the arts of killing and destruction. At last, his ground training done, he is given an aeroplane and catapulted into the sky, where he discovers . . .” The voice caught and then, when it resumed, was filled with wonder, “. . . not hatred, not destruction, not war, but peace.”


  To the far side of the flight deck, unconcerned by his precarious location, a tall figure in a flyer’s uniform bent over a body in greasy coveralls, which he had dragged right to the edge. Then he flipped it over. It was Grimy Huey, and he was dead.


  The tall man stood and turned. “Leave,” he told the guards.


  They clicked their heels and obeyed.


  “He almost got me, you know,” the man remarked conversationally. “He came at me from behind with a wrench. Who would have thought that a mere mechanic had that much gumption in him?”


  For a long moment, Amelia Spindizzy stood ramrod-straight and unmoving. Radio Jones sank to the deck, crouching by her side. She couldn’t help herself. The cold and windy openness of the flight deck scared her spitless. She couldn’t even stand. But, terrified though she was, she didn’t look away. Someday all this would be in the history books; whatever happened, she knew, was going to determine her view of the world and its powers for the rest of her natural life, however short a time that might be.


  Then Amelia strolled forward toward Eszterhazy and said, “Let me help you with that.” She stooped and took the mechanic’s legs. Eszterhazy took the arms. They straightened, swung the body—one! two! three!—and flung it over the side.


  Slapping her hands together, Amelia said, “Why’d you do it?”


  Eszterhazy shrugged in a self-deprecating way. “It had to be done. So I stepped up to the plate and took a swing at the ball. That’s all.” Then he grinned boyishly. “It’s good to know that you’re on my team.”


  “That’s you on the radios,” Amelia said. They were still booming away, even though the buffeting winds drowned out half the words that came from them.


  “Wire recording.” Eszterhazy strode to a support strut and slapped a switch. The radios all died. “A little talk I prepared, being broadcast to the masses. Radio has been scandalously underutilized as a tool of governance.”


  Amelia’s response was casual—even, Radio thought, a bit dunderheaded technologically. “But radio’s everywhere,” she said. “There are dozens of public sets scattered through the city. Why, people can hear news bulletins before the newspapers can even set type and roll the presses!”


  Eszterhazy smiled a thin, tight, condescending smile. “But they only tell people what’s happened, and not what to think about it. That’s going to change. My people are distributing sets to every bar, school, church, and library in the city. In the future, my future, everyone will have a bank of radios in their home—the government radio, of course, but also one for musical events, another for free lectures, and perhaps even one for business news.”


  Radio felt the urge to speak up and say that fixed-frequency radios were a thing of the past. But she suppressed it. She sure wasn’t about to hand over her invention to a bum the likes of which Eszterhazy was turning out to be. But what the heck was the matter with Amelia?


  Amelia Spindizzy put her hands behind her, and turned her back on her longtime archrival. Head down, deep in thought, she trod the edge of the abyss. “Hah.” The word might have meant anything. “You’ve clearly put a lot of thought into this . . . this . . . new world order of yours.”


  “I’ve been planning this all my life,” Eszterhazy said with absolute seriousness. “New and more efficient forms of government, a society that not only promotes the best of its own but actively weeds out the criminals and the morally sick. Were you aware that before Lycurgus became king, the Spartans were a licentious and ungovernable people? He made them the fiercest warriors the world has ever known in the space of a single lifetime.” He stopped, and then with a twinkle in his eye said, “There I go again, talking about the Greeks! As I started to say, I thought I would not be ready to make my move for many years. But then I got wind of certain experiments performed by Anna Pavlova which proved that not only were the Naked Brains functionally mad, but that I had it in my power to offer them the one thing for which they would give me their unquestioning cooperation—death.


  “In their corruption were the seeds of our salvation. And thus fell our oppressors.”


  “I worked with them, and I saw no oppressors.” Amelia rounded her course strolling back toward Eszterhazy, brow furrowed with thought. “Only nets of neurological fiber who, as it turned out, were overcome by the existential terror of their condition.”


  “Their condition is called ‘life,’ Millie. And, yes, life makes us all insane.” Eszterhazy could have been talking over the radio, his voice was so reassuring and convincing. “Some of us respond to that terror with useless heroics. Others seek death.” He cocked a knowing smile at Amelia. “Others respond by attacking the absurdity at its source. Ruled by Naked Brains, humanity could not reach its full potential. Now, once again, we will rule ourselves.”


  “It does all make sense. It all fits.” Amelia Spindizzy came to a full stop and stood shaking her head in puzzlement. “If only I could understand—”


  “What is there to understand?” An impatient edge came into Eszterhazy’s voice. “What have I left unexplained? We can perfect our society in our lifetimes! You’re so damnably cold and analytic, Millie. Don’t you see that the future lies right at your feet? All you have to do is let go of your doubts and analyses and intellectual hesitations and take that leap of faith into a better world.”


  Radio trembled with impotent alarm. She knew that, small and ignored as she was, it might be possible for her to be the wild card, the unexpected element, the unforeseeable distraction that saves the day. That it was, in fact, her duty to do so. She’d seen enough Saturday afternoon kinescope serials to understand that.


  If only she could bring herself to stand up. Though it almost made her throw up to do so, Radio brought herself to her feet. The wind whipped the deck, and Eszterhazy quickly looked over at her. As though noticing her for the first time. And then, as Radio fought to overcome her paralyzing fear, Amelia acted.


  She smiled that big, easy Amelia grin that had captured the hearts of proles and aristos alike. It was a heartfelt smile and a wickedly hoydenish leer at one and the same time, and it bespoke aggression and an inner shyness in equal parts. A disarming grin, many people called it.


  Smiling her disarming grin, Amelia looked Eszterhazy right in the eye. She looked as if she had just found a brilliant solution to a particularly knotty problem. Despite the reflexive decisiveness for which he was known, Eszterhazy stood transfixed.


  “You know,” she said, “I had always figured that, when all the stats were totted up and the final games were flown, you and I would find a shared understanding in our common enthusiasm for human-controlled—”


  All in an instant, she pushed forward, wrapped her arms around her opponent, and let their shared momentum carry them over the edge.


  Radio instantly fell to the deck again and found herself scrambling across it to the edge on all fours. Gripping the rim of the flight decking with spasmodic strength, she forced herself to look over. Far below, two conjoined specks tumbled in a final flight to the earth.


  She heard a distant scream—no, she heard laughter.


  Radio managed to hold herself together through the endless ceremonies of a military funeral. To tell the truth, the pomp and ceremony of it—the horse-drawn hearse, the autogyro fly-by, the lines of dignitaries and endlessly droning eulogies in the Cathedral—simply bored her to distraction. There were a couple of times when Mack had to nudge her because she was falling asleep. Also, she had to wear a dress and, sure as shooting, any of her friends who saw her in it were going to give her a royal ribbing about it when next they met.


  But then came the burial. As soon as the first shovel of dirt rattled down on the coffin, Radio began blubbering like a punk. Fat Edna passed her a lace hanky—who’d even known she had such a thing?—and she mopped at her eyes and wailed.


  When the last of the earth had been tamped down on the grave, and the priest turned away, and the mourners began to break up, Radio felt a hand on her shoulder. It was, of all people, Rudy the Red. He looked none the worse for his weeklong vacation from the flesh.


  “Rudy,” she said, “is that a suit you’re wearing?”


  “It is not the uniform of the oppressor anymore. A new age has begun, Radio, an age not of hierarchic rule by an oligarchy of detached, unfeeling intellects, but of horizontally-structured human cooperation. No longer will workers and managers be kept apart and treated differently from one another. Thanks to the selfless sacrifice of—”


  “Yeah, I heard the speech you gave in the Cathedral.”


  “You did?” Rudy looked strangely pleased.


  “Well, mostly. I mighta slept through some of it. Listen, Rudy, I don’t want to rain on your parade, but people are still gonna be people, you know. You’re all wound up to create this Big Rock Candy Mountain of a society, and good for you. Only—you gotta be prepared for the possibility that it won’t work. I mean, ask any engineer, that’s just the way things are. They don’t always work the way they’re supposed to.”


  “Then I guess we’ll just have to wing it, huh?” Rudy flashed a wry grin. Then, abruptly, his expression turned serious, and he said the very last thing in the world she would have expected to come out of his mouth: “How are you doing?”


  “Not so good. I feel like a ton of bricks was dropped on me.” She felt around for Edna’s hanky, but she’d lost it somewhere. So she wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “You want to know what’s the real kicker? I hardly knew Amelia. So I don’t even know why I should feel so bad.”


  Rudy took her arm. “Come with me a minute. Let me show you something.”


  He led her to a gravestone that was laid down to one side of the grave, to be erected when everyone was gone. It took a second for Radio to read the inscription. “Hey! It’s just a quotation. Amelia’s name ain’t even on it. That’s crazy.”


  “She left instructions for what it would say quite some time ago. I gather that’s not uncommon for flyers. But I can’t help feeling it’s a message.”


  Radio stared at the words on the stone for very long time. Then she said, “Yeah, I see what you mean. But, ya know, I think it’s a different message than what she thought it would be.”


  The rain, which had been drizzling off and on during the burial, began in earnest. Rudy shook out his umbrella and opened it over them both. They joined the other mourners, who were scurrying away in streams and rivulets, pouring from the cemetery exits and into the slidewalk stations and the vacuum trains, going back home to their lives and families, to boiled cabbage and schooners of pilsner, to their jobs, and their hopes, and their heartbreaks, to the vast, unknowable, and perfectly ordinary continent of the future.


  NO ONE BELIEVED ME


  Will Thompson


  It’s late, awfully late, two o’clock. I guess really I should be tired, but I’m not. Standing here by my window, looking out at the night, I don’t see the stars or the shapes of the trees, or hear the rustling of the leaves. I know they are all there, but they don’t seem to count. What does count is, there are no bars across this window. For tonight I am not at Green Mills.


  You’ve heard of Green Mills; probably every once in a while seen something about it in the newspapers. That would be when a patient escaped and was at large for a day or two. For, you see, Green Mills Hospital handles the tough ones, the incurables—the psychopathies.


  But I don’t think you’ll see anything about my case in the papers; I don’t think those doctors will talk.


  I am not alone in this room; there is a dog with me—a dog named Charneel. He is asleep now on the rug beside my bed. Yet I cannot sleep, for something happened today that could not happen. I am not asking you to believe me; I can hardly believe it myself. But this is the way it came about:


  This morning at Green Mills I was standing, looking through the bars of my window, when the queerness of the day began. It was just after my breakfast tray had been taken out, and as the key turned again in the lock, I became coldly furious. This unscheduled visit could mean but one thing: more of their damnable questioning.


  When I heard the door open, I didn’t even turn around. Three men, I knew, would step in; two, of course, would be the nurses; the third, one of the staff doctors. The springs of my cot creaked. That would be the doctor sitting down. For we nuts have no chairs, no table, no furnishings of any kind with which we might hurt ourselves.


  I steeled myself for the session. But this man didn’t start out with a quick fire of questions like the others; this man surprised me. For a while he just sat; maybe waiting for me to turn around.


  Finally: “Captain Blanchard,” a quiet voice said, “I spent yesterday at Cranton, at the Coast Hospital.”


  I squared my jaw; he wasn’t going to get one word out of me. They hadn’t believed me at Coast; they weren’t ever going to believe me here.


  “Tell me, Captain,” my visitor went on, “this strange power you seem to possess, this ability of yours to talk to animals, did it come as a result of your wound?”


  I said nothing. If he’d spent the day checking at Coast Hospital, as he said, then he already knew the whole business; about the robin—everything. Certainly it must have been the result of the wound. But it hadn’t surprised me at first, because I was so ill. Actually, this sudden ability to talk to animals had seemed the only natural thing that was happening to me. I know that may sound odd, but, you see, all my life I had had animals around me. As a boy, there had been dogs, cats, chickens, pet squirrels and rabbits, and always there had been this feeling, when they looked up into my eyes, that they were trying to say things to me, get their thoughts across to me. And sometimes it had been so strong, so overwhelming, that I felt I was just on the verge of understanding.


  But I had told all that to those Coast Hospital doctors, over and over again. And it didn’t faze them. They’d cross-questioned me and grilled me until they had me fairly shouting at them. Yet I had talked to a robin, I had talked to a mouse. First they’d said it was a dream; then hallucinations; and then they’d sent me to Green Mills.


  But I had talked to a robin! It was as fresh in my mind as if it had happened yesterday. At first I hadn’t paid any attention to the little bird; I was so bewildered at finding myself in bed between cool, clean sheets, with the air so still and calm. My mind was all mixed up, too, for the last thing I remembered was leading a detachment down a ravine to wipe out an artillery observation post. Yet there I was in bed, strangely weak, and as if I’d just come up out of a deep black pit. But the robin on my window ledge had kept on crying—Well, not exactly crying; I guess you’d say mourning, about her eggs. When I asked what was wrong, she told me about a big black-feathered bird that had snatched the eggs from her nest and deliberately dropped them on the ground.


  That’s when the nurse came into the room—just as I was answering the robin. The nurse had looked at me, startled; and in a moment was back with a doctor. I should have known something was wrong, for the doctor’s line of questioning was so odd: What was my name? . . . William Ralph Blanchard . . . Where was I born? . . . Milton, Kentucky . . . How old was I? . . . Twenty-five . . . My rank? . . . Captain.


  He stood up. “Captain,” he said, “you’ve surprised us all. I wouldn’t have given a plugged nickel for your recovery.” But I was the one who was surprised. I learned I’d been lying there for thirty-three months; thirty-three months in a semicoma, eyes wide open, but never once saying a word. That doctor told me other things too. Of the wound in my head, now healed; of the skillful job the surgeons had done, and of the metal plate at the base of my skull just behind my right ear. Then we got into the business of the robin, and without knowing it, I took my first step toward Green Mills.


  “By the way, Captain”—the doctor was at the door, but paused a moment—“when you came to, you were saying something about a blackbird, and calling for a gun. Why?”


  So, if this man now sitting on my cot had looked into my case history at Coast, he had a far fuller account than I could give. For I wasn’t the one that said I was crazy; it was those doctors at Coast.


  But my visitor was not taking my silence as an answer, and his next remark literally spun me around.


  “Captain,” he said, “did any of the doctors at Coast ever check about the doors on the garbage bins?”


  “No!” And I heard myself screaming it. “Not one of them!”


  “Well, I did,” he said evenly.


  It was then I looked at him, my mind working like a trip hammer. This was some kind of trap, I thought, to get me talking.


  Yes, there was the little notebook he was just drawing from his pocket. “You can put that back, Doctor,” I said. “You’re not getting anything from me today.”


  He didn’t pay attention. Instead, he turned to the two nurses, standing alertly at the foot of my bed. “What takes place in this room this morning,” he said to them, “may affect Captain Blanchard’s whole future. I want you two men to listen carefully to everything I have to say to him. Take notes if necessary.”


  He opened the notebook and glanced down at it. “Captain, at two o’clock in the morning—the morning of May the ninth—while you were still at Coast Hospital, you summoned a nurse and asked for a piece of cheese—a small piece of cheese.”


  “Okay, okay!” I burst out. “And she wouldn’t believe me! She said there wasn’t a mouse in the hospital. And I told her there were mice all over the place and that they hadn’t had a bite to eat since morning. And if she didn’t believe me, ask the mouse; he was right there in the room under the dresser. So, please, bring me that cheese, so I could get to sleep. Yes, Doctor, that’s just what I told her!”


  The doctor nodded. “Captain”—and he flicked his little book shut—“I have one item to add to what you have just said—an item I picked up at Coast, all right, but not from the medical files. This item I got from the Maintenance Department records.”


  He paused a moment. “On May eighth,” he went on, “while you were still in a sixth-floor room, confined to your bed and helpless, a crew of men, according to the records of the Maintenance Department, went to work in the kitchen basement, took the wooden doors off the garbage bins and replaced them with steel ones; doors which no mouse could ever gnaw through.”


  It staggered me. At last, was here someone who believed?


  Half an hour later I was stepping into a car in front of the main building. But we weren’t making this trip alone; we had with us two guards, a sergeant and a private. Both were wearing their service pistols. The doctor put me in the back seat with the sergeant; he and the private were in the front, and on the whole trip he said not a word to me.


  Where he was taking me, or why, I didn’t know. But there was a thrill in being out on the open road, if only for a brief while; to get the tang of fresh air and space, and see green grass and trees that didn’t belong to any hospital.


  Finally we entered a town, a quiet little place; big lawns and houses substantially built. There was plenty of money here. Presently the car stopped, and then I learned that this man was no psychiatrist but a regular medical doctor. For the little sign in the window read: “H.E. Wilson, M.D.”


  Our feet hardly touched the concrete of the front walk when a dog began barking inside the house. Dr. Wilson led us directly to his office, and had me sit down in the chair at his desk.


  “Can you use a typewriter?” he asked.


  I nodded.


  He got paper from a drawer, regular typing paper, and counted off some twenty-five sheets.


  “Captain Blanchard,” he said, “if you can talk to animals, you’ll be doing quite a bit of typing within the next hour, but I think this should be enough.” And next he did something which caused the two guards to exchange a quick glance. He asked them to examine both sides of each sheet, making certain they were blank, then produced his pen for them to put their initials in the top corner of each page. “Just to make certain,” he explained tersely, “that nobody switches these sheets.” With that, he left the room.


  I could sense a new wariness in the guards as their initials went down on page after page.


  The men had hardly finished when Dr. Wilson was back. With him was a dog, tawny, golden-haired; a magnificent animal. I wouldn’t know just how to class him, but certainly there were strains of German police in him, and, perhaps, collie. But what struck me most was the complete command Dr. Wilson had over his dog. For big as it was, it didn’t come lunging or romping into the room, but stepping close behind the doctor’s heels and, at a flick of the doctor’s hand, it stopped stock-still in the center of the room.


  “Captain, there’s not a doctor at the hospital,” Dr. Wilson began, “who believes you can talk to animals. Frankly, well, this is Charneel.”


  I got my assignment then, my first inkling of what he had in mind for me to do.


  “I want you to talk to Charneel if you can.” He spoke quietly, soberly. “Charneel recently was involved in a very serious matter. Deliberately I’m not telling you what it is, for that would defeat my whole purpose in bringing you here. But this much I will tell you: there is a court order out for Charneel to be shot.”


  “Doctor—” I hesitated. And all kinds of thoughts were going through my mind. How did I know whether I could talk to this dog? I’d never talked to one before. And suppose I did. What would happen to me then? Would those men at Green Mills use that as just one more blot on my case to keep me locked up for life? No matter what happened, I was still in a jam. “No, Doctor,” I said, “I’m sorry. You’d better just take me back to the hospital.”


  A long moment he looked at me, his eyes holding mine. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, “and I don’t blame you. But let’s put it this way, son: If you do talk to my dog, and convince me of it, I’ll do something about your case; and I’ll take it all the way to Washington, if necessary.”


  I heard his words, but at first I didn’t get it. Then all of a sudden I did, and something inside me seemed to swell up and choke me. I could hardly take it in—here at last was someone who was willing to fight for me. Without realizing it, I had taken a step forward and was grasping Dr. Wilson’s hand.


  He smiled reassuringly. “Captain, in talking to Charneel, I don’t want it to be just a conversation. What I want is for you to find out certain specific facts from him. So, in order to get you started in the right direction, I guess the thing to do is to give you a clue, a word, a key word: Habel. Find out from Charneel just what happened to Habel. And, man, how I wish you luck!”


  With that, he left me.


  Whether Habel was a man, a woman or another dog, the doctor had not said. But one thing I did know: I wasn’t going to risk trying to talk to a dog in front of these guards. Not if I could help it.


  So I said, “Does it matter whether you’re inside this room with me or outside, just so long as I can’t escape?”


  So outside the door the sergeant took up his station. And a moment later, through the windows, I could see Private Howard. Certainly there’d be no getting away, and no one could communicate with me without their knowing it. Charneel and I were alone in the room.


  On the desk was the stack of paper, blank but for the initials in the corner. I picked up the top sheet; rolled it into the machine. Then I turned to Charneel, and I wondered just how to go about talking to a dog.


  “Charneel”—and I phrased it like a question—“you heard what he said?”


  Charneel looked up. “No,” he said. “I heard the master talking to you, but I could not understand his words.”


  “But you understand me. So, tell me, Charneel. What about Habel?”


  At the word “Habel,” Charneel’s fangs bared, his ruff bristling.


  “Habel is dead!” he said. “As he should be!”


  So we talked, Charneel and I. And, gradually, I began to get straight in my own mind what had happened, and why. And soon even I was hating Habel, just as Charneel did. This Habel; he was a man. But not like the master. Always Habel had been cruel. Charneel’s first memory of him was as a killer, and never had he forgotten that moment when he and his sister Tolei, two helpless puppies nursing in the woods, had heard the blast of a gun and seen their mother drop in her tracks. Habel was the one who had fired that gun, and Habel was the one who had come up and savagely kicked the little she-puppy into the stream to drown.


  I guess I must have been in that room two full hours talking to Charneel. Of course it wasn’t straight talking all the time, and asking questions. For there would come moments, baffling moments, when I couldn’t quite seem to get what Charneel was saying. He’d be speaking, and suddenly the whole thought would seem to fade out, and I wouldn’t get it. Then I’d wait a few minutes, concentrating, and presently ask him again. These interruptions, they bothered me; for Dr. Wilson wanted Charneel’s whole story—that’s what he’d said.


  Just exactly who Habel was, I was never quite sure, but I gathered he must have been a servant in a wealthy home. For Charneel spoke of the little house to which Habel had taken him and where Habel lived, and of the big house where the two kind men lived. One of these men was young and his name was Buddy, said Charneel; and the other, the older man, they called the judge. And it was only because of Buddy that Charneel would stay on the same property with Habel.


  But always Charneel drew away from Habel, avoided him, and Habel hated him more and more. One day, Charneel knew, he and Habel would fight, and only one would live. But that would have to wait until his muscles were strong and his teeth long and sharp. Habel knew how Charneel felt, for he would strike out at him, hit him. And finally, when Charneel was half grown, Habel struck for the last time. He’d used a chain, too; a heavy one. Charneel had not picked that fight, but Habel was trying to corner him, cripple him. So he had fought back. “And but for Buddy’s coming,” said Charneel, “I would have killed him.”


  “But the master, Dr. Wilson,” I said, reminding Charneel.


  The fight with Habel had changed things, Charneel went on. For after this fight, after Habel had been bandaged up, a man came, and Charneel went off to live with him. “It was the master,” said Charneel.


  Now I began to get a picture of Dr. Wilson and Charneel, of the team the two of them made, how closely knit they had become. For Charneel told me of long walks with the master, with the roaster talking to him—talking and talking—trying desperately hard to teach him his language. And Charneel had learned a few words: “Guard, stand, heel”—words like that; commands which, when spoken by the master, could never be disobeyed.


  “And when I learned to obey,” said Charneel, “never did I wear a leash again, and we went farther and farther into the fields and woods.”


  Too, Charneel told me of something even the master did not know: he told me of Tolei. For Charneel’s little sister Tolei had not drowned; she had lived, and the woods were her home, and often in his ranging Charneel came across her. But there was something about Tolei that puzzled Charneel—she distrusted all men, even the master.


  “I have learned of men from Habel,” Tolei had said. And she had warned Charneel, “Habel often is in the woods, Charneel; I hear often the report of his gun. But I run not as other animals,” she had boasted. “That is foolish,” Charneel had counseled.


  “No, Charneel; it is wise; very wise,” Tolei had replied. “No, Tolei shall never bleed! For Tolei runs to the noise, not away from it; and stalks the hunter, keeping him ever in sight, herself ever unseen.”


  And then, the evening Habel died. The air was crisp that late afternoon, and Charneel and the master had ranged far. It was almost time to turn back. One more little foray and they’d set their steps toward home. Dr. Wilson had led the way, parting the strands of the fence bordering the road, and began skirting the low stone wall that separated the woods from the field. Now and then he would pause to glance around, for to him all life was beautiful, but wild life, sleek of coat and lithe of muscle, was lovely beyond words. The flick of a bunny’s heels, the rising whir of a partridge, the wheeling blur of a young fox—“These,” said Charneel, “were the sights the master loved.”


  It was natural for the doctor to pause at the opening in the wall where the stones had fallen away, and to gaze down that narrow trail leading into the woods. No doubt it looked inviting. Dr. Wilson lifted a foot to step over; then paused, foot still in mid-air. Charneel had snarled.


  The doctor had looked down at Charneel. Again Charneel’s warning had sounded, low and deep-throated. For Habel had just walked that path—Habel and Buddy—and Charneel could smell death in the air.


  Evidently the master had but half understood Charneel. For he stooped and picked up a broken branch, testing it for strength. “Quiet!” he had ordered. Then: “Heel!”


  Slowly he led the way; and I could picture them; Charneel crowding his every step, a bristling, steeled dynamo of restraint. They reached the bend in the narrow trail, paused, bore on toward the clearing dimly ahead. Then it came! The blast of a gun . . . the choked human cry . . . and that awful silence.


  My fingers moved faster and faster. This was unbelievable.


  Finally I was through typing. I stepped to the door and spoke to the sergeant. “Will you call Dr. Wilson?” I said.


  Dr. Wilson came straight across to the desk. He leaned over, glanced at the top sheet, then picked it up, eagerly reading it. Then the second sheet, the third. Ten full minutes he stood there, scanning page after page. Finally he straightened to his full height, and the nod he threw me had an edge of triumph. There was an odd smile on his face.


  “You did it!” He was pleased—very pleased. “Man, you did it!”


  I drew a breath of relief. “Yes, Doctor,” I said. “But don’t ever count on my doing it again.” And I was telling him of those bad moments I had had with Charneel. There had been more than one, too, and the going had been tough at times.


  “You know, Doctor, this queer ability of mine” I said, “came on me all of a sudden, and I guess it could go the same way it came.”


  “I wouldn’t worry about that.” Dr. Wilson put his hand on my shoulder, and he said a strange thing, something I could not follow at all. He said, “Captain, I guess we might just as well clear up your end of the line first.”


  Then he had the sergeant step across and get a large envelope cut of the desk, place the pages in it and seal it. I thought I was beginning to get an idea of what the doctor had in mind when he said to the sergeant, “All right, Sergeant; that’s in your possession now. Hang onto it; don’t let it out of your hands one minute.”


  But when we finally headed back toward the hospital, we had two large envelopes instead of just the one. The second we picked up at the coroner’s office. There’d been a little difficulty about that, but only momentarily. At the coroner’s office, the clerk had balked at first, but Dr. Wilson made a quick phone call, and a moment later we were sitting back while a stenographer got busy making a copy of some testimony the doctor had asked for.


  Back at Green Mills I began to get a measure of Dr. Wilson’s true stature. Evidently he wasn’t a man to do any fooling around anywhere with anybody. I’d expected to be led right to my cell. But no: they didn’t do that. They marched me through the corridor, all right, but instead of turning left, we turned right and headed straight into a large bare room.


  Instantly I knew where I was. It was a dead giveaway—that long table and those few chairs. This was the hearing room. Evidently things were going to happen, and fast. Just inside the door, standing stiffly at attention, were the two nurses who had let Dr. Wilson into my cell that morning; alongside them, the two guards who had taken the trip with us.


  In a moment I could hear feet in the corridor. The door opened and a colonel stepped in. But he wasn’t alone, for behind him were four other medical officers. They filed straight to the table and seated themselves.


  And so, because of a doctor and a dog, I stood facing these five Army doctors, my case reopened.


  The colonel said, “Let the patient be seated.”


  At a time like that, somehow every little detail seems to stamp itself indelibly on your mind. I just couldn’t get myself away from that word, “patient.” He’d said, “Let the patient be seated.” That’s what I was, and that’s what I’d stay. I had a cornered feeling as I scanned the faces of my examiners. They were set; those doctors’ minds were already made up. They’d know no man could talk to a dog, and nothing Dr. Wilson would say could possibly matter. They’d sit there; they’d listen; then send me back to my cell.


  Of course, I was keyed up. And I kept wondering, What type of questions will Dr. Wilson ask me? What type those five examiners?


  Well, they didn’t ask me one. I guess it was about the strangest sanity hearing ever held in that room.


  The colonel said, “We are ready to hear you, Doctor, and we will listen to you with extreme interest.”


  Dr. Wilson’s gesture included the four other doctors as well as the colonel. “I want to thank you, Colonel Brownleigh,” he said, “and the members of your staff.” Then he got down to business, “Gentlemen, this man here, this patient, Captain Blanchard, is in Green Mills for one reason—because he claims he can talk to animals. There is no question that he could be suffering from a mental aberration. But this much is true, as I believe you gentlemen will agree: If Captain Blanchard can definitely be proved to have talked to an animal, and the proof is irrefutable, then indeed the captain may possess an unusual power, but its possession does not mean that he is not sane.”


  “Proceed,” said Colonel Brownleigh. But a mask had come over his face, and his eyes were fixed on the table. His hands on the chair arms were as still as death.


  Dr. Wilson had the two men nurses step forward, and then put to them a few questions about his visit in my room that morning. Quickly he established that in his conversation with me no place had been mentioned other than Coast Hospital, and certainly the names of no men.


  Next he had Sergeant Cates step forward, lay his sealed envelope on the table and tell what had taken place in the doctor’s office. Cates had an excellent memory, and when he came to the one name the doctor had mentioned, he quoted Dr. Wilson almost verbatim. He said, “Dr. Wilson told the captain, ‘I will now give you one key word: Habel.’ ”


  As the sergeant was stepping back, Colonel Brownleigh put in, “Just a moment, Sergeant! In this—er—ah—conversation between the patient and the clog, did the patient bark like a dog or the dog talk like a man?”


  “I don’t know, sir,” replied the sergeant. “Captain Blanchard had us get out of the room before he started.”


  “I see,” said the colonel, and no one could have missed the glance he threw to the officer at his right.


  Dr. Wilson’s jaw squared. “Colonel Brownleigh”—and he sounded quite vigorous—“may I be permitted to call you as a witness?”


  The colonel’s eyebrows shot up. Somehow I got a thrill. These men might be majors and colonels and captains, but they certainly weren’t going to jerk Dr. Wilson around.


  “Colonel, when my friend, Senator Denning,” Doctor Wilson went on, “made possible my visit to Green Mills this morning, wasn’t that the first time I ever set foot in this hospital or ever saw this patient?”


  “We’ll assume that’s true, Doctor.”


  “And in the ten weeks Captain Blanchard has been here, he has seen no newspapers, received no mail, talked to no visitors?”


  i think we can go along with you there, Doctor. The patient’s malady is such that no disturbing influences would be permitted.”


  Dr. Wilson took a step closer to the table. “Eight days ago, gentlemen,” he said, “young Richard Holmhurst, junior, the son of a dear friend of mine, was shot and severely wounded by the family chauffeur. A few minutes later the man who shot him, Habel Twilling, was dead. This occurred on the Holmhurst estate in Lambert County, seventy-six miles from this hospital. Now, Colonel Brownleigh, from what you have just said, it would have been utterly impossible for Captain Blanchard to know even one detail of this. Would you agree with me, Colonel?”


  “Doctor, will you please come to the point?” Colonel Brownleigh stirred impatiently in his chair. “What on earth has a shooting eighty miles from here to do with this patient’s sanity?”


  “Colonel Brownleigh,” Dr. Wilson spoke quietly, “let me assure you, I will not present one word this afternoon which is not entirely pertinent.” He held up a large envelope. “This envelope,” he continued, “came from the Lambert County Courthouse—the coroner’s office. It contains testimony offered by me in regard to the tragedy just mentioned. Colonel, would you read it, please?”


  The doctor certainly meant for it to be read aloud. But the colonel didn’t do that. Instead, he picked up the sheaf of papers, and for the next several minutes there was silence as he thumbed them through. “This testimony,” he finally said, for the benefit of his colleagues, “brings out that the Habel Twilling the doctor mentioned was killed by a dog, and that there was no question whatsoever in the coroner’s mind as to the identity of the dog.”


  “Is that all, Colonel?”


  “No, Dr. Wilson, it isn’t. The coroner thoroughly believed it was your dog and consistently refused to accept your story about a wild dog. For I note here”—and he referred to a particular page—“in his opening question he reminds you that fellow townsmen of yours, men who had often hunted in that area, already had testified that never once had they laid eyes on a dog running wild in those woods. Anyway, Doctor”—and the colonel smiled faintly—“even we find it hard to believe that any dog would be shot for saving his master’s life.”


  Dr. Wilson raised his shoulders. “Write it off to politics,” he said. “It’s just a case of some swampland that wasn’t bought for a county hospital, and this is the first chance a certain county official has had to get back at me, his first opportunity to discredit my word in the community. That, Colonel, I can take. But I can’t take my dog being shot simply because I stepped on a politician’s pocketbook. I will say this, though, gentlemen: if my dog, Charneel, could have had the power of speech and could have followed me on that witness stand, substantiating my testimony, there would have been no court order issued.” Dr. Wilson paused and rested his hand on the hearing table. “Right here and now,” he said, “my dog, my dog Charneel, through Captain Blanchard, is going to tell you what happened in those woods.”


  He reached out for the envelope lying on the table, opened it and fanned the sheets out, calling attention to the initials at the top of each. “In these pages—” he began.


  “Dr. Wilson,” Colonel Brownleigh interrupted, “is this the so-called interview the patient had with your dog?”


  “It is,” Dr. Wilson said crisply.


  “I’m afraid, Doctor, it cannot be considered as relevant.” Colonel Brownleigh was just as brusque. “No man can talk to an animal.”


  “But I have permission to read?”


  “Will it take long?”


  Dr. Wilson shook his head.


  “Let’s get on with it then!” And the colonel shifted his chair impatiently.


  So Dr. Wilson began reading aloud what Charneel had told to me.


  I couldn’t keep my eyes away from the faces of those five men. My judges were sitting in different attitudes, but there was one attitude that could not be mistaken. Nothing Dr. Wilson could possibly say would make the slightest difference for me.


  But the first time the doctor came across the name “Buddy,” he paused. “I want you to note, gentlemen,” he said, “here is a brand-new name, a name the patient had never heard before. And I will tell you that it is the nickname of R. J. Holmhurst, Junior. Captain Blanchard is describing in exact detail people and places he has never seen or visited.” It had its impact.


  Presently Dr. Wilson came to the tragedy itself, to the point where he and Charneel had just stepped through the gap in the low stone wail bordering the woods. He read of Charneel’s warning growl, of himself picking up a club, and of their proceeding down a path in the woods. He read of the blast of the gun, and then the two of them, Dr. Wilson and Charneel, racing for the clearing.


  A change was coming over Colonel Brownleigh. For while the doctor was reading, I noticed the colonel had picked up the papers lying on the table before him—the ones he’d skimmed through so casually but a few moments ago. But this wasn’t casualness now; he seemed intent on them, almost as if he were comparing what was before him with what Dr. Wilson was reading aloud.


  “No, Doctor, wait!” he interrupted suddenly. “Wait!” And Colonel Brownleigh asked both the sergeant and the private, my guards, to step forward. He said to the sergeant, “You were outside the door of the doctor’s office, Sergeant. Did you leave that post even once?”


  “No, sir.”


  He turned to Private Howard. “You were on the lawn, looking through those windows. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Would you be willing to go on oath that while the patient and the dog were in that office, not once did the patient lift the telephone receiver from its cradle?”


  “Yes, sir, I would.”


  “All right, Doctor.” But now Colonel Brownleigh was sitting stiff as a ramrod in his chair. So were the other four.


  And as Dr. Wilson read on, they leaned forward so as not to miss a single word. He had come to the part just where Habel had shot Buddy. He lifted his eyes from the pages. “Before continuing,” he said, “perhaps, gentlemen, I better tell you a little about this man Habel. He was an ex-convict, a man whom Judge Holmhurst had paroled in his personal custody. But that’s not the point here. The crux of the matter is not what happened in the clearing where Habel forced me to leave Charneel with Buddy; the crux of the matter is what happened at the edge of the woods. For that’s where Habel tried to kill me.”


  Doctor Wilson paused a moment to let that sink in. “And, gentlemen, he certainly would have but for the dog that sprang from the bushes. In the darkness even I myself was fooled. I thought it was Charneel. And I tried to call him off. I shouted, ‘Charneel! Back! Back!’ trying to get him to release his hold on Habel’s throat.”


  That’s when I forgot myself. I was upon my feet. “It was Tolei!” I broke in. “Tolei! Read it, Doctor; read it. Tolei’s the one who leaped at Habel’s throat, not Charneel. For you know, you yourself had put


  Charneel on guard back by Buddy. Tolei, Charneel’s sister—”


  Suddenly I stopped, aware of what I had done. I had no right to be talking out this way; none of these officers had called on me.


  Colonel Brownleigh overlooked my outburst. He turned to Dr. Wilson. “Doctor, was that your first knowledge of Tolei?”


  “It was.”


  “Let me see those pages, please.”


  Dr. Wilson stepped up and handed them over. Colonel Brownleigh accepted them, lifted off the last page and studied it briefly, then quietly handed it to the officer next to him. One by one, each man read it, and when the last had finished, it was passed back to the colonel. Everything got quiet in the room.


  The colonel sat thinking; finally he spoke. “Collusion?” he shook his head. “No, I’ll have to rule that out. It couldn’t possibly be collusion. Coincidence? No, this isn’t coincidence.” He sat back heavily. “Gentlemen,” he said to his fellow officers, “I’d be glad to hear any comment you might care to make at this point.”


  The major at his right shifted his chair slightly. “Colonel, if the captain could talk to one dog, certainly he could talk to another.”


  “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” Abruptly Colonel Brownleigh stood up, strode across the room. At the door he turned. “Dr. Wilson, the hearing is not over yet.”


  When he came back, he had with him a Great Dane. The colonel took his place at the table again, then turned to me. “Captain, this dog was with me yesterday. Suppose you have him tell you what we were doing.” I looked at Colonel Brownleigh, at the four other officers behind that table, at the two nurses and the private and the sergeant standing by the door, at Doctor Wilson. Every eye was upon me. I hadn’t forgotten the difficulty I had had with Charneel.


  “Will you grant permission, sir,” I said, “for me to take your dog to the far end of the room?”


  A quick nod was the colonel’s reply. So we walked the length of that room, to the farthest corner. At that distance no one would overhear. It was the next best thing to our being alone, and purposely I placed the dog so that his back was to the room, and started in.


  In a moment or two, Colonel Brownleigh raised his voice and called, a bit sharply, “Hadn’t you better get going, Captain?”


  “I have, sir,” I called back. “You were not here at the hospital yesterday. You went fishing; got up before dawn.” There was a stir in the room.


  To the dog I said, “Where did he fish?”


  The dog answered, but all I got was a word or two. The rest seemed to fade out, and suddenly I could feel a cold sweat on my forehead.


  “Say that again,” I said, and leaned closer.


  He said it again.


  “Again!”


  And now I was on my knees beside him, my ear almost against his snout. Three separate times he had repeated it, and not once had I got it. I was afraid.


  The dog shifted slightly. “The woman,” he said, and a few words were trickling through . . . out on the rocks. She was a golden tan.”


  In my excitement I fairly shouted it out to the colonel. “The woman,” I called, “came out on the rocks! She was a golden tan!”


  The effect was electric. Colonel Brownleigh was up out of his chair like a flash. “That will do, Captain!” he cut in, and called his dog to him.


  Officially I am still crazy, for the colonel said it would be Friday before the papers would come through. I have Dr. Wilson and Charneel to thank—and the colonel too. For it was a damn lucky break the colonel cutting in the way he did, and snapping me off with “That will do!” For had my life depended on it, I don’t believe I could have understood another word from that dog; it seemed as if a curtain had suddenly been drawn between us, and he was a dog and I was just a man.


  Meanwhile, I am a guest in Dr. Wilson’s home. But when those papers do come through, I’m sticking that discharge into my pocket and the doctor and I are heading straight to one place—the Lambert County Courthouse. Charneel is not going to be shot.


  So tonight I am not at Green Mills, and I can’t sleep. I guess, now, you understand why.


  MR. KINCAID’S PASTS


  J.J. Coupling


  I am sure that the Company’s records are quite adequate and represent the best insurance practice. It is a fine company, and on April 14 I shall have represented it for forty-three years. But I try to feel a personal sort of responsibility for my clients, and I keep a card file in my room to remind me of their interests. This I go through at least once a week; but more often, when I have no other plans, I run through it almost every evening, assessing eventualities and trying to remember my clients as the human beings that they are.


  That evening I noticed that I should finally take action concerning the card with the violet tab and the red-and-green marker with the number 27. All cards have a tab; violet is for term insurance. The marker, however, is for premiums in arrears. The colors and the number told me that in just two weeks from that day the policy would lapse. I allow myself that much time to add my personal efforts to the company routines in serving the interests of my clients.


  The card bore no photograph opposite the name F. X. Nordstrom (sometimes I manage to obtain snapshots of my clients), but I remembered the man well. He was a tall, vigorous, blond, bearded man. He had taken out $20,000 of term insurance for two years. The first annual premium had been paid; but the second had not, and later communications had been returned undelivered. I remembered further that Mr. Nordstrom had been very uncommunicative. He had spoken only in answer to direct questions, and then only if absolutely necessary. I had surmised, however, that he had taken the insurance in connection with some business venture. This was rather confirmed by the fact that the first address he gave, c/o S. F. Kinkaid, 710 Starr St., was that of the beneficiary of the policy. This address had been changed by post card (I remembered) to Shepheard’s Hotel, Cairo, and that later by air mail (I saved the cover for Samuel T. Henry, whose son, Jeremy S., collects stamps and likes the Near East particularly) to Poste Restante, Luxor. The Company or I had had no occasion to communicate with Mr. Nordstrom there until the second annual premium was due, and as I have noted, the letter was returned undelivered.


  As Starr Street is within a few miles of my room, I resolved to call on Mr. Kinkaid after dinner the next day to see if I could ascertain Mr. Nordstrom’s whereabouts and be of service to him.


  The Green Gables bus took me to Askelon Avenue and Brent Place. From there I had only to walk back one street to Starr, and three blocks and a quarter north brought me to 710.


  I found 710 Starr Street to be one of those outmoded houses of the so-called Spanish type: tanned stucco with a red tiled roof. There was a patio to the left front and a large leaded window to the right, with insets of colored glass. The whole place, as nearly as I could tell in the evening, seemed well kept, and the lawn was still damp from the sprinklers, which were then turned off. I reached the front door through a gate in the patio, and the button rang a double chiming bell which brought Mr. Kinkaid himself to the door.


  When I had given Mr. Kinkaid my card and explained that I thought he might be of help in locating a client of mine, he kindly asked me into the living room. This, I saw, was fitted as an office with files and large metal storage cabinets along the walls. At the south wall Mr. Kinkaid had an oak desk, clear except for a telephone, a calendar and a photograph of a handsome young lady. Now his chair was swiveled away from the desk, so that he faced me across a long oak table, on the other side of which I was seated in an oak office armchair. As I talked with him I noted his features, which I still remember well.


  Mr. Kinkaid was about five feet six or seven, and he weighed perhaps 160 pounds, he had a roundish face with a snub nose and blue eyes. His sandy hair, which had thinned considerably (he was perhaps forty-five) was combed across the top of his head, and his eyebrows were sparse and inconspicuous. Perhaps his most notable feature was that his neck was short, so that his head seemed set squarely upon his shoulders, and as these shoulders were hunched forward, he appeared rather to look up at me.


  Unlike Mr. Nordstrom, Mr. Kinkaid was very agreeable and open to talk to. I found that Mr. Nordstrom had indeed taken the insurance out for business purposes. Mr. Kinkaid had advanced him the sum of the insurance for a venture to be conducted in Egypt, and the insurance had been a precaution against misadventure on the part of Mr. Nordstrom. Our letters to Egypt had not reached Mr. Nordstrom because he had since returned. Perhaps he had failed to notify us, or perhaps his letter had gone astray. Since that time, Mr. Nordstrom had, unfortunately, disappeared.


  Mr. Kinkaid made every effort to be helpful to me, and there ensued a conversation which lasted far into the night. Although I remember the whole thing almost word for word as it occurred, it was of course full of false starts, repetitions and inconsequential details. Here I can only hope to reduce its content to some sort of coherent account.


  I may say that throughout Mr. Kinkaid showed himself to be a man of wide interests and sound knowledge. In talking with my clients I pick up a smattering of information concerning the variety of fields which I find they like to discuss, but with Mr. Kinkaid I found myself continually out of my depth, so that I cannot be sure that I have rightly understood him.


  From the very start I found myself plunged into a subject of which I have only a superficial knowledge. The venture in which Mr. Nordstrom was engaged had been nothing less than an archaeological expedition of limited scope. Mr. Kinkaid, who had, as I could see, a deep interest in the Old Testament, was particularly concerned with the role of the Jews in Egyptian history. He had met Mr. Nordstrom, who was a professional explorer and adventurer, through a mutual friend. This friend was, I might add, the handsome young; lady whose photograph stood on Mr. Kinkaid’s desk. The idea had come to Mr. Kinkaid of financing a modest expedition to Egypt to search for possible traces of Joseph and his people, by means of first-hand examination of various archaeological relics and monuments and, if necessary, through actual excavation. I have a suspicion, perhaps unjust, that this last was to have been a clandestine affair, for in our very long conversation no slightest mention was made of obtaining the permission of the Egyptian government.


  Mr. Nordstrom was to have been gone two years, but he returned after a year only, with a story of some trouble with the authorities. He brought back, however, two relics, which he presumably smuggled from the country. One was a fragmentary mummified skull, and the other was a tom fragment of a papyrus manuscript. These Mr. Nordstrom had obtained from a looted and sand-filled tomb. After consulting his file, Mr. Kinkaid located a numbered black box in one of the steel cabinets and, bringing it to the table, exhibited these relics to me.


  The skull lacked the lower jaw, and some of the teeth in the upper jaw were missing. One of those remaining seemed to be filled; Mr. Kinkaid said it was a tin filling, which was common among the ancient Egyptians.


  Of the papyrus fragment I could make nothing, but Mr. Kinkaid told me with some show of excitement that the hieroglyphs said nothing less than: The Book of Joseph, and the account of his stewardship to Potiphar.


  My good parents saw that I received sound religious training, and you can imagine my emotion to think that here lay a contemporary account of Joseph, and that the skull was perhaps that of one who had known him.


  Mr. Kinkaid had even greater surprises in store for me, however. Much as he regretted Mr. Nordstrom’s precipitate return with no more than these tantalizing fragments, he was delighted at the same time to have obtained so much, and he resolved to have more. This brought him to a subject even more foreign to my understanding than Egyptology. I am not sure that I have even properly identified the field upon which Mr. Kinkaid now touched, but I take it to be a part of the higher mathematics or of quantum physics. I found everything about it bewildering and, indeed, almost miraculous, but who today can gainsay the marvels of science, when cybernetics gives us machines that play games and think far beyond the power of man, when astrophysics reveals the continuing creation of the universe, and when even Dr. Einstein confesses himself baffled by the wonders of wave mechanics?


  Mr. Kinkaid’s achievement almost outdid these marvels, however. It was nothing less than reaching the time of Joseph and the Pharaohs in one’s very person! The principles involved I could not fully grasp, but I gathered that the essential element was mathematical and mental, involving a reorientation of the mind in hyperspace. In this, I learned, the papyrus fragment played an important part, for it served as a sort of compass in directing the minds of Mr. Nordstrom and Mr. Kinkaid to the times of Joseph, just as Mr. Kinkaid’s calling to mind the first name of Mr. Nordstrom was essential in directing the latter’s return into the present.


  This made me think of the magic use of names in primitive societies, as explained to me by Peter J. Mertz, one of my clients who is interested in anthropology. I marveled that as Democritus understood something of atoms in times preceding the rise of modern science, so too, apparently, even primitive peoples have by chance foreseen the results of an even more astonishing penetration of the hidden order of nature.


  Mr. Kinkaid assured me that had two not been necessary for such a temporal excursion, he himself would have endeavored to reach the time of Joseph, but he doubted that he could trust anyone less expert than himself to guide him back through the proper use of his given name.


  That Mr. Kinkaid himself possessed this facility was shown by the successful return of Mr. Nordstrom from his first journey to the time of Joseph in a venture that was not entirely successful.


  It seems that Mr. Kinkaid was troubled almost as much as I had been by the stalwart Mr. Nordstrom’s taciturnity, and it was only with difficulty that he pried from him the barest bones of the story.


  How Mr. Nordstrom came to just the part of Joseph’s career he reached perhaps he alone could tell us. As he and Mr. Kinkaid concentrated on the papyrus and on Joseph, there was a snap, and Mr. Nordstrom found himself in the midst of a tremendous hullabaloo. He was in a large and richly furnished Oriental apartment. Two huge, fat, beardless blacks were holding a handsome, curly-headed young man by either arm. A pretty but somewhat plump woman, her clothes disarrayed, was screaming and pointing. Girls, very scantily clad, were rushing about aimlessly, except for one, who supported the woman and tried to hold a phial under her nose.


  Mr. Nordstrom, who had found himself stark naked in the comer of the room, hid behind a drapery and watched these and ensuing events. What immediately followed was that a portly man of middle age strutted onto the scene of disorder. There was a conversation, unintelligible to Nordstrom, and the blacks dragged the handsome and apparently protesting youth away. The portly man left. The girls clustered about the woman, who first collapsed on a couch and then sprang up and shouted angrily, apparently dismissing them. Then she collapsed, sighing and weeping and tossing about in great restlessness.


  It was at this point that Nordstrom took action. Just how he secured her co-operation I am not sure. He was, I had noted, a man with an air of authority, but even so, it must have been hard to explain himself and his condition to a hysterical woman who could not understand a word he said.


  Whatever the means of which he availed himself, he managed not only to insinuate himself into the good graces of the woman, who turned out to be none other than Potiphars wife, but he secured her co-operation to the extent that she clothed him, gave him quarters in her apartment for several months, and, during this period, undertook to teach him the Egyptian language. This, of course, was an absolute requisite if he were to progress further in his mission.


  I gather that something went wrong in the meeting of Nordstrom and Potiphar, for a point came at which he found himself secured by the two black giants at Potiphars command, and he judged it wise to make his escape by returning to the present with the aid of Mr. Kinkaid.


  When he had with great labor extracted this general account from Mr. Nordstrom, Mr. Kinkaid was halfway between joy and disappointment. His plan had so nearly succeeded, but Mr. Nordstrom had seen Joseph (if, indeed, the handsome youth had been Joseph) for a few moments only. Still, he had learned the Egyptian language—or so they both thought.


  For Mr. Nordstrom’s next venture into the time of Joseph disclosed a phenomenon which from the point of view of scientific interest I find perhaps the most fascinating in Mr. Kinkaid’s account.


  Both Mr. Kinkaid and Mr. Nordstrom had agreed that it would be best to return to the same period, where, or rather, when, Mr. Nordstrom could endeavor to handle his relations with Potiphar more successfully. Accordingly, Mr. Nordstrom found himself naked in the same scene he had encountered before. But it was different! The youth held by the black men was a mean-looking fellow this time, and one of the black men was slightly lame. The apartment was different also, and Potiphars wife was taller, not so plump, and not nearly so good-looking. Most startling of all to Mr. Nordstrom was the fact that although he had spent months in this period perfecting his knowledge of Egyptian, he could barely catch the drift of what was being said. The vowels were different, and the accents were placed differently. This latter especially made the speech hard to follow.


  I must confess that I was no less puzzled than Mr. Nordstrom had been, and I interrupted Mr. Kinkaid’s account at this point to ask for an explanation.


  If anything could astound me in this age of miracles of science, Mr. Kinkaid’s explanation would have, but I have learned that there are deeper minds than mine, and I accept what I am assured is true and try to make myself understand it.


  Suffice it to say, there is no unique past’. The uncertainty principle of Heisenberg, which philosophers use to assure us that the world is not a predestined machine, without room for free will, leading to one unique future, just as decisively contradicts the idea of a unique past. No present measurement made on the ultimate particles of matter can predict just where they will go, nor can any such measurement tell exactly whence they have come. Photographs, pictures, manuscripts, monuments and shards of civilizations sketch in rough outlines of the past, but science is helpless to fill in the picture precisely. Thus, there is an infinity of pasts which are consistent with all the evidences in our present universe, and any of these pasts is as much the real past as any other. Mr. Nordstrom had visited one possible past on the first occasion and a different past on the second!


  Once this had been explained to me, such knowledge of Egyptology as I once obtained from F.O. Axerson of the city museum, a client of mine, came to my rescue. Of course the spoken language could be different in different pasts, for the Egyptians had signs for neither vowels nor accents. Only the consonants would have to be consistent from past to past!


  Mr. Kinkaid himself congratulated me on this observation. I in turn sympathized with him on the unfortunate turn his experiments had taken, for they clearly made it impossible for him ever to ascertain the exact truth about Joseph and the Jews in Egypt. If all versions of the past which do not contradict the present are one as much the true past as another, certainly history can never become the exact science which Mr. Kinkaid had been striving to make it. Indeed, it may even be that such questions as whether Moses is a historical figure or a mythological folk hero have become meaningless.


  I observed to Mr. Kinkaid, however, that, looked at broadly, this new fact of science should tend to promote tolerance and respect for the opinions of others, religious or secular, for divergent views on history, sacred or profane, need no longer be regarded as contradictory.


  Disappointed as he had been by his effort to get at the unique facts about Joseph, Mr. Kinkaid nevertheless agreed with me in this cheerful view of his discovery, and the conversation passed on to Mr. Nordstrom’s further experiences.


  It appeared that the taciturn explorer was no better able to establish friendly relations with Potiphar on his second attempt than on the first, for again he was forced to return hurriedly to our era with no further knowledge about Joseph in any past.


  The third attempt was, alas, even less successful, for Mr. Nordstrom had failed to return at all!


  Mr. Kinkaid reproached himself concerning this. He believed that in his preoccupation he may not have concentrated on Mr. Nordstrom and on his given name frequently enough.


  “You see,” Mr. Kinkaid told me, T was very worried about Wanda at the time.”


  He indicated that Wanda was the young lady in the photograph on his desk, and he looked so morose that delicacy forbade me to inquire concerning her and his troubles.


  With whatever justification, Mr. Kinkaid blamed himself severely for not having kept Mr. Nordstrom and his name more in mind.


  “Perhaps,” he said, “he had need to return to me to escape some terrible danger, and there was no mind nor token ready to guide him here. Indeed, I fear I have evidence that this was so.”


  At this, Mr. Kinkaid looked even sadder, and I could not forbear encouraging him to tell me more.


  “Mr. Nordstrom,” he said, “had traveled to many places, including Ethiopia, before I came to know him. He once told me that a native dentist in that place had filled one of his teeth with tin. This primitive dentistry I associated at the time with the Egyptian practice.


  “I fear,” Mr. Kinkaid continued, pointing to the skull, “that my colleague finally met with violence at the hands of Potiphar, and that we have his skull here.”


  Mr. Kinkaid then suggested that while Mr. Nordstrom was almost certainly dead, it would be very hard to establish his decease. Further, as Mr. Nordstrom had returned with some success from two expeditions, the reason for his holding insurance on Mr. Nordstrom’s life had ceased to be. We agreed together that it would be wisest merely to let the policy lapse.


  By the time we had reached this point it was very late indeed, and I took my leave at 2:26 A.M., asking that I might return some day to pay a friendly visit. To this Mr. Kinkaid readily assented.


  Unfortunately, I was never able to do so. Within the week I had further news of Mr. Kinkaid in the Daily Gazette. Neighbors had been induced by the evidence of accumulating milk bottles and papers to notify the police, and it was found that Mr. Kinkaid had disappeared. He left behind him all his personal belongings and household goods in their orderly places. Oddly enough, the cabinets in his office were found empty, and the only contents of that room, except for the furniture, were a skull and a scrap of Egyptian papyrus on his desk, a heap of clothes on the floor, and a brief note, which said simply: My name is Samuel. Think of me.


  Of this note the police could of course make nothing, although it was clear enough to me. Mr. Kinkaid, hopeless and full of remorse, had decided to venture among the pasts in search of Mr. Nordstrom, and he relied upon me to help him back. My feeling concerning Mr. Kinkaid’s state of mind was confirmed when the police discovered that the “Wanda” of the photograph on Mr. Kinkaid’s desk (Wanda Mainwaring, a stenographer) had died shortly before from an acute attack diagnosed as gastroenteritis. Mr. Kinkaid must have been very close to her, for he had kindly provided for her cremation and inurnment.


  Although I could see that the authorities were completely at sea in dealing with the situation (almost as much so, indeed, as the yellow press with its painful hints of a jealousy slaying” and deliberate disappearance), a certain natural caution kept me from approaching them. This was reinforced by the fact that my own understanding of some aspects of the situation was incomplete. I had every reason to believe that Mr. Kinkaid was very well off, and yet the police found no trace of money or securities, and Mr. Kinkaid’s bank accounts had been recently exhausted. I can only presume that he made some wise disposition of his assets before taking the dangerous step he took.


  Needless to say, I have frequently thought rather hopelessly of Mr. Kinkaid, using his name Samuel in my meditations. Sometimes I take the card with the violet tab and the red-and-green marker with the number 27 from the dead file where it now reposes and hold it in my hand the while, in my effort to direct Mr. Kinkaid back to the present. I find it hard to concentrate, however, for my mind continually wanders over the adventures of Mr. Nordstrom in Potiphar’s house, and from there to speculations on how astounding may be the possible and valid realities of the events described in the Old Testament.


  Truth to tell, from the first I have despaired of my ability to help Mr. Kinkaid back to the present, if indeed he is trying to return. My mind is not only untutored in this new field; I feel that it lacks the power of concentration necessary for accomplishment in science. Mr. Kinkaid was unwise in placing so much reliance in me. While I am sorry for him, I do not reproach myself, for I feel that his poor judgment, due, no doubt, to his emotional state, rather than my inadequacy, is at fault.


  Although the same natural caution which kept me from approaching the police at the time of these occurrences has prevented my relating


  them to anyone subsequently, I have felt it only just to leave a record of such interesting events for such as may care to read it when neither I nor the Company can be embarrassed by my connection with something which was so sensationally misinterpreted in the press of another day.


  BIG SWORD


  Paul Ash


  He was taller than the tallest by nearly an inch, because the pod that hatched him had hung on the Tree more than twenty days longer than the rest, kept from ripening by all the arts at the People’s command. The flat spike sheathed in his left thigh was, like the rest of him, abnormally large: but it was because he represented their last defense that they gave him the name, if a thought-sign can be called that, of “Big Sword.”


  He was a leader from his birth, because among the People intelligence was strictly proportional to size. They had two kinds of knowledge: Tree-knowledge, which they possessed from the moment they were born; and Learned-knowledge, the slow accumulation of facts passed on from one generation to another with the perfect accuracy of transmitted thought, which again was shared by all alike. The Learned-knowledge of the People covered all the necessities that they had previously experienced: but now they were faced with a wholly new danger and they needed somebody to acquire the Learned-knowledge to deal with it. So they made use of the long-known arts that could delay ripening of the pods on the Tree. These were not used often, because neighboring pods were liable to be stunted by the growth of an extra-large one, but now there was the greatest possible need for a leader. The Big Folk, after two years of harmlessness, had suddenly revealed themselves as an acute danger, one that threatened the life of the People altogether.


  Tree-knowledge Big Sword had, of course, from the moment of his hatching. The Learned-knowledge of the People was passed on to him by a succession of them sitting beside him in the treetops while his body swelled and hardened and absorbed the light. He would not grow any larger: the People made use of the stored energy of sunlight for their activities, but the substance of their bodies came from the Tree. For three revolutions of the planet he lay and absorbed energy and information. Then he knew all that they could pass on to him, and was ready to begin.


  A week later he was sitting on the edge of a clearing in the forest, watching the Big Folk at their incomprehensible tasks. The People had studied them a little when they first appeared in the forest, and had made some attempt to get in touch with them, but without success. The Big Folk used thought all right, but chaotically: instead of an ordered succession of symbols there would come a rush of patterns and half-patterns, switching suddenly into another set altogether and then returning to the first, and at any moment the whole thing might be wiped out altogether. Those first students of the People, two generations ago, had thought that there was some connection between the disappearance of thought and the vibrating wind which the Big Folk would suddenly emit from a split in their heads. Big Sword was now certain that they were right, but the knowledge did not help him much. After the failure of their first attempts at communication the People, not being given to profitless curiosity, had left the Big Folk alone. But now a totally unexpected danger had come to light. One of the Big Folk, lumbering about the forest, had cut a branch off the Tree.


  When they first arrived the Big Folk had chopped down a number of trees—ordinary trees—completely and used them for various peculiar constructions in the middle of the clearing, but that was a long time ago and the People had long since ceased to worry about it. Two generations had passed since it happened. But the attack on the Tree itself had terrified them. They had no idea why it had been made and there was no guarantee that it would not happen again. Twelve guardians had been posted round the Tree ready to do anything possible with thought or physical force to stave off another such attack, but they were no match for the Big Folk. The only safety lay in making contact with the Big Folk and telling them why they must leave the Tree of the People alone.


  Big Sword had been watching them for two days now and his plan was almost ready. He had come to the conclusion that a large part of the difficulty lay in the fact that the Big People were hardly ever alone. They seemed to go about in groups of two or three and thought would jump from one to another at times in a confusing way: then again you would get a group whose thoughts were all completely different and reached the observer in a chaotic pattern of interference. The thing to do, he had decided, was to isolate one of them. Obviously the one to tackle would be the most intelligent of the group, the leader, and it was clear which one filled that position: he stood out among his companions as plainly as Big Sword. There were one or two factors to be considered further, but that evening, Big Sword had decided, he would be ready to act.


  Meanwhile the Second Lambdan Exploratory Party had troubles of their own. Mostly these were the professional bothers that always accompany scientific expeditions; damaged equipment, interesting sidelines for which neither equipment nor workers happened to be available, not enough hours in the day. Apart from that there was the constant nag of the gravitation, twenty percent higher than that of Earth; and the effect, depressing until you got used to it, of the monochromatic scenery, laid out in darker and lighter shades of black and gray. Only the red soil and red rocks varied that monotony, with an effect which to Terrestrial eyes was somewhat sinister. Nevertheless, the Expedition were having fewer troubles than they expected. Lambda, apparently, was a thoroughly safe planet. Whatever those gray-and-black jungles might look like it appeared that they had nothing harmful in them.


  At thirty light-years away from Earth most personal troubles had got left behind. John James Jordan, however, the leader of the party, had brought his with him. His most urgent responsibility was in the next cabin, in bed and, it was to be hoped, asleep.


  There was no doubt about it, a man who made his career in space had no business to get married. Some men, of course, could take their wives with them: there were three married couples on the expedition, though they were with the first party at base on the coast. But for a spaceman to marry a woman and leave her at home didn’t make sense.


  He wondered, now, what he had thought he was doing. Marriage had been a part of that hectic interval between his first expedition and his second, when he had arrived home to find that space exploration was News and everybody wanted to know him. He had been just slightly homesick, that first time. The idea of having somebody to come back to had been attractive.


  The actual coming back, three years later, had not been so good. He had had time to realize that he scarcely knew Cora. Most of their married life seemed to have been spent at parties: he would arrive late, after working overtime, and find Cora already in the thick of it. He was going to have more responsibility preparing for the third expedition: he was going to have to spend most of his time on it. He wondered how Cora was going to take it. She had never complained when he wasn’t there, during the brief period of their married life: but somehow what he remembered wasn’t reassuring.


  Just the same, it was a shock to find that she had divorced him a year after his departure—one of the first of the so-called “space divorces.” It was a worse shock, though, to find that he now had a two-year-old son.


  The rule in a space divorce was that the divorced man had the right to claim custody of his children, providing that he could make adequate arrangements for them during his absence. That would have meant sending Ricky to some all-year-round school. There was no sense to that. Cora’s new husband was fond of him. Jordan agreed to leave Ricky with his mother. He even agreed, three years later on his next leave, not to see Ricky—Cora said that someone had told the little boy that her husband was not his real father and contact with somebody else claiming that position was likely to upset him.


  Once or twice during his Earth-leaves—usually so crammed with duties that they made full-time exploration look like a holiday—Jordan got news of Cora. Apparently she was a rising star in the social world. He realized, gradually, that she had married him because for a brief time he had been News, and could take her where she wanted to be. He was vaguely relieved that she had got something out of their marriage: it was nice that somebody did. He was prepared to grant her doings the respect due to the incomprehensible. Nevertheless he was worried, for a moment, when he heard that she had been divorced yet again and remarried—to a prominent industrialist this time. He wondered how Ricky had taken it.


  His first actual contact with Cora in about seven years came in the form of a request from her lawyer that he should put his signature to an application for entrance to a school. Merely a formality. The insistence on that point roused his suspicions and he made some inquiries about the school in question.


  Half an hour after getting answers he had found Cora’s present address, booked a passage on the Transequatorial Flight, and canceled his engagements for the next twenty-four hours.


  He was just in time to get aboard the flier. He had taken a bundle of urgent papers with him and he had three hours of flight in which to study them, but he hardly tried to do so. His conscience felt like a Lothomian cactus-bird trying to break out of the egg.


  Why on Earth, why in Space, why in the Universe hadn’t he taken some sort of care of his son?


  He had never visited Antarctica City before and he found it depressing. With great ingenuity somebody had excavated a building-space in the eternal ice and filled it with a city which was an exact copy of all the other cities. He wondered why anybody had thought it worth while.


  Cora’s house seemed less a house than an animated set for a stereo on The Life of the Wealthy Classes. It had been decorated in the very latest style—he recognized one or two motifs which had been suggested by the finds of the First Lambdan Expedition, mingled with the usual transparent furniture and electrified drapes. He was contemplating a curious decorative motif, composed of a hooked object which he recognized vaguely as some primitive agricultural implement and what looked like a pile-man’s drudge—but of course that particular mallet-shape had passed through innumerable uses—when Cora came in.


  Her welcome was technically perfect: it combined a warm greeting with just a faint suggestion that it was still open to her to have him thrown out by the mechman if it seemed like a good idea. He decided to get the business over as soon as possible.


  “What’s the matter with Ricky, Cora? Why do you want to get rid of him?”


  Cora’s sparkle-crusted brows rose delicately.


  “Why, Threejay, what a thing to say?”


  The idiotic nickname, almost forgotten, caught him off balance for a moment, but he knew exactly what he wanted to say.


  “This school you want to send him to is for maladjusted children. It takes complete responsibility, replacing parents—you wouldn’t be allowed to see him for the next three years at least.”


  “It’s a very fine school, Threejay. Camillo insisted we should send him to the best one available.”


  Camillo must be the new husband.


  “Why?” repeated Jordan.


  The welcome had drained right out of Cora’s manner. “May I ask why this sudden uprush of parental feeling? You’ve never shown any interest in Ricky before. You’ve left him to me. I’m not asking you to take any responsibility. I’m just asking you to sign that form.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he’s unbearable! Because I won’t have him in the house! He pries round—there’s no privacy. He finds out everything and then uses it to make trouble. He’s insulted half our friends. Camillo won’t have him in the house and neither will I. If you don’t want him to go to that school, perhaps you’ll suggest an alternative.” Jordan was shaken, but tried not to show it. “I’d like to see him, Cora.”


  As swiftly as it had arisen Cora’s rage sank out of sight. “Of course you can see him, Threejay!” She turned to the wall-speaker and murmured briefly into it. “Who knows, maybe the sight of a really, truly father is all he needs! You can just have a nice fatherly chat with him before you have to catch your flier back, and then he’ll settle down and turn into a model citizen.”


  The door slid open and a boy came quietly in. He was a very neat and tidy boy, small for his age, with a serious, almost sad expression. He said gently, “Good morning, Cora.”


  Cora spoke over her shoulder. “Ricky, dear, who do you think this is?”


  Ricky looked at the visitor and his eyes widened.


  “You . . . you’re Dr. Jordan, aren’t you? You wrote that book about Cranil—it’s called The Fossil Planet. And I saw you on the stereo two nights ago. You were talking about that place where all the forests are gray and black. And—” Ricky stopped with his mouth half open. His face went blank.


  “That’s who I am,” said Jordan gravely.


  “I know.” Ricky swallowed. “But you’re here . . . I mean . . . this sounds silly, but I suppose . . . I mean, you wouldn’t be my father, would you?”


  “Don’t put on an act, Ricky,” said Cora harshly. “You know perfectly well he’s your father.”


  Ricky turned rather white. He shook his head. “No, honestly. I knew my father’s name was Jordan, but I just didn’t connect it up. I say—” he stopped short.


  “Yes, Ricky?”


  “I suppose you wouldn’t have time to talk to me a little? About Lambda, I mean. Because I really am interested—not just kid stuff. I want to be a xenobiologist.” Cora laughed, a delicate metallic sound.


  “Why be so modest, Ricky? After all, he’s your father. He’s apparently decided it’s time he took an interest in you. He’s due back to that place that fascinates you so much in a week or two, so I don’t see how he’ll do that unless he takes you with him. Why not ask him to?”


  Ricky went scarlet and then very pale. He looked quickly away, but not before Jordan had had time to see the eager interest in his face replaced by sick resignation.


  “Why shouldn’t you take him, Threejay?” went on Cora. “These Mass-Time ships have lots of room. You’ve decided that it’s time you were responsible for him instead of me. Those books he reads are full of boys who made good in space. Why don’t you—”


  “Yes, why don’t I?” said Jordan abruptly.


  “Don’t!” said Ricky sharply. “Please, don’t! Honestly, I know it’s a joke . . . I mean I don’t read that kid stuff now . . . but—”


  “No joke,” said Jordan. “As Cora says, there’s lots of room. Do you want to come?”


  And I’d had my psycho check only the week before, reflected Jordan, and they didn’t find a thing.


  He noticed suddenly that a report was moving through the scanner on his desk—the latest installment of Woodman’s researches on the sexual cycles of Lambdan freshwater organisms. He’d intended to read that tonight instead of mulling over all this stuff about Ricky.


  He pushed the switch back to the beginning, but it was no use. He remembered how he had felt—how Cora’s needling had made him feel—and how Ricky had looked when he grasped that the proposal was serious. No chance at all of backing out then—not that he had wanted to. It was true that, with Mass-time flight, there was plenty of room; one feature of the drive was that within certain limits the bigger the ship the faster it would go. And he had complete authority over the selection of personnel for this second expedition, which was to reinforce the team already settled on Lambda. Ricky’s inclusion was taken with a surprising lack of concern by the rest of the staff. And it had looked as though his insane action was working out all right. Until the last two days Ricky had been no trouble at all.


  If anything, Ricky had been too desperately anxious to keep out of the way and avoid being a nuisance, but he had seemed completely happy. Jordan’s project of getting to know him had never got very far, because his time was fully occupied, but Ricky had spent the weeks before blast-off mainly in the Interstellar Institute, chaperoned by young Woodman, who had taken a fancy to him. Jordan had taken time out once or twice during that period to worry over the fact that he was hardly seeing the boy, but once they got aboard ship it would be different.


  Once aboard ship, absorbed in checking stores and setting up projects to go into operation as soon as they landed, it was—once the party’s settled and working, it’ll be different. He’d have some time to spare.


  Unfortunately that hadn’t been soon enough. He should have paid some attention to Cora. She wouldn’t have got worked up like that over nothing. She had said Ricky made trouble. He’d done that all right. And Jordan had known nothing about it till it attained the dimensions of a full-blown row.


  Rivalry on the expedition was usually friendly enough. Unfortunately Cartwright and Penn, the two geologists, didn’t get on. They had different methods of working and each was suspicious of the value of the other’s work. But without Ricky they wouldn’t have come to blows on it.


  Quite accidentally the riot had been started by Ellen Scott. As soil specialist she had an interest in geology. Talking to Cartwright she had happened to say something about the date of the Great Rift. Cartwright had shot out of his chair.


  “Ellen—where did you get that idea? Who told it to you?”


  Ellen looked surprised.


  “I thought you did, Peter. The Great Rift’s your pet subject. If you didn’t, I suppose it was Penn.”


  “I haven’t mentioned it to anyone. I only worked it out a couple of days ago. It’s in my notes now, on my desk. Penn must have been going through them. Where is he?”


  “Calm down, Peter!” Ellen got to her feet in astonishment. “Probably he worked it out too—you may have mentioned something that set him on the track. He must have mentioned it to me in the last few days, I think . . . that is, if he was the one who told me.” She looked puzzled. “I don’t remember discussing it with him. No, I believe—” she broke off suddenly and refused to say any more. Cartwright, unmollified, strode off to look for Penn. Dr. Scott departed in search of Ricky.


  “Ricky, do you remember a day or two ago we were talking about the Great Rift?”


  Ricky looked up from the microscope he was using.


  “Sure,” he said. “Why?” His smile faded and he began to look worried. “What’s happened?”


  “You remember you said something about the date—that it was about fifteen thousand years ago? You did say that, didn’t you?”


  Ricky’s expression had faded to a watchful blank, but he nodded.


  “Well, who told you that? How did you know?”


  “Somebody said it,” said Ricky flatly. He did not sound as though he expected to be believed.


  Ellen Scott frowned.


  “Listen, Ricky. Dr. Cartwright’s got the idea that somebody must have looked through the papers on his desk and read that date. He says he didn’t mention it to anyone. There may be trouble. If you did get curious and took a look at his notes—well, now is the time to say so. It’s not a good thing to have done, of course, but nobody’ll pay much attention once it’s cleared up.”


  “I didn’t look,” said Ricky wretchedly. “I don’t remember how I knew, but I didn’t look. Honestly not.”


  Unfortunately by that time Cartwright and Penn had already started arguing which ended with both of them crashing through the wall of the dining cabin—which had not been built to take assaults of that kind—and throwing Barney the cook into a kind of hysterics. After that Jordan came on the scene.


  Ricky had come and told him about it all. At least, he’d said that he had somehow learned that the date of the Great Rift had been fixed, and had mentioned it to Dr.


  Scott while they were talking about geology. He didn’t know how he had learned it. He denied looking through Cartwright’s papers.


  It was something that he had told the story, but then he must have thought that Ellen Scott would if he didn’t.


  Jordan’s thoughts wandered off to Ellen for a moment. She was another person who believed that people who chose to work on alien planets must avoid personal ties. How right she was.


  Nothing more had happened. Cartwright and Penn seemed to be on somewhat better terms, having purged their animosity. But Ricky had been going round with a haunted and hopeless look on his face and Jordan was going crazy trying to think up an approach to the matter which would not drive the boy still further away from him. But if he really made a habit of prying into private papers—and Cora had accused him of just that, after all—something must be done about it.


  But what?


  Jordan sighed, turned the viewer back to the beginning again and started to concentrate on Woodman’s report. He had read three frames when the silence was split by a terrified bellow from the direction of the forest.


  “Uelph! Uelph! Dewils. Uelph!”


  Jordan shot through the door, grabbing a flashlight on the way. It was hardly needed: three moons were in the sky and their combined light was quite enough to show him the huge shape blundering among the cabins.


  “Barney!” he shouted. “Stand still! What’s the matter?”


  Barney—seventeen stone on Earth, over twenty on Lambda—came to a halt and blinked at the flashlight. He put up a huge hand, feeling at his face. He seemed to be wearing some sort of mask or muffler over his mouth—otherwise he was draped in flannelette pajamas of brilliant hue and was barefooted. He ripped off the muffler—whatever it was—and threw it away. His utterance was a little clearer, but not much.


  “Dewils in a voresh. Caught eee. Woot ticky tuff on a wouth.”


  He was gasping and sweating and Jordan was seriously worried. Barney was a superb cook, but he was apt to get excited and the extra gravitation of Lambda produced a slight strain on his heart. At that moment Ricky appeared like a silent shadow at his father’s elbow.


  “What’s the matter with him?” As usual the boy looked neat and alert, although at the moment he was wearing pajamas and a robe. Jordan gestured towards his cabin.


  “Take Barney in there and see what’s sticking his mouth up.” Several other people had appeared by this time, including Ellen Scott in a brilliant robe and Woodman in rumpled pajamas. Jordan sent Ellen to switch on the overhead floods and organized a search party.


  Half an hour later Barney’s mouth had been washed free from the gummy material which had been sticking his lips together and he was in some shape to explain.


  “I woke up suddenly lying out in the forest. All damp it was.” He groaned faintly. “I can feel my lumbago coming on already. I was lyin’ flat on my back and there was somethin’ over my arms—rope or somethin’. My mouth was all plastered up and there was a thing sittin’ on my chest. I got a glimpse of it out of the crack of meeyes, and then it went. There was more of them round. They was shoutin’.”


  “Shouting?” repeated Jordan. “You mean just making a noise?”


  “No sir, they was shouting in English. I couldn’t hear what, but it was in words all right. They said ‘People.’ That was the only word I got, but that’s it right enough. ‘People.’ Then I got my arms free and started to swipe around. I got hold of one of them and it stung me and I let it go.”


  He pointed to a neat puncture wound in the flesh at the base of his thumb. Jordan got out antiseptics and bathed it.


  “I got up and ran back,” Barney went on. “I was only a little way into the forest—I could still see the lights here. I ran as hard as I could but me feet kept slippin’.” The light of remembered panic was in his eyes. “They stuck somethin’ over me mouth—I couldn’t breathe. It took me hours to get it off. I dunno what it was.”


  “It was a leaf,” said Woodman. He produced a large leaf, perhaps twenty inches long: it was dark gray and one surface was smeared with a dully shining substance. “It’s been coated with some kind of vegetable gum.”


  “But how did you get into the forest, Barney?” demanded Dr. Scott.


  Barney shook his head miserably.


  “He walked,” said another of the party. “On his own. Tracks of his feet in the mud. You’ve been sleepwalking, Barney.”


  “Then where did he get the gag?” demanded Woodman. “This gum comes from a plant which is quite rare and there aren’t any within a hundred yards of the clearing. Besides, we found the place where he’d been lying. A couple of saplings were bent over and the ends shoved in the mud—those were used to hold his arms down, I reckon. No, he was attacked all right, but what did it?”


  “I suppose,” said Dr. Scott slowly, “this couldn’t have been somebody’s idea of a joke?”


  There was a brief silence. Ricky looked up suddenly and caught his father’s eye. His face went rigid, but he said nothing.


  “We shall have to assume it wasn’t,” said Jordan. “That means precautions. We always assumed that Lambda was a safe planet. Apparently we were wrong. Until we know what happened no one goes out alone. Those of you who have observations to make outside will have to work in pairs and with your radios turned on. We’ll arrange for a monitor on all the individual frequencies. The floods had better stay on tonight and we’ll have a patrol—three men keeping in touch. Two hours for each of us. Doc, will you see to Barney?”


  The medical officer nodded and took Barney off to his cabin, and its specially strengthened bunk. Jordan looked thoughtfully at his son.


  “You’d better get back to bed, Ricky. Unless you have anything to contribute.”


  Ricky was standing stiffly upright. “I haven’t,” he said.


  “Get along, then. Now about this patrol—”


  Jordan put himself on the first shift of the patrol—he wouldn’t be able to sleep. Why in Space had he brought Ricky? Either he had brought him into danger or—worse—Ricky was somehow at the bottom of this. He spent a good deal of time running errands for Barney. He had not seemed to mind it, but how did you tell what a boy was thinking? Might he have thought it funny to send big Barney lumbering in panic through the forest? And how could he have done it?


  Jordan remembered that Ricky had once been found reading the article on Hypnosis in the Terrestrial Encyclopedia.


  And if Ricky was innocent, what could be at the bottom of that ludicrous and inefficient attack?


  In the top of the tallest tree available, Big Sword waited for daylight and brooded over the failure of his plan.


  It was easy enough to get the biggest of the Big Folk into the forest. He had discovered that for part of the time they lay folded out flat in their enclosures, with their eyes shut, and during this time they were more sensitive to suggestion than when they were active. Big Sword, whose own eyes had an internal shutter, found eyelids rather fascinating: he had been tempted to experiment with Barney’s but had refrained. He thought bitterly that he might as well have done so.


  He had summoned twelve of the People and all of them thinking together had got the Big Person to its feet and walking. It had occurred to Big Sword that the receptiveness of the Big Person might be improved if they got it to lie down again. He had further decided that, in view of the blanking-out of thought when the creatures began to blow through their face-split, this aperture had better be shut.


  That, he now knew, had been a mistake. No sooner was the gummed leaf in place on the Big Person’s face than its eyes had popped open and showed every sign of coming right out of its face. There had been just warning enough in its thoughts for the band of People to hop out of range, except for Big Sword, who had had to use his spike for the first time in his life, to get free. Then the great arms had swung dangerously about and the creature had thrashed to its feet. After that there was no hope of making contact. Its mind was in a turmoil, making the People actively uncomfortable: they had retreated as far as they could, until the interwoven lives of trees and other forest creatures were sufficiently interposed to reduce the Big Person’s thoughts to a comfortable intensity.


  Big Sword had been surprised by the low level of intelligence shown by the Big Person. It had made no effort at all to understand him—its thoughts were a much worse muddle than any of the others he had investigated. Perhaps he had made a mistake? Perhaps size among these monsters was not directly connected with intelligence? Or perhaps it was an inverse relationship?


  Big Sword was suddenly desperately thirsty and tired. He slid into the rain-filled cup of an enormous leaf—to soak up water through the million mouths of his skin and make his plans afresh.


  The camp next morning was subdued and rather weary. Nobody had got their full sleep. Now there was all the awkward business of rearranging a full-time research program so that nobody should have to go into the forest alone. The lurking menace which last night had provided a formidable thrill this morning was nothing more than a vague, dreary uneasiness. Furthermore there was always the possibility that it would turn out to be nothing more than the work of an ingenious kid with a distorted sense of humor. And nobody liked to think what that would do to Jordan.


  The working parties dispersed. Those whose work took them to the laboratory sheds tried to concentrate on it. Ricky, who had decided that this was not a morning for wrestling with lessons, slipped off to see if Barney wanted any odd jobs done, and was sent to pick fresh beans in the hYdroponics shed.


  The mechanical job helped to keep his mind steady. Having once got out of a nightmare, it was creeping round him again. This time with a difference.


  There had got to be an explanation somewhere.


  When he had left the house in Antarctica he had seemed to leave all his troubles behind. No more need to keep a continual watch on himself, in case he let something out. No more temptation, when in spite of himself he had put his foot in it again, to come out with something really startling and see what they could do about it. He was free. He had been free for months.


  Then it started happening all over again. He had heard all sorts of scientific gossip—people here talked shop all the time. How was he to know what he’d heard and what he hadn’t? How could he stop this happening again, now that whatever it was had followed him out here?


  There was just one ray of hope. He couldn’t possibly have had anything to do with what happened to Barney. If he could only find out what did that, some real solid explanation he could show everybody, then he might somehow be able to tell someone of the way he seemed to pick up knowledge without noticing it, knowledge he had no right to have—


  Anyway, doing something was better than just sitting and waiting for things to go wrong again.


  He delivered the beans to the kitchen and wandered out. The raw, red earth of the clearing shone like paint in the sun. In places he could still see the traces of Barney’s big feet, going and coming, leading into the forest. There, among the black leaves and blacker shadows, lurked some real, genuine, tangible menace you could go for with a stick. There was a good supply of sticks stacked by his father’s cabin for the benefit of the working parties. Ricky provided himself with one.


  Big Sword had finished drinking—or bathing, whichever way you looked at it—and had climbed out of the diminished pool in the leaf-cup to spread his membranes in the sun. He looked like a big bat, lying spread out on the leaf. The black webs that stretched between his arms and legs and his sides would snap back into narrow rolls when he wanted to move, but when he extended them to catch the sunlight they covered a couple of square feet. They absorbed all the light in the visible range and well into the ultraviolet and infrared. Like most organisms on Lambda, Big Sword supported himself by a very efficient photosynthesis.


  He had only just begun to make up for the wear and tear of the night—continuous activity in the dark was exhausting—when he felt the call out of the forest.


  “Longfoot is going, Big Sword. Longfoot is going on the Journey. You wished to see. Come quickly!”


  Big Sword’s membranes snapped into thin ridges along his arms and legs and he bounded off among the trees. The Long Journey was mysterious to him, as it was to all of the People before the urge actually came to them—but the rest were content to leave it as a mystery. Big Sword wanted to know more.


  He came in flying leaps to the edge of the forest, where the trees stopped short on the edge of the Great Rift. Some twenty or so of the People were gathered on the edge of the sheer cliff. Longfoot sat among them, his legs twitching occasionally with the urge to be off. As Big Sword arrived Longfoot shot to his feet, eager to depart.


  “Where are you going?” demanded Big Sword. “What will you find over there, Longfoot? Why do you want to cross the waste, with no water and no shade? You will be dried to a stick before you get halfway across.”


  But Longfoot’s mind was shut off; he had no longer any interest in Big Sword, or the People, or the danger to the Tree. He did not know why he had to go down on to the waste of boulders and small stones, but the urge could no longer be resisted. He dropped over the edge of the cliff, bouncing from ledge to ledge until he reached the bottom, and set off across the wide, rock-strewn plain, along the lines of shadow cast by the newly risen sun.


  Big Sword watched him sadly. He himself was nearly a year away from feeling that call which had come to Longfoot, and the thought of his own journeying did not trouble him yet. He had been warned early of the dangers of going out on to the waste and, with the habit of logical thought strongly cultivated in him, he was troubled about what would happen. The waste stretched almost as far as he could see—at least twelve miles. At the end of it was the dark line which might have been a far-off continuation of the Forest. But why Longfoot should have wished to go there, or the many thousands of the People who had made that journey before him, Big Sword could not see.


  He went back into the forest and found another perch on the edge of the clearing. Few of the Big People were in sight. He was conscious of vague alarms emanating from those who were within reach—it was an emotion foreign to his experience, but he disliked it. He wondered how to set about detaching a specimen from the group, since the direct method had proved unsuitable.


  He became suddenly and sharply aware that one had detached itself already and was coming slowly toward him.


  Ricky had seen the little black figure sail out of the shadows and land on an equally black leaf. It took all his concentration to make it out when it had stopped moving, but he at last managed to fix its position. Slowly, casually, he wandered towards it, observing it out of the comer of his eye.


  Its body was a blob perhaps four inches long and its head about half of that, joined on by a short neck. It rested on its bent fore-limbs and the hind legs stuck up like those of a grasshopper; they looked to be at least twice as long as trunk and head together. As he sidled closer Ricky could make out the big convex eyes, gray with black slitlike pupils, filling more than half the face. Ricky knew the fauna list of Lambda by heart; this creature was not on it. It must be one of Barney’s “little devils” all right.


  The creature sat quietly on its big leaf as he approached, with no sign of having noticed him. Now it was just within his reach if he stretched up. One more step and he would be right under it—ahhhh!


  He had only begun to grab when Big Sword bounced over his head, landed lightly on the ground behind him and leaped sideways into another tree.


  Ricky turned, slowly, and began his careful stalk again. He was murmuring softly to himself, coaxing words derived from rabbit and guinea-pig owners of his acquaintance: “Come on, come on! Come to uncle. He won’t hurt you. Nothing to be afraid of. Come on, you little brute. Come—”


  Big Sword sailed away from his grasping hand to land on a branch ten feet farther into the forest.


  Ricky had entirely forgotten the prohibition on leaving the clearing; he had forgotten everything except the desire to get hold of this creature, to have it close enough to examine, to hold it gently in his hands and get it tame. His stick lay forgotten on the earth outside the forest.


  Big Sword was getting irritated and slightly flustered. It was easy enough to avoid getting caught, but he didn’t wish to play tag with this creature, he wanted to tame it, to make it understand him. And its mind seemed to be shut. What was more, every so often it would begin that infuriating blowing process which seemed to drain away its thoughts out of his reach. To know when it was going to grab he had to watch it the whole time. Finally he took refuge on a branch ten feet above its head and sat down to consider.


  Ricky, at the bottom of the tree, was experiencing all the emotions of a dog which has treed a squirrel and now has to persuade it to come within reach. Apparently he was licked. If only the little beast would drop on to that branch there—where that applelike object was—and begin to eat it, perhaps, so that it could forget he was there . . . Suddenly, the little brute did. At least, it dropped to the lower branch and put its long-fingered hands on the round knob. Ricky’s mouth opened in amazement.


  His hands itched, but he kept them firmly at his sides. Perhaps he had been standing there so long that it had forgotten about him and thought he was part of the landscape.


  Perhaps if he spread his arms out very, very slowly it would take them for branches and—


  Something like a small explosion happened inside his head. He blinked and gasped, forgetting all about immobility. He froze again hastily, expecting the creature to be out of sight. But it was still there.


  Big Sword observed this reaction to his vehement negative with stirrings of hope. The idea of doing what this creature wanted, as a means of starting communication by demonstration, had seemed a singularly forlorn one. But the Big Creature had clearly noticed something.


  Big Sword decided that it was time to try a suggestion of his own. He thought—hard—on the proposition that the Big Creature should turn around and look the other way.


  The Big Creature ducked its head and blinked its eyes again. Big Sword got the impression that these reactions were caused by the strength of his thought. He tried again, gently.


  Something was getting through. Weakly, faintly he felt a negative reply. The Big Creature refused to turn its back.


  Big Sword put out another suggestion. Let the Big Creature take one step sideways, away from him.


  Hesitantly, the Big Person did. Big Sword copied its direction in a joyful leap and ended on a level with the creature’s head.


  The next thought reached him, fuzzy but comprehensible. “If you understand me, put your hands on top of your head.”


  Watching suspiciously for any sudden move, Big Sword obeyed. The posture was not one he could keep up for long without losing his balance, but he felt the sudden surge of excitement in the Big Creature and was encouraged.


  “Now watch! I shall sit down on the ground. Do you understand what that means? I’m going to sit down.”


  The Big Creature folded up in an awkward way; its knees were on the wrong side of its body, but Big Sword recognized the operation. He followed it with a thought of his own.


  “I will spread my membranes out.”


  The Big Creature’s astonishment was a dazzling shock and he put out a protest. In reply came something which could be an apology. He sharpened his thoughts and put out the next one with all the clearness at his command.


  “We have proved that we can make contact. Now we have to practice thinking to and fro until we understand clearly.”


  He had just felt the other’s incoherent agreement when the interruption began. Another of the Big Creatures came lumbering between the trees.


  “Ricky! Scatter my stuffing, what are you doing here? You’ll be in the doghouse for sure. Do you want Barney’s little black devils to carry you away?”


  Ricky scrambled to his feet in alarm.


  “Sorry, Dr. Woodman, I forgot. I was . . . looking at things and I came in here without thinking. I’m awfully sorry.”


  “No harm done. Come out before we have any more alarms and excursions.”


  Big Sword felt an impulse of despair from the Big Creature which he had at last succeeded in taming; it seemed to regret this interruption even more than he did. It was anxious that the second Big Creature should not see him, so he remained still, one dark shape among many and effectively invisible; but he sent a thought after the tame one: “Come again! I will be on the edge of the clearing. Come again!” and was nearly knocked over by the energy of its reply.


  Woodman marched Ricky firmly out of the forest.


  “Now you’re here you may as well be useful. I want to go up to my pet pool and I can’t find a chaperone. If I’ve timed it rightly, we should find something interesting up there.”


  Ricky summoned up a show of polite interest. Normally he would have been delighted.


  “Is it the pseudohydras again?”


  “That’s right. Remember when we saw them catching those things like two-tailed torpedoes?”


  “Yes, but you said all the ones in the pool had been eaten now.”


  “They have. Here we are. Don’t lean over like that—they won’t like your shadow. Lie down. So!”


  Ricky lay on his belly and stared down into the transparent water. Except where it was shadowed it reflected the brilliant blue of the sky, the only thing on Lambda that had a familiar color. He felt, suddenly, stirrings of homesickness, but they vanished quickly. Homesick, when the most wonderful thing possible had just happened? Nonsense!


  He concentrated on the pseudohydras. They lived just where the pool overflowed into a small brown stream. Each consisted mainly of a network of branching white threads, up to six inches long, issuing from a small blobby body anchored on the stones. There were perhaps fifty of them, and together their tentacles made a net across the mouth of the stream which nothing larger than a wheat-grain could escape. The sluggish waters of the stream must all pass through this living mesh, carrying anything unlucky enough to swim out of the pool; the tentacles were immensely sticky and could hold struggling creatures several times the size of the pseudohydra’s own body, until the flesh of the tentacles had flowed slowly around them and enclosed them in a capsule whose walls slowly digested them away.


  “See there?” whispered Woodman.


  Here and there one of the tentacles ended in a transparent, hard-edged blob. Small dark cigar-shaped objects jerked uneasily within it, perhaps a dozen in each little case.


  “It’s caught some more torpedoes!” whispered Ricky. “Little tiny ones this time.”


  “Not caught,” answered Woodman. “I thought they’d be ripe today! Watch that one—it’s nearly ready to split.”


  A few minutes later the capsule indicated did split. The tiny torpedo shapes, three or four millimeters long, spilled out into the water. They hovered uncertainly, veering here and there under the uneven propulsion of the water-jets emerging from the two-pronged hind end. Ricky gasped.


  “It’s let them go! And look—there’s one rubbing against a tentacle and not getting caught. What’s happened?”


  Two of the little torpedo shapes came together. They jerked uncertainly round each other, then swiveled to lie parallel. They moved off together.


  Others were paired already. One pair separated as Ricky watched them. Two little torpedoes shot off crazily. One came right under his eyes and he saw that it was emitting a faint milky stream.


  Woodman’s hand came down, holding a pipette. The torpedo veered off. Woodman sucked up a drop of water and held out the pipette.


  “There,” he said softly. Tiny specks, barely visible, floated in the drop. “Eggs,” said Woodman.


  “Eggs! But—these are babies. The other ones were much bigger.”


  “So they were, Ricky. Do you know what these are going to hatch into? More torpedoes? Not on your life! Unless there’s something else crazy about the life cycle, these will hatch into little pseudohydras.”


  Ricky rolled over to stare at him. “But what are the big torpedoes, then?”


  “This is how I see it. You know about the reproductive cycles in Coelenterates, back on Earth? Especially hydroids like Obelia and so on? The sessile ones reproduce by budding for a while. Then they start to produce buds which don’t turn out like the parents. Those break off and go swimming away on their own. They feed and get big and in the end they produce eggs or sperm, and the fertilized eggs produce a new sessile generation. Well, here the free-living forms—the torpedoes—are ready to lay eggs as soon as they’re released. They mate a few minutes after hatching and lay eggs as soon as they’re fertilized. But after that they aren’t finished. They go swimming around the pool and feed and get fat. And when they’re full grown, they come swimming back to the old pseudohydras, and the pseudohydras eat them and use the food to produce a whole new crop of little torpedoes. Get it?”


  Ricky scowled. “What a disgusting animal.”


  “Nonsense! It’s a beautiful piece of natural economy. Don’t be a snob, Ricky. Just because no terrestrial organism evolved this way you think it’s unethical. Some Earth creatures beat pseudohYdra hollow for nastiness—think of some of the parasites. Think of the barnacles, degenerate males parasitic on the female. There just aren’t any ethics in evolution except that the species shall survive, if you call that an ethic.”


  Ricky looked at him doubtfully. “We’ve evolved. And we bother about other species, too.”


  Woodman nodded. “We try to—some of us. But our survival has meant that a good many other species didn’t.”


  Something else occurred to Ricky. “This sort of whatsit—alternate generations—has evolved lots of times on Earth, hasn’t it?”


  “Sure. Dozens of different lines evolved it independently, not to mention all the Lambdan forms that have it, and a few on Arcturus III, and some on Roche’s—it’s one of the basic dodges, apparently. One stage makes the most of the status quo and the other acts as an insurance against possible changes. Once a well-balanced set of hereditary characters has appeared it can repeat itself fast by asexual reproduction, without the disorganization of chromosome reassortment and so on. On the other hand, should conditions change, a sexually produced population has a much better chance of showing up a few adaptable forms. Some lines of life have dropped the sexual stage, just as some have dropped the asexual, but it probably doesn’t pay in the long run.”


  “How does a stage get dropped?”


  Woodman considered. “I suppose the first stage might go like this: one single asexual stage—one of these pseudohydras, for instance—happens to get isolated. Say all the rest in the pool die off. It can produce its little torpedoes, but there are no mates for them. The pseudohydra goes on reproducing asexually—you’ve seen how they split down the middle—and in the end a mutant form occurs which doesn’t waste its substance producing useless torpedoes and that breeds faster than the others and in the end replaces them. That’s just one way it could happen. In one of the African lakes there used to be annual swarms of jellyfish, all male. One single asexual stage must have got trapped in that lake, God knows how long ago, and it went on producing those useless male jellyfish century after century, while asexual reproduction kept the species going.”


  “What happened to it?”


  Woodman scowled. “Silly fools polluted the lake with industrial waste and the jellyfish died out. Come on, it’s time for lunch.”


  Ellen Scott put away the last of her soil samples and scowled thoughtfully at her apparatus. Tensions in the camp were mounting and everyone was snapping at everybody else. One party had decided that Barney’s adventure was somehow due to Ricky, and wanted to call off the precautions that hindered their work. The other stuck to it that Ricky could not have organized it and that precautions were still necessary. Anyway, who in the other party was prepared to tell Doc that there was no danger in the forest except for his son?


  Ellen told herself that she was neutral. She didn’t know whether or not Ricky was behind their troubles and didn’t much care, if only he would leave off tearing his father’s nerves to pieces. She had heard a little gossip about him on Earth after it had been announced that he was to join the expedition, and though she had discounted it at the time, after the business of Cartwright’s report she was inclined to believe it.


  People whose work lay in space had no business with marriage and children. She had decided that for herself years ago. You could run planetary research properly, or you could run a family properly. Not both. Children were part of life on Earth; the settled pattern of security, with which she had grown so bored, was necessary to them. When they were older, perhaps—Ricky had seemed perfectly happy at first.


  But what on Lambda was the matter with him now? He’d been going around in a dream ever since the night of Barney’s adventure. Starting suddenly to talk to himself, breaking off with equal suddenness and an air of annoyance. He didn’t seem now to be particularly worried by the suspicions floating around the camp, although he seemed the sort of sensitive boy to be desperately upset by them. In fact over that affair with Cartwright he had been upset, and this affair was worse.


  And Jordan was obviously heading for a nervous breakdown if this went on much longer.


  Ricky, lying in his cabin and theoretically taking his afternoon rest—imposed because of Lambda’s longer day—had come to the conclusion that it was time to tell his father about his Research. Despite his absorption in his overwhelming new interest, he was vaguely aware that the grown-ups were getting bothered. For another he could now “talk” fluently with Big Sword and haltingly with the rest of the People; he knew what they wanted and there was no excuse for delaying any longer. Besides, the results of Research were not meant to be kept to oneself, they were meant to be free to everyone.


  He allowed himself to think for a moment about the possibilities of his newly discovered power. Of course, people had been messing about with telepathy for centuries, but they had never got anywhere much. Perhaps only a fully developed telepath, coming of a race to which telepathy was the sole method of communication, could teach a human being how to control and strengthen his wayward and uncertain powers. Or perhaps, thought Ricky, the people who were really capable of learning the trick got into so much trouble before they could control it that they all simply shut it off as hard as they could, so that the only ones who tried to develop it were those in whom it never became strong enough to do anything useful. He himself had now, at last, learned how to shut off his awareness of other minds; it was the first necessity for clear reception that one should be able to deafen oneself to all minds except one. It occurred to him that he’d better make that point clear straight off: that he was not going to eavesdrop on anyone else’s thoughts. Never again.


  But obviously the thing had terrific potentialities for research, not only into the difficult and thorny problem of the connection between mind and matter, or into contact with alien races. Why, he could probably find out what really went on in the minds of terrestrial animals, those that had minds; and he could find out what it was that people experienced in a Mass-Time field, which they could never properly remember afterwards, and—oh, all sorts of things! Ricky got up from his bunk. His father ought to be free at this moment; it was the one time of day he kept to himself, unless an emergency happened. Quite unconsciously Ricky opened his mind to thoughts from that direction, to see whether it was a good time to visit his father’s cabin.


  The violence of the thought he received nearly knocked him over. What on Lambda was stirring old Doc J. up to such an extent? And—bother, he was talking to somebody—Woodman, apparently. Ricky, unlike Big Sword, could still pick up thought at the moment when it drained into the level of speech, but even for him it was highly indistinct. He strained, trying to catch the cause of all this commotion. Woodman had found something—something unpleasant—something—


  Ricky dashed out of the cabin door and crossed the half-dozen yards that separated his hut from his father’s. Just outside the voices were clearly distinct; Woodman was speaking excitedly and loudly.


  “It was absolutely devilish! Oh, I suppose it was physical—some sort of miasma—in fact it nearly knocked me down, but it felt just exactly as though somebody were standing and hating me a few yards off. Like that feeling you get after space ’flu, as though nobody loves you, only this was magnified about a million times—the most powerful depressant ever, and absolutely in the open air, too.”


  “Where was this?”


  “The eighth sector—just about here.”


  He was evidently pointing to a map. Cold with apprehension, Ricky deliberately tried to probe into his father’s mind, to see just what they were looking at. The picture was fuzzy and danced about, but he could see the pointer Jordan was using—the ivory stylus he always carried, and—yes, that was the clearing in the forest that housed the Tree itself! The guards about it had been all too successful in their efforts to keep intruders away.


  Jordan laughed harshly. “Do you remember that we scheduled this planet as safe?” He got to his feet. “First Barney encounters devils and now you’ve discovered the Upas Tree. You’re sure this gas or whatever it is came from the plants?”


  “I’m certain it was this one particular tree. It’s by itself in the middle of an open space. The feeling began when I was six feet from it. It has big pods—they may secrete the toxic stuff. Though it must be intermittent—I collected a branch once before and didn’t feel anything. Perhaps it’s seasonal.”


  “Well, it’ll have to come down.” Ricky, horrified, felt his father’s savage satisfaction at coming across an enemy he could deal with. “Ellen wants to push her soil examinations out in that direction—it’s the only sector we haven’t covered yet and a good many people want to work there.”


  Ricky straightened from his crouching position under the window and appeared like a jack-in-the-box over the sill.


  “You mustn’t, Doc! Honestly you mustn’t. That Tree’s terribly important. It’s only—”


  “Ricky!” Jordan lunged to his feet, scattering objects across his desk. “Were you listening to my conversation?”


  Ricky turned white. “Yes, I was, but—”


  “Go to your cabin.”


  Woodman made a move to intervene, but Jordan brushed it aside.


  “I’ll speak to you later. For the moment, you’ll go to your cabin and stay there, until I have time to deal with you.”


  Woodman thought that Ricky was about to make some further protest, but after a moment’s tension he turned and bolted.


  Jordan picked up the stylus with a trembling hand.


  “I’ll come with you and investigate this thing at once, Woodman. We’ll need masks and an air-sampler, and we may as well take one of those portable detection kits. Can you draw them from the store, please, and be ready in ten minutes. Get a blaster, too.”


  Woodman thought of arguments and decided against them. Old Jordan had been stewing up for something like this for the last week and it was probably better to let him get it out of his system. When it came to the point Jordan wouldn’t start destroying things without careful consideration; he was too good a scientist for that. Woodman didn’t know why Ricky was so concerned, but he himself would take good care that a possibly unique specimen wasn’t damaged in a hurry. He went for the equipment.


  Jordan hesitated at the entrance to Ricky’s cabin. He heard a slight movement within, and moved on. He was still trembling with a fury that he only half understood, and knew that he was in no state to conduct a delicate interview, or even to think straight. Better leave the boy alone until he had got things sorted out in his own mind.


  Ricky, lying tense on his bunk, “listened” with all his power. Old Woodman didn’t really approve of this expedition, made in such a hurry. Good. Doc. J. was half aware that his own brain wasn’t working straight. Good again. Ricky spared a moment to wish that he had given more thought to his father during the last week, but it was too late for that now. Even if Jordan didn’t take a blaster to the Tree straight off the People were still perched on the thin edge of disaster. For the first time since he had understood what Big Sword wanted him to do, Ricky began to doubt whether it could be done. Were people going to listen to him? Were Doc. J. and Woodman and Miss Ellen and the rest of them really any different from Cora and Camillo and all the other people on Earth who didn’t even try to understand?


  No, there was only one way to make the People safe—if it would work. And he’d got to take it. Because this was his own fault for not telling Doc. J. sooner. He’d acted like a silly kid, wanting to keep his secret to himself just a little longer. Well, now he was not going to act like a silly kid. He was going to put things right, if he could—righter than they were before. With any luck it would be hours before anyone missed him. He might even be able to do what he wanted and call back on his transmitter to explain before they found that he had gone.


  Ricky was already out of the clearing before Jordan, who had started out with Woodman, turned back to speak to Dr. Scott.


  “Ellen, I’ve left Ricky in his cabin. We had a . . . disagreement. I think he’s better left to himself just now, but would you mind going to his cabin in an hour or so, to see that he’s all right?”


  “Of course, John. But what—?”


  “No time now. I’ll explain later. Thank you, Ellen. Good-by.”


  There was no undergrowth in the forest but the branches were extremely thick and the darkness beneath them almost complete. Jordan, following Woodman through the trees at the slow pace enforced by these conditions, felt his anger drain away and a deep depression take its place. What sort of showing had he made, either as a father or as the head of the expedition? This particular episode was quite idiotic. There was nothing in Woodman’s report to call for this immediate dash into the forest. He should at least have stopped to find out what Ricky knew about it—and now that he was cooling off, Ricky’s anxiety seemed more and more puzzling. If it weren’t that to turn back would make him look even more of a fool than he did already, he would have given up and gone to find out what the boy knew.


  In front of him Woodman came to a halt.


  “That’s it, sir! That’s the Tree! But—there’s no feeling about it now.”


  Jordan brushed past him.


  “Stay here. Be ready to put your mask on.” He walked slowly forward until he was right under the branches of the Tree.


  On either side of the clearing, sitting in the treetops, the Guardians consulted anxiously.


  “We must not try to drive them away,” the Contact said. “Yes, we must do as he suggested.”


  Jordan looked up at the branches and dared them to depress him.


  “I don’t feel anything,” he said at last. “Woodman, are you certain this is the right tree?”


  “Well, I was, sir.” Woodman approached it in growing doubt. “All these little clearings are so much alike, I could have—no, it is the right one! I tied my handkerchief to this branch for a marker, before I bolted. Here it is.”


  The Guardians gave the telepathic equivalent of a sigh and started on the next line of defense.


  “You know, sir—” Woodman was carefully deferential—“I’ve never seen another specimen like this. After all, this little bit of the Forest is pretty well cut off—the Rift on one side, the Mountains on the other and the River in the south. This type of soil doesn’t even extend as far as the River. You might get forms here which were unique—relics, or species evolved since the Rift opened. I don’t feel we ought to destroy it without very good reason.”


  Jordan scowled up at the nearest pod.


  “I wasn’t proposing to destroy it here and now! If the thing is a potential menace we must find out about it, that’s all. I must say I don’t . . . what’s that?”


  The sound of snapping twigs could be heard back along the path. Woodman started down it with Jordan at his heels; it was so dark that he was almost on top of Dr. Scott before he saw her.


  “John! Thank goodness. Listen, you’ve got to come back at once. It’s . . . it’s Ricky. He’s gone. I went to his cabin like you said, and he wasn’t there. He isn’t anywhere in camp. He’s gone.”


  There was a flurry in the camp, but it was an organized flurry. Jordan, white and sick-looking, nevertheless had himself well under control. Important facts were sorted out quickly.


  Three parties working on the east side of the clearing could swear that Ricky had not passed them.


  Various delicate gadgets which responded violently to the movement of humans anywhere near them were rigged in the wood to the north, which was taboo in consequence. They showed no sign of disturbance.


  That left the south and the west. South was a stretch of about eight miles of forest, unbroken until it reached the big river. West was about half a mile of forest, fairly well explored, and then the Great Rift.


  “There’d be no sense in going that way.” Jordan laid a pointer on the map to indicate the Rift; he noticed in a detached way that his hand was quite steady. “It doesn’t lead anywhere. There’s just one place he could be making for, if we assume him to have an intelligible plan, and that is the First Base on the coast. The one way he could possibly get there would be to get to the river and float down it on one of the log-rafts—we saw plenty of them coming down while we were at the base.”


  “But the rapids—” said somebody.


  “Has anyone reason to suppose that Ricky knew about the rapids?” Beads of sweat stood out on Jordan’s forehead. No one answered. “We have to find him before he gets there. Unless any of you can suggest another way he might be trying to go.”


  Nobody cared to suggest that Ricky, if he had flung off in blind panic, might be headed nowhere in particular under the shade of the black trees. On the south side the paths went only for half a mile or so, and if he left them he could be lost within a hundred yards of the camp. They had already tried to pick up the tracker he was supposed to carry, but he had evidently switched it off or thrown it away.


  The geologist, Penn, spoke suddenly from the back of the group.


  “How about the Rift? It interested him. He might try to get across.”


  “That’s possible,” said Jordan. “On the Rift he’d be relatively easy to spot. That’s why I propose to leave it till later. We have only one heliflier. If he’s gone through the forest to the River we have to catch him at once. He’s been gone two and a half hours. If he went straight to the nearest point of the river he might be there by now. The heliflier’s the only chance. I can patrol the whole stretch and spot him as soon as he comes to it. If he hasn’t reached it by dawn, I’ll go back and fly over the Rift. If he does happen to be there, he won’t take much harm in that time.”


  “There are two helifliers,” someone suggested.


  “No,” said Jordan sharply. “The other is unsafe.”


  Not all the party were to join the hunt at once.


  “There are only a few profitable lines,” said Jordan. “We don’t want everybody exhausted at the same time. This may be more than one day’s search. And some of you have long-term observations to continue.” He raised his hand, stilling a protest. “If to take all of you would increase the . . . the speed with which we are likely to find Ricky by one percent, or half that, I’d take you all. But I won’t ruin several months’ work for nothing.”


  In the end several parties set out through the trees south and one went west. Jordan had already taken the one serviceable heliflier and departed. They had arranged an automatic sound-signal to go off every half hour in the clearing, in case Ricky was lost and trying to find his way back, and there were flares and a searchflight for when it became dark.


  Ellen Scott had been left behind as part of the “reinforcements.” She managed to catch Woodman before his party left.


  “You used the second heliflier, didn’t you? What’s wrong with it?”


  Woodman grimaced. “It failed to co-operate over landing. I got down intact by the skin of my incisors and had to walk home—we fetched it finally on the truck. I found a rough patch on one of the power planes and cleaned it up. That may or may not have been the cause of the trouble. We haven’t got checking equipment here and nobody’s tried it out the hard way. Leave it alone, Ellen. When those things are good they’re very very good. Once they act up—leave them alone. It wouldn’t be any use over the Forest and Doc. J. won’t miss anything on the River.”


  “How about the Rift?”


  “Why should he go there? He was upset but he wasn’t crazy. No, he must have set out for the base camp—probably thinks he’ll be treated as a hero if he gets there. I’ll give him heroics next time we meet.”


  Ellen was occupied for the next hour with various laboratory jobs to be done for members of the search party. Reports came in every few minutes over the radio, but they were all negative. The ground was hard dry. If Ricky had stuck to the broken trails, he would leave no sign. Even off them, he was small enough to walk under the trees where a grown man would have had to push his way through. There were three chances: to see him from the air, to get a fix on his radio, and to come upon him among the trees. And however systematic the searchers were they knew perfectly well that they could only do that by chance.


  Unless one could guess where he had gone. Jordan thought he had guessed.


  Ellen prowled restlessly about. What would Ricky have done? Nothing had been taken from his room; had he set out without any equipment at all?


  She went to the kitchen. Barney was muddling around among his store-cupboards, in a very bad mood. He had wanted to go with the search parties and had been turned down.


  “Barney,” said Ellen quickly, “did Ricky take any food?”


  “That’s what I’m trying to check, Miss. There’s some biscuits gone, I think. He could have taken them, or it could have been anyone this afternoon. And I think one of the big canteens has gone, but I suppose a search party took it.”


  “They didn’t,” said Ellen sharply. “There are always plenty of streams, apart from the pools in the leaves. They only took small water bottles.”


  “One of the big canteens has gone,” repeated Barney obstinately. “And one of the water bottles isn’t, if you take my meaning—Ricky did not take one of those, I mean, I’ve accounted for them. The canteen I can’t account for. But Ricky wouldn’t lumber himself up with that,” he added morosely. “He couldn’t carry it if it was more than half full, and he knows about the streams as well as anybody. No, I reckon someone pinched it for a collecting tin or something. That’s how it goes in this place, and now we can see what comes of it. You can’t keep a proper check on anything—” But Dr. Scott had gone.


  She waited, fuming, until the party which had gone west came back.


  “Yes, we looked over the Rift all right,” said the leader morosely. “Hell, Ellen, the whole place is a heat-trap. With the haze and flickers visibility is about twenty yards. Even from the air you wouldn’t see anything, unless maybe when the shadows get longer and before they get too long. Jordan wouldn’t see anything if he did fly over it now. Besides, why should the kid have gone into that oven?”


  Ellen turned away. Why should Ricky have gone that way? But why should he have taken a big canteen, unless he was going to cross a waterless area? If he had taken it, of course. But there were plenty of containers in the stores for scientific work.


  Ricky had been interested in the Rift, certainly. He had been asking questions about it yesterday—one of the few times lately he had shown interest in anything at all. But visibility in the Rift was bad now. When the shadows were longer—


  Jordan called over the radio. He had been flying up and down the river and the adjacent forest for the last hour and a half. Ricky had been gone about four hours. There were three hours of daylight left.


  Two hours later the situation was unchanged. To the parties in the forest night would make little difference; they were using lights already. Jordan proposed to stay in the air—one or other of the moons would be in the sky most of the night. There was about one hour of daylight left.


  Ellen Scott listened to his report, and those of the search parties. Then she went briskly to the place where the one remaining heliflier was parked. She found another member of the expedition contemplating it gloomily.


  “Come away from there, Phil,” she said severely.


  “Oh, hell, Ellen, there’s a seventy-five-percent chance the thing’s all right. Woodman said he’d fixed up a rough plane, didn’t he?” The man turned away nevertheless. “What in Space did Jordan want to bring that kid here for?”


  Ten minutes later he shot out of his cabin, where he had been dispiritedly collecting together the makings of a drink, in time to see the heliflier rise gently into the air and disappear towards the west.


  Although the shadows were beginning to lengthen, the Rift was like a furnace. The water in the canteen was hot. Ricky and Big Sword sat in the slightly cooler earth on the north of a boulder and contemplated the forest lying away to the left—not the forest they knew, but the strange trees of the farther side.


  Big Sword’s goggle eyes did not register emotion, but Ricky could feel the stir of curiosity in him. Big Sword was already reaching out to new streams, new treetops, new bare places that would be warm in the sun. For himself Ricky could only think about the two miles remaining to be walked.


  He had hopelessly underestimated the time it would take him to pick his way through eight miles of boulders, too hot for the hand, walking on sliding shingle; he had managed less than two miles an hour. But now he had to get on. He stirred himself, got Big Sword perched again on his shoulder and re-strapped the canteen, lighter now but still a burden.


  He had gone perhaps a dozen strides when the shadow of the heliflier came up behind and settled over his head.


  Ricky started to run. There was no sense to it, and Big Sword disliked the effects, but he ran just the same, with the water sloshing about on his back. The shadow of the flier slid forward a hundred yards and it began to come down over a comparatively level place. Ricky swerved sideways. He heard the shout echo among the boulders, but the echo of combined relief and exasperation in his mind rang louder.


  “Ricky! Stop and talk! Whatever it is, I’ll help. There’s no sense in running. If I get in touch with your father, there’ll be another flier and several people here in twenty minutes. Stop! Listen to me, will you, you—”


  The shouts echoed on for a moment, but the thought had stopped.


  Dr. Scott came whirling up through hot red mists to find herself lying beside afire. A very hot fire, in a stone fireplace. It didn’t make sense. Warm water was being sloshed across her face and there was a murmur of voices—two of them.


  “She hit her head. That’s all. She fainted. She’ll come round in a minute. Then you’ll hear her. It isn’t sleep, no—not exactly. What’s the matter? Why don’t you—”


  The second voice was no more than a vague murmur of curiosity; it was beginning to sound irritated as well.


  Ellen remembered that she had been running among a lot of boulders and had twisted her foot. No doubt she had hit her head when she fell; certainly it ached. But what had she been doing that for?


  She opened her eyes.


  Ricky’s anxious face hung directly above her and he was pouring water from his cupped hand on to her forehead. Beside him was—


  Ellen winced and shut her eyes.


  “Dr. Scott. Please!” Ricky sounded worried. “Are you hurt?”


  “Delirious, I think,” said Ellen faintly. She opened her eyes again. “Where did it go?”


  Ricky’s face was a study in doubt and other emotions. Ellen put a hand to the aching spot on the back of her head and began very cautiously to sit up.


  “Come on, Ricky,” she said firmly. “Who were you talking to?”


  “Aloud?” said Ricky, in tones of surprise. “Oh, so that’s why he couldn’t hear.” Ellen shut her eyes again. “I’m the one with concussion, not you,” she pointed out. “Who couldn’t hear?”


  “Well, his name’s Big Sword,” said Ricky doubtfully. “More or less, that is. He says he’s coming back, anyway.”


  Ellen opened her eyes once more. They focused on the region of Ricky’s right ear. Laid gently over it was a skinny black hand with four long, many-jointed fingers. A slender arm stole into view, attached to what might have been a medium-sized potato that had happened to grow black. On top of this was perched a head about the size of a large egg. The greater part of this was occupied by two large light-gray eyes with slit pupils and dully shining surfaces. They goggled at her solemnly.


  Once again she was aware of a vague murmur of curiosity, not divisible into words. Ellen drew a deep breath. “Ricky, this . . . this friend of yours. Why did you bring him here?”


  Ricky studied her face earnestly. “It was my idea, not his, Dr. Scott. I wanted to get to the forest over there. To the other side of the Rift.”


  “But why?”


  Ricky shook his head.


  “It wasn’t that at all. It was my idea, I tell you, not Big Sword’s. He didn’t . . . didn’t hypnotize me. He wouldn’t have done it to Barney except that he couldn’t think of anything else to do. And I’ve absolutely got to get there now!”


  Ellen sat up and stared at him. “All right, Ricky. Listen, you tell me the reason. If it’s a good one . . . well, I must let your father know you’re safe. But I won’t tell him where you are. I’ll fly you to the forest, and then back. How about that?” Ricky breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes,” he said. “Is Doc. J. very worried?”


  “Worried? Listen, make it quick. I’m going to call him in ten minutes, whatever. What are you doing here?”


  Ricky sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. “The idea began with the jellyfish, really,” he said. “The male jellyfish in the lake.”


  The heliflier had completed the fifth sweep down the river to the Sea; back up the river to the rapids, where many rafts of floating vegetation broke up and reformed, making Jordan’s heart jump as he hovered above them; on up the river to the point he had fixed as farthest east. It was no good to fly over the forest; he had found that he could not pick up the search parties when he knew they were directly below him. The River was his only hope.


  Nearly time to make another report. His hand was on the button of the radio when the speaker came suddenly to life.


  “Calling all search parties. John Jordan please answer. Can you hear?”


  Jordan’s voice came out as a harsh croak. “I hear. Is he—”


  “Ricky’s safe. He’s with me now. Turn everyone home. But—listen. He had a good reason for going off as he did. He had something to do and it’s not finished. So I’m not going to tell you where we are.”


  Jordan shouted something incoherent, but her voice overrode him.


  “It’s important, John. I don’t know if it will come off, but he must have a chance to try. You can probably find out where we are, but—don’t come. Do you understand?”


  “Ellen, is he really all right? And are you?”


  “Sure I’m all right. We’re going to remain all right. We’ll be back some time next morning. Oh, and Ricky says”—her voice broke off for a moment—“Ricky says he is very sorry to have worried you, honestly he is, but it was urgent, and will you please not do anything to damage that Tree.” There was a moment’s silence. “John? You haven’t done something to it already?”


  “I haven’t, no.”


  “Don’t let anyone touch it. Good night, John. Sleep well.”


  “Ellen—”


  The speaker clicked and was silent.


  The helifliers were designed for sleeping in, in an emergency, but they were not air-conditioned. Ellen felt the compress on her head, which had long ceased to be cold, and envied bitterly Ricky’s ability to sleep under these conditions. A faint gleam of light from button-sized surfaces a couple of yards off showed that Big Sword was still sitting and watching as he had been doing ever since they lay down. Ellen wished bitterly that she had had the sense to lie beside the refrigerator so that she could get more cold water without having to lift her aching head.


  The gray buttons moved. She felt small, strong fingers tugging gentle at the compress. She lifted the pressure of her head and felt it go. There was a sound of faint movement and the click of the refrigerator door, with a momentary blast of lovely cold air. A few minutes later the compress, beautifully cold now, was poked carefully back under her head. She felt the thistledown touch of skinny fingers against her cheek.


  “Thank you,” she murmured, and then, remembering, she repeated it inside her head, “Thank you, Big Sword.”


  They had flown at dawn and the heliflier sat among the boulders at the foot of the cliff. Ellen and Ricky sat beside it, shivering a little in the morning cold, and waited.


  Ellen looked at Ricky’s intent face. He could not hear strange members of the People distinctly, she had gathered, but he could usually detect their presence.


  “What does it feel like?” she asked abruptly.


  “Hearing thoughts?” Ricky considered. “It feels like thinking. You can’t really tell other thoughts from your own—unless they’ve been specially directed. That’s what made it all so very difficult.”


  “I see.” Ellen sighed. What on Earth, or off it, could Ricky’s future be? True telepaths would not fit in Earth’s scheme of things.


  “I used to pick up thoughts all the time,” Ricky went on. “I didn’t know that until I found out how to shut them off. It was a sort of fuzzy background to my thinking. Do you know, I think all real thinkers must be people with no telepathy, or else they learn to shut it right off. Now I can do that I think much clearer.”


  “So you don’t overhear thoughts accidentally now?” Ellen felt encouraged.


  “No, I don’t. I only get directed thoughts. I’m not going to overhear anyone ever again, it’s just a nuisance.”


  “Stick to that. I don’t think uncontrolled telepathy is much good to a human being.”


  “It isn’t. I tell you what, I think there are two ways of evolving communication, telepathy and communication between senses; and people who are good at the one aren’t good at the other. I’ll never be a real good communicator like the People, my mind doesn’t work the right way. But I’ll be good enough to be useful for research. I’m going to—” Ricky broke off, seized his companion’s arm and pointed.


  Ellen looked up at the cliff. It was about thirty feet high, here, with only a couple of six-inch ledges to break the sheer drop. Black foliage overhung it in places.


  “There!” whispered Ricky. Slowly there came into view a black head the size of an egg—a black head in which eyes shone gray.


  “Is he coming back?” whispered Ellen. “Has he given up, then?”


  There was a faint rustling among the leaves. Ricky’s grip tightened painfully on her arm.


  A second black head appeared beside the first.


  “You see,” said Ricky anxiously, “I didn’t really think you’d just go and destroy the Tree straight off, but I couldn’t be sure. And everyone was angry with me about one thing or another and I didn’t know if they’d listen.”


  “Speaking for myself,” said Woodman, “there were one or two moments when if I’d had a blaster handy the Tree would have been done for there and then.”


  “So you were just taking out insurance,” said Jordan.


  “Yes, because if we found other Trees the species would continue anyway. Big Sword and I meant to ask you to help about that, later—the Journey, I mean—only then I thought we’d better try that straight away in case I was stopped later. I thought if I could show people it was better than telling them.”


  “Isn’t Big Sword coming?” said another of the party. The whole of the expedition, including even Barney, was seated around a square table raised on trestles in the center of the clearing. Ricky nodded.


  “As soon as we’re ready,” he said. “Now, if you like. But he says if too many people think at him at once it may hurt, so he wants you to be ready to start talking if I give the signal.”


  “What about?” said Cartwright.


  “Anything. Anything at all. Shall I call him?”


  There was half a minute’s expectant silence. Then lightly as a grasshopper Big Sword flew over Ellen’s head and landed with a slight bounce in the center of the table.


  There was a simultaneous forward movement of heads as everybody bent to look at him, and he sat up and goggled out of pale bulging eyes. Then—


  Most of them felt the sharp protest of discomfort before Ricky waved his hand. Nobody had really thought out what to say and there was a moment of silence, then somebody began to talk about the weather, the statistician began on the multiplication table, Jordan found himself muttering, “ ’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves . . .”—after a minute or so only Ricky was still silent.


  “He says he’ll go to one person after another, but the rest keep talking,” reported Ricky presently. “You can ask him to do things if you like.”


  Solemnly Big Sword went round the table, sitting for a few moments in front of each person, snapping out his membranes, revolving to present his back view, and then going on.


  “That’s him!” said Barney as Big Sword came to a halt in front of him. “But how did he sting me?”


  The spindly hand whipped to Big Sword’s flat thigh and flashed back holding a flat gray spike two and a half inches long. He held it out and Barney fingered the point in a gingerly fashion.


  “That’s the sword, is it?” murmured Woodman. “Do they secrete it, Ricky?”


  “I think so, but I haven’t asked him.”


  Woodman breathed out a long sigh.


  “This,” he said, “is the answer to a biologist’s prayer.”


  Big Sword bounced suddenly back into the middle of the table. “He’s tired,” said Ricky. “He says he’ll send someone else another day.” Ricky yawned uncontrollably as Big Sword took a flying leap off the table and hopped across the clearing. He had had a hard day the day before and a very early start this morning and a lot of excitement since.


  “Can we just have the story straight?” said the statistician suddenly. “The biological story, I mean. You people may have been able to follow it through all the interruptions, but I didn’t. I gathered that Ricky had discovered the female of the species, but that’s all. How did they get lost?”


  “I’ll tell it,” said Jordan, looking at Ricky, who was nodding sleepily, “and Ricky can correct me. Big Sword’s people are the active and intelligent offspring of an organism which to all intents and purposes is a large tree. They are produced by an asexual budding process inside pods. When they are a year or so old they are seized by the urge to migrate across the Rift. They never knew why, and probably none of them ever got across. It occurred to Ricky that alternation of generations usually turns out to have sex at the bottom of it. Big Sword’s People couldn’t reproduce themselves—they simply hatched from the Tree. So Ricky thought that there might be another Tree on the other side of the Rift which produced females. And when I very foolishly considered destroying the Tree because of Woodman’s experience, he thought he had to go and find them straight off, so that at least the species would survive. And I’m glad to say he was quite right—they were there.”


  “You mean to say,” said Cartwright, “that the Tree has been producing People for the last fifteen thousand years without a sexual generation at all?”


  “Not necessarily,” said Woodman. “There may have been several on this side of the Rift at first, and this Tree may be the last offspring of a small population. It must have been an outlier, if so, because the migration was so firmly set for the west.”


  “And there’s another tree on the far side which produces females?”


  “There are two female trees and three that bear males, but two of the male ones are very old and have few offspring, and none of the seeds have been fertile for at least fifty generations. Apparently not many come to full maturity at the best of times, but this outcross may really save the species.”


  “And what exactly is the plan?” demanded the statistician. “To ferry them across? What will they do when we leave?”


  “No,” said Jordan. “We don’t propose to interfere more than we have to. The tragedy of the whole process was that the People who took the Journey almost certainly died on the way. Twelve miles in the sun, with no water, was too much for them. We propose to provide a green belt—a black belt rather—along the migration route. Tiven is looking into the possibilities—”


  Tiven looked up from his slide rule. “Easy as it,” he said cheerfully. “We can make the channel in a week, once we get the digger from First Base, and a cooker for concrete, and there are any number of streams which run down to the Waste and then vanish underground. It’s just a question of training one of them in the way it should go, and protecting it from evaporation in the first year or two until the vegetation gets thick enough.”


  The conversation flowed on. But Ricky, his head resting on the table, was already asleep.


  Jordan stood at the edge of the Rift and looked over the embryo river-valley that Tiven had designed. Seedlings had been planted along the channel, in earth transported for that purpose, and were already taking hold. The revolving sun-cutters designed to protect them at this stage and to stop excessive evaporation gave the whole thing a mechanical air at present, but they would be done within a year or two; they were designed to go to dust then, so that even if the expedition had to leave they would not be left. There are places for poorly built things!


  Two of the People shot down the cliff a little to one side and disappeared into the shade along the channel.


  “Are they off on the Journey?” said Ellen Scott.


  “I don’t think so. They go singly, as a rule. No, I think . . . look there!”


  There were four People now at the end of the line of saplings. Two were presumably the ones who had passed a few minutes before; the other two were linked hand in hand and bore across their shoulders a kind of yoke with a long pod dangling from it. The two from the near side of the Forest had taken the hands of the newcomers and were helping them up the cliff.


  “This is the result of your soil report, I think,” said Jordan. “Woodman says that one reason for the lack of germination on the other side is the exhaustion of the few pockets of suitable soil. I wonder whether it was the necessity of finding the right soil, as well as of looking after the seedling, that led them to develop intelligence?” The two newcomers had reached the top of the cliff. They seemed hardly to notice the helpers, nor did the latter seem to expect it. The burdened couple moved slowly along, pausing every now and then to investigate the soil. They stopped close to Ellen’s feet and prodded carefully.


  “Not here, little sillies!” she murmured. “Farther in.”


  Jordan smiled. “They’ve got plenty of time. One couple planted their pod just under one of Branding’s tripods; trying not to step on them drove him nearly crazy. He had to move the whole lot in the end. It takes them weeks sometimes to find a spot that suits them.”


  “Continuing the species,” said Ellen thoughtfully. “I always thought it sounded rather impersonal.”


  Jordan nodded. “The sort of thing you can take or leave,” he agreed. “I used to think that you could either explore space or you could . . . well, continue the species is as good a way of putting it as any. Not both.”


  “I use to think that, too.”


  “Once it was true. Things have changed, even in the last few years. More and more people are organizing their lives to spend the greater part of them away from Earth. Soon there’s going to be a new generation whose home isn’t on Earth at all. Children who haven’t been to Terrestrial schools, or played in Terrestrial playrooms, or watched the Terrestrial stereos, or—”


  “Suffered the benefits of an advanced civilization?”


  “Exactly. How do you feel about it, Ellen? Or . . . that’s a shirker’s question. Ellen Scott, will you marry me?”


  “So as to propagate the species?”


  “Blast the species! Will you marry me?”


  “What about Ricky?”


  “Ricky,” said Jordan, “has been careful to let me know that he thinks it would be a very suitable match.”


  “The devil he has! I thought—”


  “No telepathy involved. If everyone else knows I love you, why shouldn’t he? Ellen—did I say please, before? Ellen, please, will you marry me?”


  There was a silence. Depression settled on Jordan. He had no right to feel so sure of himself. Ellen was ten years younger and had a career to think of. He had made a mess of one marriage already and had a half-grown son. He had taken friendliness for something else and jumped in with both feet much too soon. He had made a fool of himself—probably.


  “Well?” he said at last.


  Ellen looked up and grinned.


  “I was just making sure. I’m not quite certain I could take being married to a telepath—which you are not, my dear. Absolutely not. Of course I’m going to.”


  Ricky, with Big Sword on his shoulder, was strolling along a path in the sun. He saw his father and Dr. Scott return to the camp arm in arm, and nodded with satisfaction. About time, too. Now perhaps Doc. J. would stop mooning around and get on with his work for a change. He’d had Ricky and Woodman’s last report on the biology of the People for two weeks without making the slightest attempt to read it, and it was full of interesting things.


  Just for a moment, Ricky wondered what it was like to get all wrapped up in one individual like that. No doubt he’d find out in time. It would have to be somebody interested in real things, of course—not an Earth-bound person like poor Cora.


  Meanwhile he was just fourteen and free of the Universe, and he was going to have fun.


  Big Sword, from his perch on Ricky’s shoulder, noticed the couple with the pod. He saw that this one was fertile, all right—the shoot was beginning to form inside it. One of them was an old friend from this side of the Rift, but it was no good trying to talk to him—his mind would be shut. The whole process of taking the Journey, finding a mate and taking care of one’s seedling was still a mystery to Big Sword in the sense that he could not imagine what it felt like. Just now he was not very interested. He had nearly a year in which to find out things, especially things about the Big People who, now they were domesticated, had turned out to be so useful, and he was going to enjoy that and not speculate about the Journey, and what it felt like to take it.


  Because, eventually, the call would come to him, too, and he would set off up the new little stream to the other side of the Rift where the trees of the Strangers grew. And then he would know.


  FOG


  William Campbell Gault


  It came on the second Tuesday in May, blanketing the city, shrouding the harbor, grounding everything at the airport. This city had known May fogs before, and its inhabitants took the first few days of it in stride. It had been a depressing winter, and there was some grumbling, naturally—but fog was expected in May.


  Thursday of that week Elmer Naper, a painter by trade, of 1365 North Ellemore, committed suicide. His wife found him in the backyard when she came home from a card party. He’d blown most of his head off with a twelve gauge shotgun. He’d been complaining about the fog.


  The backyard and the fog were not connected in the minds of the officers investigating the suicide. The backyard and the shotgun were logical. Elmer didn’t want to mess up the house.


  There had been suicides before.


  On Friday morning there was another, a postal clerk named Servies, He hanged himself from a rafter in his garage. On Friday afternoon there were three, two men and one woman, in scattered sections of the city.


  Suicides come in waves, the police knew. But four in one day—none of them in the house—all of them outside? There was nothing in the records like that.


  In Washington the Old Man sent for Curt. He had a big map on his desk, and he pointed at the spot which marked the fogbound city. Curt nodded and looked at the Old Man questioning.


  The Old Man shrugged his thin shoulders, and his big head swiveled around to look out the window. In Washington it was clear and sunny.


  “Why there?” Curt asked. “Why that city among all the others? You’re apparently assuming it’s not a natural fog.”


  “I’m not assuming anything, Curt. If I assume that, I assume an enemy. And who in this world is left to fight us?”


  Who indeed? Russia was a desolate wasteland, still radioactive. England was a nation of shopkeepers again. The South American republics were finally allied, their mutual animosity confined to the legislative floor. Who on this earth . . .


  Curt said, “Nobody on this planet. You’re right.”


  There had been no interplanetary travel yet. There was equipment for it—there was knowledge of life on Mars—but on all of Earth there was only one strong country from a military standpoint, and its strength was only relative.


  The Old Man said wearily, “Oh, Curt—Martians?” His smile was cynical.


  “Venerians?” Curt suggested. “I was thinking of Venus, fogbound Venus.”


  “You weren’t really thinking at all. You were dreaming, perhaps, Curt. You’re serious, I hope.”


  “I’m serious. We’re so afraid of the unknown that we’re living in the Middle Ages. We’re so sick of war that we’re not allowing our natural curiosity to grow. Why haven’t they shot a ship to Mars? What are they waiting for?”


  “For a resolute, united people, free from confusion. We haven’t had that since 1929.”


  “And we’re not getting any closer to it,” Curt snapped. “Because the people can’t catch up to science, science is retarded to their level I can’t think of a better weapon than fog. They’ve been living in it for fifty years.”


  “They?” the Old Man asked. “You’ve some distinction in your mind, Curt? We aren’t people?”


  Curt faced his superior squarely, “Not in the ordinary sense, I hope. Not like—like those jerks who read cowboy stories and pay seven bucks to see a football game. I hope I’m not.”


  “Well,” the Old Man said. “Well, Curt.” He shook his head. “You’ll have us under fire by a loyalty board. Personal troubles, lad? Love or money, maybe?”


  Curt expelled his breath and sat down, his face in his hands. “I’m sorry, sir.”


  “Overwork, maybe,” the Old Man sighed. “The department has a tendency to overload lads of your savvy, Curt. Overwork, we’ll call it Take a month.”


  Curt put his hands down. “No, I’ll go, sir. It was—adolescent, that outburst. I’m all right. I’ll go.”


  The Old Man shook his head.


  “Please, sir. It’s important to me. I like to think it’s important to the department, too—and to the world.” The Old Man’s lined face was grave. His big head, with its tangled thatch of gray hair, seemed too heavy for his thin body. He looked almost grotesque. “Are you trying to tell me something, Curt?”


  “I—don’t understand you, sir.”


  “All right. You’ve been close to me, Curt. I never married, and my parents died when I was a child. You’ve been—like my family. If there’s anything troubling you . . .”


  “Nothing, sir, nothing personal. Just an unreasonable resentment at the state of the world. I’m not Atlas, I realize now. You’ll arrange transportation, sir?”


  “Navy X-one-seven-D.” The Old Man smiled. “You’ll actually get there, traveling west, before you leave here. It’s hardly off the drafting boards, that model. That make you feel better?”


  “Some. I’m all right. I’m fine.”


  “Okay. Don’t contact me tonight. I won’t be home.”


  He was smiling. “The Redskins are playing the Rams under the lights, and I wangled a pair of tickets from Judge Aarons.”


  “Me and my big mouth!” Curt groaned.


  “I’m an old man and senile. Luck, Curt.”


  In his apartment, Curt packed leisurely, thinking of his outburst in the Old Man’s office. What was happening to him? He’d almost given the whole show away. He’d actually told the Old Man the true story. And the old boy had smiled.


  Smiled . . . Curt paused in his packing. And wasn’t it coincidental that he, of all the agents, should be called in? He didn’t underestimate the Old Man. Very little escaped him—and this “coincidence” was too far out of the realm of possibility.


  He sat down on the bed suddenly, his knees weak. The Old Man knew. He had to know. It didn’t make sense otherwise.


  The red light at the foot of his bed was flashing. When the buzzer sounded, he was at the door. He opened it, and Vera stood there.


  She was a beautiful girl, slim, smooth-skinned, and vibrant. Her dark, oriental eyes were mocking Curt. “You’re going to the Coast.”


  He nodded. “Come in, darling. How did you know?”


  “It was arranged, my dear. Did you think it was a coincidence?”


  “Something more than that,” Curt said. “I’d forgotten about your—your thought control.”


  “To put it simply, we don’t control people of that mental level, Curt.” She was smiling.


  “You don’t control people of that mental level? You mean that in the department there are other . . . He didn’t finish.


  “Traitors?” She finished for him. “Is that the word you were going to use?”


  “Is that what I’m considered on your planet?”


  “No. Curt, if you’re doubtful, if you feel some affinity with these—these comic-strip readers—you can—”


  “Quit? Can I really, dear?”


  She was silent, her dark eyes studying him. He said, “I’ve only got a couple hours, and I don’t imagine I’ll see you on the Coast.”


  “I’ll be out there,” she said.


  The Old Man hadn’t lied about the X17D. It was a smoothly contoured duralyte ship, resembling a saucer more than anything else. The entire outer shell revolved, rotated by the blast ports along its chromolux rim. The pilot’s soundproofed compartment was gyroscopically leveled, cushioned against the tremor of its supersonic blast speed.


  There was room for one other besides the pilot, and this one other, on tonight’s western trip, was Agent Curt Belfast of the Department of Science.


  The pilot was Tom Allis. “Long time no see, Curt,” he said. “How do you like my new baby?”


  “She looks sleek. Moves?”


  “Moves. Remember when we were kids and used to skip stones on a pond? That’s the way she moves through space, only a little quicker, of course. She should do over nineteen hundred.”


  “We’ll be on the Coast before we leave here.” Curt laughed. “I’d have legal grounds for two suppers on the swindle sheet. All set, Tom?”


  “If you are, I am. Nervous, Curt?”


  “No. Should I be?”


  “No. But I am, and I’m the pilot. You always were a cold potato, laddie. Let’s go.”


  They went. The takeoff was all sound and fury, but once in flight there was no sensation whatever. There was no visibility except on the radar-in screen; the controls were all automatic.


  In their oxylite chairs, Tom and Curt watched the red band of the rameter. Curt said, after a few minutes, “What did you mean, Tom, by cold potato?”


  “Forget it. Maybe I was annoyed because you weren’t nervous.”


  “No, I’m serious. Do you think I’m cold—I mean without social consciousness?”


  “Whatever that is. I think you could live on an uninhabited island the rest of your life without fretting too much.”


  “Oh, no. No, I couldn’t.”


  “Well, with an equipped lab, then.”


  “Oh, sure. Couldn’t you? Changing the lab for a really hot air-buggy? Couldn’t you, then, Tom?”


  “Nope—I like people. I really do. All kinds of people. Even you, Curt, when you let your hair down.” The red worm of the rameter crawled along its channel, almost a fourth of the trip already gone. It was at the halfway mark when Tom asked, “What gives with this fog?”


  B+M—PLANET 4


  Gerald Heard


  He felt a slight shudder. Somehow it was reassuring. In a way he’d expected it, thought it ought to happen, at least if everything had gone all right. And of course everything had gone “on course.” He’d been “on course” all the time. And now time was up and he was “there”—or, rather, “here,” as it was now. But, still in spite of the dependability of everything, in spite of the more-than-clockwork working of the whole plan and process, gear and gyroscope, the animal in him felt a sudden relief at the slight “jar.” The brain in him knew precisely how and whereby and how long he’d been on the way. And so the brain knew by the clocks that now he must be there, now he must be in the new “here,” in the place that really couldn’t be “really real,” as children wisely say, till “there” turns into “here.” But the nonbrain, the big-majority rest of him—puffing lungs, squelching heart, the slowly turning snake-bag of viscera, not to speak of kidneys and their little riders, the suprarenals, interstitials, thyroid, pituitary—all this big emotional crew shut up under hatches inside him—they couldn’t read instruments, still less make “deduced reckonings.” And for the last week, of course, it had all been a matter of “de’d reckoning” as the old sea navigators used to put it.


  And now came that small reassuring shake, that sudden slight but unmistakable grating. He was actually, literally “in touch” again and now the touch, the direct-physical touch was with “there.”


  “That,” he repeated as he sat still at the still controls, his unseeing eyes no longer taking in the no longer quivering guiding “hands” of the instruments, “that gives the only real finishing touch. Seeing is believing but feeling is knowing.” That floating feeling that you have when you are out and away in your own private magnetic field, that feeling of more-than-womblike buoyancy which is such fun for the first plunge, has about it its own inimitable nausea. Space sickness is as real and even more ghastly than sea vomiting. As an old moon-coaster once said to him when he was a raw cadet, “You don’t bring up your guts. You wish you could. It’s your adult mind, your sane stomach of common sense that gets vomited when you’ve turned yourself back into a superfetus.” That sounded just like an old tar’s silly attempt to grill a young sprat. Now he knew. The old quote came to his lips: “He jests at scars who never felt a wound.”


  Well he’d better take stock, take his direct bearings. Now was the time. This was zero minute. The deduced reckonings had done all they could, their best. They’d brought him to magnetic zero as they’d been timed to do. That was all they could do. And now he must take over himself, he must take it on his bare skin, as they used to say in the endurance test classes.


  Of course there had to be that moment, this moment, this sudden step, this jerk from deduction to sensation. Queer, the odd little limitations that still stuck out in the path of science progress, like ugly wrecking rocks in a harbor fairway, which even the full tide can’t flood and sink. You could skitter about in space now like his grandfather’s speedboats used to skitter over the ocean surface. But queer, perverse paradox! If you were to see you couldn’t go: if you were to go you mustn’t see! The men with the telescopes could map a planet but never reach it. If you were to reach it you must fly blind. Not have a glimpse till you were landed for a close-up. Odd stubbornness of Nature! In spite of fortunes spent in trying to make glass for a space ship, no one ever had—no one had even made a “vitric” that would even serve at “take-off’ speeds. And it wasn’t the air friction. Then you could have hooded your glasses till you were out of the air and then opened up. No it was something to do with the speed itself. The magnetic “whirl” maybe affected the vitreous molecules as sunlight darkened, making purplish the old manganese-treated glass.


  So that was Reason No. 1 why no one had yet come out here where he now sat. It was of course also Reason No. 1 why he felt that irrational and so all the more intense relief when he felt the slight joggle. He had arrived. Emotional relief, after that momentary gulp, was ordered back to its animal levels. Now he must switch to rational remembering. The guidance panel was of course dead. That was right, correct. That showed they were at zero—i.e., arrived, i.e., had made, contacted, were at rest in another field, the new field of reference, the field at which he and his flying projectile, his instrument-sensed metal body had been aimed, in which, as it somnambulated across space, soundlessly (and for the most of the time invisibly) he had been its embryo until his metal womb, having finished its days of gestation, delivered him, gave birth to him in this new habitat. Like a migrating bird it had borne him across desolation to this otherwise inaccessible hatchery. And now it was ready to lay him. Well he must be born, he must bear himself. He flicked open the little panel to the right of the main switchboard. On the dials a half-dozen little hands and fingers waved a welcome to him. They were clearly full of excitement. And, a further glance showed, of encouragement. Temperature first. F. 62! Couldn’t be better. That was optimum expectation. “Opts”: he pressed the button to his left that recorded the reading in his log and also shot back the message home—incoming home of course was dead in order to give him full return-wave. Atmosphere? Well he’d betted, taking time of year (nice old phrase) and latitude, one might hope for something almost like the sixties for warmth. But atmosphere? He scanned the dancing needles again. Would he have to signal and log t.g.t.b.t.—too good to be true! Well, the needles evidently had no doubt in their minds or at their antennae ends: nitrogren 4 to oxygen 1. They were so precisely assured that they went on to tell him that argon was one per cent and carbon dioxide was .05. Why this was dear old earth almost over again! He didn’t need to read gravitation pull. He could of course now feel it. He felt a little heavier than he had expected he would. He then checked up on that little “clock.” It confirmed his surprise. The pull, the clock said, was as big as it felt, a good bit more than had been calculated. Well here were two big enough surprise finds for those at home. His left hand punched the button keys. Cluck cluck, they accepted the rich odd evidence like hens being given corn. U.V. radiations next and another surprise—not more than at home. Well “His not to question why.” He finger-punched again this record. He opened and closed the small valve cocks that collected the “air” outside. The temperature and U.V. radiation had already been automatically recorded on the “robot log.” And now he looked round where hung his “diver’s suit” in which he was to attempt to make his raid “to collect samples and specimens.”


  He hesitated a moment and looked down again at the dancing dials at his right: smiled then, as his left hand punched “Am opening hatch” and his right pressed the lever. The side of his cabin yawned like a mouth. A mild, scented air floated round him. A gentle amber light filled his cell, streaming in from outside. For a moment he thought his eyes might be affected. Was he really at landing level? He was looking out across a wide golden-tinted field that stretched to a dense forest of what surely were oaks in early autumn foliage. The field was the lovely lively color of oat acres almost ripe for cutting. Then glancing out over the lip of his portway he saw the golden grass come right up to his ship’s side. He had mistaken the scale in the misty glow. He swung his legs over the sill and felt the grass under his feet, stood up outside, saw the broad weal made by his craft as it had swung down to where it now rested. He patted it with his hand. Then bent and patted the lawn. It was stiff as the pile of a giant velvet, as stiff as a hair brush. His feet made a crunching sound on it—“as though one were treading on sugar” he said to himself as his hand rose automatically to his nose. His fingers smelt strongly now of the scent he had noticed directly when he breathed his first breath of this “air.” The smell came from a slight stickiness on his finger tips. Involuntarily he lowered them to his lips. “Surely sugar!” He bent again to look at the grass. Each little spine was tipped with a crystalline drop. “I’ll christen it Candy Country!” he laughed.


  Starting out across the crunching sugar grass he soon found there was nothing wrong with his eyes. He looked back to gauge his distance. He could see his footprints leading back to the craft clear as one used to see them when he ran out over the lawn at home as a boy in the morning after heavy dew fell. But here, in less than one hundred paces, he had reached the oak forest. That was the first time he felt eerie. Till then the whole thing had been an almost too simple, a too reassuring very small boy’s fairy dream of a candy country. But now. He stood looking down on the forest. The trees were gnarled and tangled but though they looked like ancient forest kings the tallest only reached up to his waist. He examined these midget oaks. Was the whole place a puppet paradise, a doll’s dreamland? No, obviously they weren’t oaks. They weren’t true trees at all. Where had he seen anything like them? He remembered. They were like the giant succulents he’d seen in South Africa. The thick stems, the leaves so stout, so fat, they looked as though they were leaves carved from steatite. “Of course,” he said handling a stiff, gorged sprig, “moisture storage is the game of life here.” The brittle stem broke off in his fingers. A thick white sap oozed. It also smelled sweetly, a heavier scent than the sugar grass gave. Some of the viscid stuff was on his thumb. He tasted it too. “If cocoanut milk set and gave cream, this would be it,” he chuckled. “Jerusalem the golden with milk and honey blest.” The old hymn hummed itself in his mind. “Well the Biblical forecast was nearer the mark than we imagined.”


  “O fair and blessed country that eager hearts expect,” another line of old St. Bernard’s dream poem of the next world again bubbled up in his memory. “Seems to have been uncannily close to the mark but who would have expected—” A sudden noise came in the stillness. He swung round just in time to see the port of his craft closing. He turned to run to it. Before he could take two steps the craft swung into the air and was gone.


  “Jerusalem,” he gasped, “what a fool I was to go out and not tell them I was going! The home base has remote-controlled the ship home. They think I’m inside slumped at the wheel.” He looked round at the still stiff golden rich landscape. No life but vegetable life. The vegetation silently manufacturing vegetable milk and vegetable honey. “Gosh,” he said. “Heaven’s no exchange for home. What a horrible joke. Of course they’ll send back the ship manned as soon as they see it’s empty. But what chance they’ll find me! When the night comes on I’ll freeze for sure. One night and I’ll only’ be fit for cold storage. These shrubs I guess have to stand awful low temperatures in that hell-of-a-long dark.” For the first time he looked up at the sky. He’d thought it would be violet blue. It was much paler than he expected, with some faint flamingo feather flakings on it. And the sun was larger too. A golden amiable globe with gentle warmth—not the rather sad little orange he’d thought would be there. But the whole place was so still, its mild serenity became a kind of torment. It’s nice to have complete dark and silence if you want to sleep. Quite the contrary if you are buried alive. To have a whole planet for your own casket doesn’t make it any less a coffin.


  “Well, I’d better keep my strength up.” The sinking in his stomach food might ease. He broke a whole branch off one of the huge succulent subtrees and sucked the latex, thick as clotted cream, with which it was full. As he swallowed once he thought he heard a twang in the air. Looking round, though, nothing seemed to have moved. After biting into the bark of the limb—which was like a rather bitter crust of rough rye bread—he sat quiet for a moment scanning the sky. Would it be worth taking off his clothes and spreading them over the bushes to catch the returning ship’s attention? Slim hope! But he got up just to pretend he was doing something to improve his chances. Once more, and this time he was sure, he heard on the dead still air that twang. Still nothing. Then examining the nearest bush to see how best to spread his coat over it he saw one of its stiff branches was vibrating slightly. A large fruit—no, a large metallic object—depended from the sprig. Then the iridescent lump moved. It was a huge insect some eight inches in length and more than a couple in breadth. It was crawling up the bush. On reaching the top it was facing him—whether its huge faceted eyes were looking at him was hard to be sure. Anyhow it was clear the creature was formidable. One sting from its hypodermic and if he ever went back to earth it would be a mortician’s job. He darted back therefore when with the twang of a bowstring the hyperhornet leaped into the air. But then it hung quite still some six feet from his nose. A moment more and it swung-round lunging away from him; but always returning to its air station facing him. It did this more than a dozen times before he made any reaction. Then muttering, “Well, bees don’t eat flesh and at the worst being stung to death is quick,” he made a move toward it. At once it swung away ahead of him. But slowly, and he couldn’t help smiling as the insect wheeled round time and again to see if he was keeping up. The creature must be guiding him. It was taking a route that led through the dense brush of succulents. After half a mile or so the bushes stopped abruptly. He had come to a broad belt of some smooth polished pale material, perhaps white larva. It seemed about a mile across. But left and right this band went straight to either horizon. His guide swung right. After walking perhaps half a mile alongside this great natural causeway he stopped. The monotony of the causeway on his left and the brush on his right was broken. By two objects. Each startled him, one by familiarity, the other by its oddness. The one was his craft lying, its hatch invitingly open. The other (he could have no more doubt of it than of his machine), a giant hive. It only rose forty feet but it must have covered a couple of acres. Its wax gleamed like alabaster in the afternoon light. And of course it was aswarm with superbees, akin to his guide. He’d been an engineer all his life and life today on earth was inevitably superspecialized. So outside his engineering he didn’t know much. But now he did remember once hearing some entomologists (bug boys they called them at school) discussing insects. And one had talked of an Austrian bee researcher called Von Frisch who was said to have found that bees talk. It sounded utterly phony. But now—? His leader buzzed quietly ahead. At this dawdle it emitted a somnolent hum. As they approached the hyperhive, none of the swarming workers even raised an antenna. He was led right up to the smooth wax wall. There a special detachment was hard at work. He saw at once what the project was. With amazing speed—it was already half finished—a supercell—a sort of wax sleeping sack—was being constructed.


  He gazed with dismay. For another awkward boyhood memory had come to aid his growing distress. He recalled a Rider Haggard story of a lover of Cleopatra who with economical hierophantic hygiene had been suffocated and enshrouded all in one movement by being wrapped in a cerecloth and so put away in a pyramid for good. He drew back, glancing apprehensively at his guide. Then he saw the workers had stopped—dead still. And simultaneously his guide swung away from the hive—toward his craft! The bee hovered by its door. Trap or invitation, he’d make a dash for it! He was in, and the door snapped to, as quick as a fox-chased rabbit. His hand was on the lever to switch in o.m.f.—own-magnetic-field. Then there’d be that lift, lightness, out-of-this-worldness, and then, next thing, our world, dear old earth. And he’d report. And then! No: he couldn’t. He’d just be slated schizoid. And he wouldn’t be the first. Plenty of boys went that way. Sent out on missions they went schizy—went “womby,” was the real slang. Just hung up like hibernating bats, out in space, on their neutralized ships. Lay up like ferrets which, sent down, stayed down. Then after their salary had accumulated enough, came back and spun phony tales. It was easy enough to be tempting. All you had to do was to take a slight overdose of space sedative—“6.” It was called in space slang S.A.—suspended animation. You came back fine with an appetite like a springtime bear and cash in hand! It was punishable of course and the sentences had mounted. Now you could get not merely a thyroid punch which made you immune to S.A. and some said gave you insomnia for good, you might get the castration clause. The authorities were alarmed. “Space Succession” would be a capital crime soon. He was a picked man for this super assignment. If he cracked, if they thought he’d cracked, they sure would crack down hard.


  Instead of pressing o.m.f. he punched the door lever. It gaped again. Right in the center of his view hung his guide on perfect wing-hover. He tried a gesture. They must understand! Who else had flown the craft from his alighting spot here? He waved with his hand pointing to himself. There was a “ping” and on his knee the creature was settled. The rest went fast. He found some solar system chart paper. It literally pounced on the sheet. Planet 3. It tapped his home base with its head and then did the same with Planet 4. Yes, these insects were informed. No doubt. Then it bowed—a series of small bobbing bows. He remembered, too, hearing that about earth bees—they bow to the queen. “Manners go beyond man. Bees believe in behavior” he smiled to himself and bowed too. The M.C. bee flashed out and was back, backed by a swarm. Yes they were offering him honey and milk. He took it, offered in small wax cups. “Maybe that means having eaten their sugar I’m safe.”


  As the light dimmed and air chilled he shut the door again. On waking and opening his metal side lid he found the hive alive round him. But no one was inquisitive. At last one hovered by his open door. It might be yesterday’s guide. But he hardly tried to detect. For his attention was riveted by the creature above which the guide hovered. For it was janitoring a nonflying visitor and that visitor was no bee, no insect. It was a—humanoid! Some two feet high it was perfectly formed, perfectly upright. It had no clothes but you couldn’t say it was naked. Its golden brown body was covered with a glossy brown down. It bowed and came forward. He put out his arm to help it in. It sat on his forearm as he lifted it over the door ledge as we sit in a swing. Then it spoke in the high ululating tone of gibbon chatter. First he thought it was just yodeling. Then he caught words—words he thought he knew. He corrected these. It was uncannily quick in getting the accent. Meanwhile its bee keeper sat on the doorsill, its head cocked. Somehow it managed to give, through its visored face, a sense of active concern. The progress was oddly fast. Clearly this monster bee, plus midget mannikin, this odd team knew what it wanted to know—and to tell.


  By the time refreshments were served which his hosts shared with him he had the following points: This was an insect world—no doubt of it. Sugar was their wealth, health, and happiness. They were monarch of all they surveyed: and man? They’d derived a sugar grass—a midget sugar cane. They’d derived a supersugar succulent. He knew that too. Pure energy and vitamins, and starch and minerals and protein for their less digestively efficient junior partner? But how—? The imp interpreter looked coy. “We eavesdrop a bit,” it said with a puckish smile. “You probably have guessed we can E.S.P. quite a lot. Our bee partners,” he flicked a look at the earth pilot’s first guide which—or who—was seated on their guest’s other knee, “they’ve always had E.S.P. and never dropped it. We let it slip. And you’re in a sort of dark age as far as real psychology’s concerned. It’s hard really to know when you are wire tapping when there’re no wires,” it added apologetically. “And we only listen in for safety’s sake. Sun circles ago—I mean years ago—I listened in to (short wave helped out by E.S.P.) a conference of your astronomers. A very intelligent Dr. Menzel told them he thought we had, at what he called some sixty miles high, a C02 cloud, and the air up there is as hot as water when it boils with you. Of course he was right. But he didn’t naturally see all that meant. For one thing surface temperature day and night here is milder, you’ve found, than you feared. Of course C02 does the trick.”


  “Of course,” replied the earth pilot. “It’s a heat catcher and storer.”


  “And we can control it,” went on the master midget. “You see this is a world of triple cooperation.”


  “You mean?”


  “Vegetables, bees, and us.” The puppet on his lap patted him as a fellow member of the third party. “You see—vegetables and bees naturally help each other on. And when the bees added us to the board of world management—the rest was easy. Yes,” he allowed, glancing at the occupant of his other knee, “I guess bees here (and so the vegetables) are geologically aeons ahead of ours. And with us our bees and flowers have, I’ve been told, done a, lot of mutual progressing.”


  “But, but you?”


  “Well,” the little fellow put its little-finger-big-hand into the cup of his huge fist, tickling his palm, “you know we’re optimum size.” It laughed like a cricket. “Once you have to handle machines, that club hand of yours is clumsy. I’ve studied your ‘ascent’ as you call it. For of course by race I can’t help being most interested in you.” He chuckled at its unconscious patronage. “Of course, you’re decadent. Giantism’s a race disease. But curable, thank your stars—especially the one you call Mars!”


  “Well, in where I live,” he rallied back, “we’ve got the bees in their place. No one disputes we’re tops on earth.”


  “That’s your trouble!” it crowed back. “That’s why you’re in such a mess now with the International Underground just ready to overthrow the too poorly World Fed. That’s why—” This of course was treason. Maybe food and the Fed (as the world state was still called for courtesy) were not distributing as they should. But criticism meant naturally decraning—the modem death sentence. Sad but of course anything was better than Libanarchy, Demdemonism.


  But he didn’t have to interrupt. His left knee’s occupant signaled to his right’s. The dwarf ran on. “You’ve been hypertrophying for some six million of your sun cycles. All you humanoids did it—gorillas chose muscle. You’re not so muscle-bound”—it prodded his biceps, of which he was secretly not too proud. “But your minds are worse.”


  “Worse than a gorilla’s?” his laugh was sharp. “Well at least they haven’t lost their diet sense! You cannibal nearly every flesh you can lay hands on. You kill your bees as though they were only sugar machines—” Again he felt the warning stir on his left knee and the indignant vibration on his right stopped. He was finding the lecture irritating.


  “What’s that runway out there?” he pointed to the smooth band that ran not a hundred yards from where they sat, alongside which his guide had brought him the day before. The little thing was all smiles again. “That and our control of our C02 high-sky-cover make out two climate thermostats. The high-sky-cover magnifies the sun’s disc. And you see, as we’ve cooperated with the vegetables; they’ve helped too.”


  “How, how could they?”


  “Why obviously. We let them evolve instead of simply exploiting them. When we animals and they started together we cooperated. In your world as in ours they do a lot more than merely give us food. We would suffocate far sooner than starve if they didn’t help us. And these plants of ours, so much more highly evolved and bred than yours, they manage the oxygen-C02 balance for us. They are always aiding our oxygen.”


  “But why haven’t our spectro-analysts found it in this atmosphere of yours then?”


  “First because we can ‘hood’ it under our C02 tent of upper atmosphere. Second because the real density of oxygen hangs just above our sugar grass and sugar shrubs. You’d find yourself gasping pretty quick out in our desert regions.”


  “But your C02 ‘tent.’ How does it hold together?”


  “It would be hard for you to understand. Look there.” It swiveled on his knee, pointing out to the low eastern sky through the cabin door. He followed the slender signpost. A tinted ivory ball was cruising down sky to the horizon. “That’s Phobos, your inner crank moon setting in the east?” he questioned. It nodded. “And it’s so close,” the dwarf added, “and so goes so fast it somehow makes an extra magnetic field that holds down our C02 covering. But all that cover wouldn’t keep us warm without those.” It pointed to the vast smooth runway that lay beside. “These huge avenues are really heating units. This is a small one, a sideline. At points they intersect across our earth’s surface.” He knew that, but not the next. “There we have shafts that tap the deep heat. You used to think they were water ducts. They are heat-distributing canals. Besides they also aid distribution of magnetic impulses. The bees when on them can fly without exertion. You see,” it nodded its head at its companion, “the bees here are so armored they can fly so fast you can’t see them.” He remembered the sudden twangs he’d heard when he first arrived. So he had been watched by sentries too quick to be seen.


  His curiosity, however, not unnaturally began to buzz back and round his queer little-scale model of himself perched on his kneecap. “You say you’re optimum size and we’re hypertrophies. How did you happen to avoid our whopping mistake?”


  “We didn’t! Oh yes, we blew up, didn’t we just!”


  “I thought that we’d been told that if there were humanoids on this planet they would be huge because there’s so little gravitation to pull down beanstalks.”


  “You bet we were full of beans and beastliness. Then we saw that was the dinosaur disaster—oh yes, we’ve got their fossils here of our sort as you have yours. Now we spend that energy in vitality.”


  “Where are your houses?”


  “Oh the bees have their hives. You see one there. Their great biological invention was multiple queens.” He remembered that he’d heard the Argentine ant beat all the other ants just because it made that invention. “One biological invention, why, that’s worth a million mechanical!”


  “Hum, hum, you don’t seem to have many machines.”


  “We did once, now only for space travel.”


  “But your houses.”


  “We don’t need them. The bees are born republicans, conservatives, so they carry on the old way.”


  “But you must live in something. A burrow?”


  “But you see we have got rid of clothes so why the clumsier clothes of roofs and walls?”


  “But you can’t stay out all day and night!”


  “Why, it never rains here. All water is underground. Besides, our evolution’s so ahead of yours that our body fluids are as different from yours as yours from a beast. Our vital liquids are much more like oil than water. Our diet is drink and food in one.” He then noted that even he hadn’t been thirsty, although he’d not had a real drink since landing. “Besides,” the athletic baby went on, “this atmosphere doesn’t dehydrate. Out on the deserts you’d soon be desiccated. But here one doesn’t evaporate.”


  “But your houses!” He was determined to get to the bottom of this. “We haven’t any! No clothes, no houses. We have streamlined life. Our immense vitality allowed us to relieve ourselves of those silly suffocating sheets. Once we lived in burrows, then caves, then built artificial caves, and now at last were out and we’re not going back. We reduced ourselves to the right optimum size. When you’re, or your descendants, back to that, you’ll find that you won’t have to coddle yourselves. You can keep warm wherever you are.” He had always looked upon himself as an athlete. He was. It was daunting to be treated as a mollycoddle by this doll. “I suppose that kind of high-pressure life wears you out soon?” He deliberately put some patronage into his tone. “Oh,” it looked casually out across the landscape as if a little bored, “I live in this larval form about five hundred of your sun cycles.” All he could think to say in reply to that was, “And then?”


  “You wouldn’t understand,” it said. That was “mate.” He started the game again with, “But you have to sleep anyway.”


  “Oh, we curl up and change consciousness—change focus now and then,” it remarked with evasive casualness. Certainly the little fellow had him out of his depth and he’d better wade back to the present and his immediate future. Besides, perhaps it wasn’t lying, perhaps this was the truth, perhaps this was the way out, perhaps here life had, after all the blundering and beating of its head against circumstances and disease and its own mistakes, managed to get through.


  Suddenly he saw it as a whole—this ordered, amiable triple-partnered world, with its genial atmosphere, perfectly three-balanced living, lovely as a harmonic chord, suddenly he saw it was the solution. Man-insect-plant—that was the formula. It was a conversion experience. All the criticism of his own lot was right. Yes, he’d be—he must be a missionary. His small friend had said it wasn’t too late for monster man on Planet 3. He’d go back. He’d make them understand. We were really wrecking our New World plan. We were, at best, unbalanced, always out for ourselves, always cocksure, overbearing. We were top-heavy. Had no right roots, no respect for Life, no insight. “I want to go back and tell the world, my world,” he said. The puppet crowed and patted his neck. He didn’t resent it. All he wanted was leave to return and tell, tell the good news. But again his left knee acted as silent censor. The man on his right (whom he was already beginning to look on as man the-right-size, and himself the overgrown, wrong) was watching the bee on his left. It bowed to him, then fixed his little fellow with its gaze for perhaps five seconds. Then it bowed again and with a “ping” was gone. “You see,” went on his companion as though he’d not asked an urgent question. “I’m neither parasite nor slave, I’m nature’s real aim, or a key part of it. I’m a symbiont. The vegetables, bees, and us make a single threefold life. But we can’t stop here. That too would be frustration.”


  “You’ll let me go then?” he broke in. “You couldn’t do it, you know.” Its voice wasn’t superior. In spite of its piccolo quality it was gentle. And alas it carried conviction. He suddenly saw the return-inspection board. His story, his excitement. Oh they weren’t bad fellows. If he went on he’d become one of them in time. But they had to keep things going, keep things quiet. “Lawnorder”—that fused word for security. They’d have him amnesically treated at the very least the moment he left the examination room—all the more if they suspected it might possibly, just possibly, be true.


  “Don’t get depressed.” The model was really rather a pet but what was the use of comfort. He couldn’t stay here. He couldn’t go back. But then, in quite matter-of-fact tones, it went on. “It wasn’t chance you got through when so many failed. We saw they wouldn’t serve so we just made their instruments go haywire, as you call it—boomeranged would be more exact. So they found themselves, when their dials showed ‘arrived,’ back at earth.” He knew that was true—one of the many important never-published truths. “Indeed, that’s been part of my job,” it said with a certain pleased composure. So he had been picked and maybe by this queer model. He felt a further kinship with it. “If it wasn’t chance?” he began to question. The creature raised its hand. Together they listened. Yes, outside a rising note could be heard. In some fifteen seconds it had risen to a high hum that was almost unbearably shrill. Then suddenly it stopped. The mannikin hopped off his knee and agilely swung itself on to the lip threshold of his ship’s port door. It was looking up. He craned his neck out and looked up too. The whole arch of the pale blue sky was dotted over its entire surface from horizon to horizon with bright flakes. Like an arrested snowstorm they shone in the sunlight. Then with a swoop they came to earth. A number landed near him. They were each about twelve feet across. They flipped open like giant pearl-white clams. Out of each came six of the superbees and one midget man. “That’s your guide,” his friend obligingly pointed out a bee which, hovering a moment, alighted just by his door. “Come along,” the midget called and leaped down to the ground.


  He followed his two companions through the orderly bustle. They paused out on the huge smooth tract of the thermoduct—you could just feel the gentle warmth through the soles of your feet. It went (a mile or more in breadth) straight from horizon to horizon and now it was covered—its great polished fairway as though white petals had been strewn densely all over it to welcome a victor. His two “familiars” turned back. His small copy or exemplar squeaked up at him and he raised it to the crook of his arm. “That was just to show you we have enough. That’s part of the planned flotilla—about one sixth of it to be exact. And now all’s ready. If you’ll put me down and get into your equipage, I’ll get into mine. When I give you the signal you’ll hear it on your instrument; put yourself into magnetic float, for the rest leave it to us.”


  “But, but,” he hesitated, “is this invasion? You know, but perhaps you don’t, we humans, we’re not bad really. But we do get easily alarmed. And then—I”


  “Friend,” it was the first time the mannikin had used a title for him, “I told you we planned this. You too confided in me that you wished to help—would in fact risk anything to help. Now trust us.” A bag of bees and a doll he could crush like an egg just by inadvertently sitting on it—trust! But well, trust meant just that, didn’t it! He’d always wanted adventure and wanted to do something that would count. Here surely was the chance, if ever. “Count on me, friend,” he said, put down the living doll with something almost like a caress, crept into his ship, and switched down its door. He sat in silence a minute his head whirling, his heart thumping like that old gadget, the piston.


  Then he heard clearly—“All ready? It’s zero, friend.”


  “Okay, friend,” he called back. “Into magnetic float then,” the voice piped back. He swung the switch, felt the indescribably unique out-of-this-world sensation. “It’s Ho for heaven,” he joked across. “Well, Ho for a shot at heaven on earth,” chuckled his unseen new friend. Then for a time he sat silent watching his dials. Lap after lap the fingers ticked off, undoing, hundred thousand by hundred thousand, the fifty million odd miles he’d run out from Planet 3 to Planet 4. After the excitement of this suddep dash back, his mind began to cool and question. Oughtn’t they have spoken home, broken the news, parleyed a bit. Of course they had rushed him. He’d been emotionally off guard. That air—that food—how could his reactions have been normal? Relief at not being eaten, enslaved, or wax-walled in a superhive had driven him to an unbalanced euphoria. “Yes,” suddenly spoke a small piping voice in the cabin. “Thought I’d let the question come from you. We’ve been contacting Planet 3 some time now. They still think it’s some ruse of what they call the Underground. But we are assuring them we’re completely above board and have nothing to do with anything underhanded. They’ve asked us then to produce you, as we said we were bringing you home. Your wave is now running. Will you speak?” He gave his name and number. He heard his base control, old Jackson, his voice quavering with query. “Is that you, is that you?” Jackson had always been fond of him and he knew didn’t like his having this assignment, though it was an honor. After an exchange or two Jackson evidently was convinced. “Well, well, he panted down his nose, “and now I must tell you, young man. They’ve agreed to a landing. Can’t say more. Guess you’ll guess what’s back of it. If you don’t you won’t have to wait long.” He didn’t. The moment Jackson was cut, in cut his midget. “We timed it well,” it remarked with some not unnatural complacency. “We thought that when you were in danger of being forced off your base you’d take any aid, however outside, to keep you in the saddle. Here, listen to what your superboss is now saying—puts it better than I could.” The tiny shrill tone of the midget was instantly swamped by the oily wave of Earth Federal President Olcot’s oratory. He was coming in to land with a splendid “comber” of perorational climax. “We are called upon by Providence today to do something far beyond the old devices of statecraft when the dream was to adjust the balance of the Old World with the New. Today as your leader I turn to the classic world for a simile sufficiently vast to match the creative daring of our plan. And that simile I transcend. For Zeus when attacked by the jealousy of his fellow gods called on the dark underground titans to save him. Today as the underworld forces threaten us I call down the skies, I summon the stars to our rightful aid.”


  “Gosh,” said the returning pilot (in answer to the midget’s exultant question, “What do you think of that? Aren’t we apt?”) “Gosh, you timed it neatly. The old man must be in a fix.”


  But when, in what seemed no more than some brooding minutes, while his dials clocked round, he saw all the hands back’ at base, and the order came to “open hatch,” and he found he was gazing down from a station of some couple of thousand feet onto old earth again, the scene was anything but uninviting. It was a victory parade, no doubt about it. Right down from the Capitol—with its Titanium crystal dome, given it when it was christened World Capitol, flashing in the sun. Right down from the hill to the river, the great new auditorium, forum of mankind, was packed with all the world delegates. Through the perfect public address system he could hear his eerie—“I welcome you in the name of humanity.” The man back from Mars focused his lens on the welcoming figure below. Then sweeping his eye round the sky he saw the other side of the question. As far as eye could range, rank on rank in hovering tiers, the huge mantle of heaven was sown with close-set orderly bands of silver-white scallop shells. Suddenly a slight movement modified this simple formation. A cry broke from the carpet of white dots, the faces of millions turned upward. But the cry was a laugh. Most of the bands of ranked planet-shells had kept their stations. But in one quarter of the sky the white craft had balled in clusters, in stars. The whole vast pattern gently undulated. You’d have thought a breeze was waving a flag that covered the whole sky. “Old Glory,” gulped the president. “New Glory,” shouted the world delegates. “Glory,” simply roared the simple devout.


  Here was the promised sign from heaven: earth was saved. Then like the spring-bursting of ripe seeds, each shell, each bivalve opened. On the lip could be seen the bee crews poised. But they didn’t swarm down. Their wings, though, vibrated as earth bees fan when they are keeping the hive cool. An intense note cut the air. The returned pilot again focused on the president. The note rose to piercing pitch. He saw the president keeping his fingers crossed to keep from thrusting them into his ears. Then the note modulated. With a piercing volume never given it before on earth, the earth dwellers heard with almost deafened ears, hissing down, piercing down, the strains—the now-ahnost ear-unbearable strains—of The Star-Spangled Banner. “Oh say can you see,” hummed the president into the microphone, wondering how long his ears would stand such listening, hoping his own singing might relieve the outer assault on his eardrums.


  After that masterly Martian maneuver, mankind was stunned. The president made a Whitmanesque gesture of welcome. “I’m slated to go down. Come along.” His mannikin mentor’s squeak sounded in his cabin. He slammed his hatch, switched earth-surface-float, swung back again the hatch lever, looked out, and he was literally at the president’s feet. The great man in fact bent and hauled him onto the podium. Standing there was his mannikin. He felt a rush of comradeship as they met again. He was more at home with his planetary pet than with the home world president he’d never actually seen before. But his laugh of welcome as he picked up the squirrel man had also fun in it. For the little fellow had shown another cute insight into his clumsy race’s prejudices. It didn’t put the strain on its hosts they’d have suffered if it had come to the reception in nothing but its homegrown furs. It was draped in an academic gown. It saw the joke of it. The president, too, being of course earth’s greatest actor, immediately seized on the situation. Bowing he took the midget from the pilot’s arms and bore it to a stand before the televisors. Its proportions were of course perfect. With no one standing by to give human stature scale, the little fellow in his gown looked that uncommon but pleasing combination, a professor in the full tan of health. The president boomed in the mikes, “I give you our super-ambassador, our new and decisive ally.” With a bow the midget took over:


  “Honored Hosts”: That was safe, the hyphen pilot reflected with a sigh of relief. He’d feared it might start off with something like “Fellow Creatures.” That he felt sure would have chilled curiosity into criticism. We hypertrophies wouldn’t stand for any patronage from an imp. He recalled his own reactions so little time back—and he, then, was in every sense of the word off his own ground. “It is with the utmost gratitude that we return thanks for the privilege you have permitted us of viewing your planet.” The little voice the mike-manipulators had modulated till it sounded a pleasant tenor. That was neat—to suggest that an interview had been granted, leave been given in the name of science to view our treasures, so as to spread education among the backward races. It echoed his thought. “Ours is an out-of-the-way station, we have a back seat in the solar system compared with yours. Our whole standard of life is less rich and varied. Our problems have been hard but simple. The poor have always a simpler problem to solve than the rich; the not-too-intelligent can often find solutions more quickly than can the clever who are confronted with far more complex issues and outlooks. It is all the more kind of you to welcome us backwoodsmen to your paradise.” It was the right flattery. Everyone likes their house being taken for a palace, their garden for Eden. “Yours—our whole system allows it—is the Pearl of the Planets. Your landscapes how variegated, your skies how rich, your waters how wonderful. A worthy setting in its variety for your amazing versatility. Naturally with your abundance you have infinite possibilities still to be worked out. The inexhaustible richness of what you have, the astounding experiments that you have made—why the stimulant of being but a moment with you makes our minds teem with questions and flutter with tentative proposals. You will have grasped that we have—by the simple pressure of our events, been pushed to cooperations and partnerships which you can still consider. I am only a minimal man . . .”


  “Well, certainly the good little brownie hasn’t gotten a swelled head,” the senator of Alaska remarked to the huge blond senator of Greenland. “A minimal man living in a simple world, so the illustrations I would give in this address you permit me to deliver, are of course from the small way of life known to me. We small fellows some millions years ago got badly off the track. Pretty silly for such mannikins. You can see we’re not made as fire-eaters or man-eaters for that matter. But we thought we were the big and final thing. Looking at you I see how provincial we were.” This too was well received with a slow roll of what was half “Hear! Hear!” half “Ha! Ha!”


  “In quite a little while though we began to swell up like blisters, and were as hot and angry. Of course in our simple place the rest of the living things tried to get out of our way. I am very sorry to say we did in most of the mammals. And of course we were gunning for our fellows, and, once the board was cleared, we began to go for each other hard. But thank stars and space we hadn’t gotten round to the bees. They were too clever. And when we did, they’d gone ahead enough not to get alarmed and try and run us out of the place. Finally they taught us—they wanted us to cooperate. They didn’t want us as slaves—but as co-operators, as men-plus-bees, as symbiots. They retaught us. First they taught us how to get on—what is the right way to contact each other.”


  The vast audience had begun to shift a bit, fidget, sigh, even a yawn or two went like a tired breeze up and down the ranks. “I’ll illustrate,” said the little figure at the televisor. It raised its hand and made a queer whistling note. A swarm of bees shot down, making a five-pointed star over its head. The note suddenly rose to a sharp scream. Fortunately it rapidly passed audibility range, shooting into the supersonic. Evidently they sustained it for the best part of a minute. Then a fine buzzing was coining down from all the air. Not any note from the superflotilla. No, it was somehow very soothing, making you think of afternoons under the limes with nothing to do and not a crisis within foreboding range. “Of course,” said everyone. The air was full of bees, our honey bees. From every direction they were pouring in, swarming so that they made small, dark, moving clouds over the tops of the houses and trees. Then they began to settle. The glitter of the Capitol dome turned a dark amber as the hundreds of million small bodies alighted on it. The cornices and pediments were loaded. Then every tree began to sag with the weight. “This isn’t merely an illustration,” cut in the midget commentator. “A conference is now going on between our bees and yours. Ours couldn’t come here and not call on their cousins. My talking to you doesn’t interrupt their negotiations.”


  “That’s clever,” muttered the president, hunched like a puppet master above the midget orator. “That makes us humans think you and us are one, more than we could if you hadn’t got your bees to call in and talk on the side with ours!”


  “Henceforth,” the little tenor voice went on, “I can promise all world beekeepers the first of the gifts we wish to bring to you on earth. If you will follow the rules we have found, your bee knowledge can be boosted today a million years. And,” it made a bow, “I hope that I may awake in you as much confidence as the earth bees have felt for my partners!”


  “A neat and tactful start, very,” the president patted with his huge finger the small golden brown instep that just emerged from the hem of the model academic gown. “You might now get on with all the all-over help you can give us.” The doll nodded. “We’ve heard—the whole solar system knows—of Four Freedoms. May I then tell you how we have interpreted that great command, and I believe solved the needs to which it drew attention. Those needs are surely Food, Physique (right size), co-Functioning, and the Future (life control).” A tiny flutter, the president’s scanning eye could see, a kind of shimmer, played over the long and somewhat stolid ranks of the world delegate listeners. “That’s good,” he muttered to himself. “A sufficient number is taking note.”


  “You must, we all must, have enough food; starvation s revolution. We’ve solved that and can show you, with your wonderful natural endowment, how to do so at once here. Sugar-and-starch, the basic food couple—that’s yours from now on. I have brought you a few first fruits, specimens, proofs of my big promise.” He held up his two hands. In the palm of one lay some little dry lumps. “These are rhysomes of our milk-sugar succulents. Yes, they’ll grow magnificently in all your temperate and tropic zones. The whole plant is edible and a complete basic food, and here,” he opened his left palm to show it dotted with small specks, “are the seeds of our sugar grass. It’s even hardier and easier to harvest. It’s a tremendous energy giver. You’ll find your general resistance going up with a bounce. You won’t have to bother yourselves with people not wishing to work, and with food-drudging out of the way you can choose what fun you like. With the right to food, to the sugar-starch basic gift, is added inevitably the right to and gift of health. That’s really right stature.”


  “Gosh,” muttered the president. “Is he going to give us a lecture on hygiene? I know sick men are sore men, but—” The midget mindread or simply knew its business. “That will become clear when we get down to mapping details and explaining points in discussion. And Freedom Three, well you’ve seen us illustrating it and with your rich earth how many more symbiotic harmonies you can make! Freedom Two gives you the real freehold of die earth. Freedom Three gives you for the first time real cooperation with all fellow life. Sugar, Stature, Symbiosis, and crowning these three, the fourth, Service.” The president didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know his audience of world delegates was challenging that. But neither did the doll ambassador. “Symbiosis and Service. That coupling was our great surprise.”


  “Must say,” subcommented the president, “it seems to see where we could take offense. That’s shrewd to speak as one who had tumbled on things, not as a know-all.”


  “I’m permitted to say that our balanced way of life, our ‘two-chamber’ government of life, if I may put it in that manner, permits, insists on, two patterns of living. We men must always be individualists.” The acceptability of the doctrine to the ears of the vast audience permitted them not to cavil at being coupled with a dwarf. “We humans are by nature, by structure, pioneers. We are life’s antennae rather than its hands. But left to ourselves we are too powerful an engine without its freight cars in tow. We rush ahead and get derailed, sidetracked, wrecked. We need a practical critic, a tail, a rudder! We have found it in our bees. That’s the formula—what you might call hymenopt-humanoid. They are the socialists, we the individualists. We are the pure-research pioneers—all ideas and all for change. They are the applied research developers. They tumbled to this first. They saw they were getting all balled up, all humped and hived in their local success. But for us, they’d have stuck, living fossils, hypnotized in the vicious circle of their own success.” A presidential chuckle counterpointed this alliterative flick. “And,” the little voice went on grave, “but for them we’d be extinct. We balance in symbiotic salience, like a flying arrow.” Questions broke out then—the two-way system allowed discussion between the vast audience and the minute ambassador. “It’s going swimmingly,” the president purred. Then a minute “ting” sounded from his breast pocket. His face slumped. He knew that pinpoint note—all too well. That was Super Special Service Agent No. 1 on the secret short wave. He slipped the little plastic cone in his left ear. Yes, it was the Z,O.Z. note—the zero signal. He knew how close a thing it was bound to be. He surely hadn’t surrendered to the secret treaty negotiations (which Planet 4 had so long been pressing on Planet 3) till it was certain that without external aid he wouldn’t stay on top down here. But that, after all their superneat timing, his alter ego on the Underground front should slip up now, was exasperating. He’d always been a gambler but he thought that his counter supersonic propaganda had been holding the Underground’s subsonic. Of course he knew that they were always a hop ahead of him in their telling slogans. The whispering subslogan “The Fed: don’t feed” percolated and eroded at those levels where the


  Fed officials had to meet the unofficial underfed. The Underground worked by percolation. You could never say who was in it. Anyone might be. People came into it and out of it. But it, like an invisible stream, went on forever. It was fed, he used to think, by some need to gamble, to compete, to hate whoever was running the show. As far as the Fed could find out, and they tried hard, there wasn’t any Underground headquarters. You’d think their slogans somehow spread themselves. All he’d been certain of was there was probably a small mobile group, strategy schemers. And their objective pretty certainly was some concerted bomb outrages on the central power nodes. They’d time it no doubt when discontent was hot enough to make the wrecking turn to their advantage. It wouldn’t be at all too hard, for if treason went as high as some informers swore it did, then the guards would get forged orders. Then there needn’t be a single subofficial killed. Only the old Fed masters would disappear and the new take their place. Still he was sure that his commander in the deep field would have held things off just for the few hours that were needed. And his agent, on whom he had banked everything, who’d sworn to him by all the stars and stripes that he could hold the U.G. till the Martian pact was made, now the fool had flummicked it. That was the signal that the infiltrators—who, they knew, would try it, if they could infiltrate high enough—had seized basic geodetic control. That meant the whole power system would now be warped—no plane fly, no dynamo move, everything frozen, the double nelson, superjujitsu hold. His mind flashed all this as his voice said just that one odd word, “Well?” A moment after his face took on an even queerer cast. This was worse than his worst suspicion had calculated. S.S.S. Agent No. 1 had gone mad, been seized and sent mad. That was it! All was up! And just when victory was in one’s palm! “You never guessed, of course,” went on S.S.S. Agent No. 1, “but I’m No. 1—U.Q., the man you picked me to catch. Of course any calculating machine would have shown you that. Push up competition (call it the competition to survive) as we have, and in the end, with all this Super-Secrecy-Suspicion what have you? Naturally we all change sides. Can’t help it. It’s obvious psychological law—turn patriotism paranoic and who’s Public Enemy No. 1? Why of course my closest colleague, the top man in this case; of course he’s been put there to sell the pass. Because he’s outwardly tops of our side that proves (to paranoids) he’s really the superenemy who’s bored his way up from underneath. It’s as simple and inevitable as the circling snake swallowing its own tail. Of course when I’d been Underground long enough, I knew you were Underground’s superspy, superplant. So I, by becoming U.G. No. 1, could superplant you.


  “So now,” the president broke in dryly, “you’ve highjacked me! Well, it may not interest you if you’re mad, but I happen to be sane, straight. I’m just a blundering honest fool fighter. But of course as you’ve gone over, you have us beat. So you’d better do your bestest.”


  “But I’m not mad,” remarked the small voice short-waving from one of the dynamo-deeps. “It was only the system that was crazy, not us.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well now you’ve called in real cooperators that ends competition. The struggle to survive’s over. I rang you up to give you a birthday present for the New Age—the Underground’s dissolved. You’ve granted our demands—we’re coming up. With enough food there can be a real Fed. With real symbiosis, with all life on a common front, there can be union now.”


  The dwarf had just answered a question, and humorously evidently, as laughter was running along the long benches. The president lifted him aside. “I venture to interrupt,” he called, “with news of victory. The first made by the new planetary alliance. The Underground’s surrendered. They’ve heard the good news. They are coming up. One world is a fact, but also it means one solar system too.”


  He flicked an order to the superpipe organs that with their ranks of giant tubes made colonnades down each side of the forum assembly benches. He led the chorus, All creatures that on planets dwell . . .” The old doxology shook the sky as flight by flight the pearl-tinted shells of the visiting fleet rose into the evening air like a snowstorm in reverse. Au revoir,” he shouted. “The bridge that has been thrown,” squeaked the mannikin’s voice from its now invisible egg. “That bridge will never be withdrawn. I give you the health of the solar system.”


  AND WASH OUT BY TIDES OF WAR


  An Owomoyela


  I am sitting at the top of the spire of the Observance of the War, one of three memorials equidistant from the Colony Center. The soles of my runners’ grips are pressed against the spire’s composite, their traction engineered at a microscopic level. But I’m not going to push off. I’m 180 meters up, and while I could drop and catch the festoons—my gloves get as much traction as my grips—that’s not what I want. I want to freefall all 180 meters, and catch myself, and launch into a run.


  That’s crazy thinking. I’m good, but no human’s that good; I’m a freerunner, not a hhaellesh.


  I shift my center of gravity. The wind is still temperate up here, fluttering cool under my collar. It outlines the spot of heat where my pendant rests against my skin.


  The pendant is the size of my thumbnail, and always warmer than it should be. This has something to do with it reflecting the heat of my body back to me, so the pendant itself never heats up. It was built to do this because it’s no gem; its brilliant red comes from my mother’s cryopreserved blood.


  It was, until the Feast of the Return that morning, the only thing I’d known of her.


  The colony’s designed for freerunning. The cops all take classes in it. That’s what comes of a government that worships the hhaellesh, who can carve their own path through the three dimensions.


  I’m not a cop, either.


  I end up dropping, twisting so my fingers and toes find the carved laurels, and from there I make a second drop to the Observance’s dome. At my hip, my phone starts thumping like an artificial heartbeat. I pause with my fingertips on the gilt, and finally turn to brace my heels against the shingles and lean back into the curve. I clip the hands-free to my ear, and thumb the respond button. Then I just listen.


  After a moment of silence, a human voice says, “Aditi?”


  I let out a breath. “Michel,” I answer. He’s a friend.


  “Are you okay—?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.” Obviously a hhaellesh could get up to my perch here, and so could Michel—he’s from a family of cops, so he’s been playing games with gravity for longer than I have. But effective or not, there’s a reason I’m nearly two hundred meters up, and that reason has a lot to do with not wanting to talk about how okay I am.


  Michel digests that, then says “Okay. Did you hear the new Elías Perez episode?”


  My chest fills with a relief indistinguishable from love. I love Michel so much that it’s painful, sometimes, to know he’s not my brother. I wish the same blood flowed through both our bodies, and without thinking past that, my fingers go to the pendant at my throat. There, my voice catches.


  There are moments when I feel so ashamed.


  “I haven’t,” I say. “Put it on.”


  The hhaellesh stand at least six feet tall, and usually closer to seven or eight. Their skin is glossy black. Their digitigrade feet end in small, grasping pads; their hands end in two fingers and two opposing thumbs which are thin enough to fit into cracks and gaps and strong enough to pierce titanium composite and tear apart the alloys of landships. They are streamlined and swift, with aquiline profiles and a leaping, running gait like a cat or an impala. They can fall from high atmosphere and suffer no injury. They can jump sixteen meters in a bound. They are war machines and killing machines.


  They are also human sacrifices.


  I envy them.


  Gods, if there was anything in the universe Elías couldn’t handle, his writers haven’t thrown it at him yet. He would know how to tell his best friend about an enlistment option. He could figure out how to deal with a hhaellesh showing up at his door.


  Michel starts the playback, and I tweak the audio balance so I can hear Michel breathing while we both listen. The serials are propaganda and we know it, but they’re enjoyable propaganda, so that’s fine.


  [The esshesh gave us the hhaellesh and the hhaellesh handed us the war—but if we didn’t have the hhaellesh, we’d still have Elías Perez,] the canned narrator says, and I lean into the backbeat behind his words. [Welcome to the adventure.]


  Around me, the colony spreads out in its careful geometry. There’s nothing left to chance or whimsy, here, or adapted from the streets and carriageways built by another, more ancient, society. There’s no downtown you can look at and say, this predated cars and light rail. No sprawling tourist docks with names that hold onto history. This place is older than I am, but not by much; it’s only about the age of my mother.


  That’s why we cling so much to ceremony, I think: it’s what we have in place of tradition. We make monuments to an ongoing war, and when the soldiers return home we have feasts, and we plan holidays to rename the Observances to the Remembrances. The war’s only just ended and in a month we’ll have three Remembrances of the War, in shiny white limestone and black edging in places of honor.


  I get it.


  Seriously, I do. When you don’t have history in the place you live, you have to make it up or go insane.


  Earlier in the day, my mother’d shown up to the crappy little allotment I cook and sleep in but don’t spend much time in. My allotment’s on the seventeenth floor of a housing unit, which makes for a perfect launch point, and doesn’t usually get me visitors on the balcony. I was on the mat in my room, with my mattress folded up into the wall, doing pushup jump squats. They weren’t helping. I’d split my lip just a bit earlier, and since I bite when I get restless, I had the taste of blood in my mouth.


  Then there she was, knocking at the lintel, and I split my lip open again.


  I did a thirty-second cooldown and made myself walk to the window. If it had been dark, if the light hadn’t been scattering off the white buildings and back down from the cyan sky, it might not have glinted on her skin. She might have just been a black, alien shape like a hole in the world.


  “I expected to see you at the Feast of the Return,” she said. “I registered my arrival.”


  “I was busy,” I lied.


  She regarded me, quietly. And although I didn’t want to, I invited her in.


  When I first met Michel, he was walking along the rails of the pedestrian bridge by the Second General Form school. I was in Second General Form mostly because my father had hired a tutor before we came to the colony; my education in Shivaji Administrative District hadn’t exactly been compatible with the colony’s educational tracks. I was new, and didn’t know any of my classmates. We knew each other’s names from the class introductions, so Michel didn’t bother to introduce himself.


  “Settle an argument,” he said. “I think Elías is in love with Seve, and Seve just thinks he’s ridiculous. My cousin thinks Seve loves Elías but doesn’t want to show it, and Elías is just friendly and chirpy to everyone, so he doesn’t even see anything weird about acting like that at Seve. You should tell her I’m right.”


  I shook my head. “Elías? Is that the government stuff? I don’t listen to that.”


  “Wha-a-at?” Michel asked, bobbing the a. “Come on, everyone listens to Elías!”


  “My dad says it’s just propaganda,” I said, and I remember that little preadolescent me felt damn proud of herself and all smart and grown-up to be slinging around words like propaganda. “They just make it so people will want to join the war.”


  “Well, duh,” Michel said. “Everybody knows that. But it’s cool! Come on, lemme tell you about this time that Elías got stuck on this planet; they were trying to make it into a colony, but there was a whole swarm of the enemy and his ship was broken and he couldn’t take off. . .”


  Elías always found a way through, and by the end of the day, I was listening to the show. I never helped Michel settle his argument, but I came to my own conclusions.


  Today’s episode opens with the soundscape that means Elías is on the bridge of the Command and Control station in the sector designated as the Front. Meaning he’s on the front lines. Last time that happened, he was in a story arc that had him working with the Coalition forces, which he hates to do; Elías isn’t really an official sort of guy.


  [“If our intelligence reports are correct,”] says the voice of Commodore Shah, [“we’re about to lose the war.”]


  The art of the gentle lead-in is verboten in Elías Perez.


  [“A larger enemy presence than any we’ve ever seen is massing at Huracán II. We believe they’ll use this staging ground to launch a major, unified offensive on the colonies.”]


  [“You want us to what?”] That’s Seve, the captain of Elias’s ship. She snickers. [“Take out a whole fleet of the bastids? Hah. No bones in that dog.”]


  “Oh, Seve,” Michel says. Seve’s got a stack of sayings that only make sense to her—and to Elías, nowadays, though they didn’t always. Elías and Seve have been partners since episode 3, where Elías stowed aboard Seve’s pirate ship and ended up saving it when it was infested by the enemy. Seve turned around and said, there, that paid Elías’s boarding fee; what was he going to pay for passage?


  I’m a fan of Elías and Seve. Love at first uncompromising deal. And she isn’t the kind to think the end of the war obligates her into anything.


  [“If their war force goes unopposed, the enemy will be able to sweep through our territories unopposed. The Coalition doesn’t have the fleet strength to stop them.”]


  There’s a subtle swell in the background music, a rumble of drums and solar radio output, and a thrill goes through me. The writers can play drama with our fear of the war: for most of us, it’s the fun kind of fear where something is technically possible but pretty damn unlikely, like an asteroid crashing into the colony. After we lost the Painter settlement, the war was always off somewhere out there; we sent out troops, we made our hhaellesh, but it’s not like we were really under threat of invasion. I don’t think our colony even had an invasion plan in place, beyond the esshesh defense emplacements. We all got a little afraid, but the fear was a what if, on an offchance, someday. . . and not a when, as it will, this happens to us.


  [“Okay,”] Elías says, always the good guy, always the hero. [“What’s our job? We can barely take one enemy ship in a firefight; a force that size is beyond us.”]


  Commodore Shah says nothing, and the delay is striking. The audio play doesn’t go for delays. There’s another rumble, and another sensation thrills up my spine, but it’s not the fun kind of thrill this time.


  “Oh, you’re not,” I whisper.


  [“As you know,”] Shah says, her voice clipped so regret doesn’t make it through. [“Huracán II suffers from a violent geology. Your ship is one of the few with both the range to reach the Huracán system and the maneuverability to penetrate the enemy’s lines and engage your jump engines within the planet’s red jump threshold.”]


  I hear Michel’s sucked-in breath, and I’m sitting dumb, myself.


  [“Blow out the planet and us with it,”] Seve says. [“Jump’ll turn the rock into a frag grenade, and the gravity turns my girl’s engines into a nova. That what you want from us, Shah?”]


  Shah’s always looked after her people. Elías and Seve—they’re not official, military types, but Shah looks after them as her own. Problem is, even Shah’s people come in second to the war.


  [“It’s not what I want,”] Shah says, and I want to slam my headset down. [“But I don’t see another option.”]


  “They’re doing a finale,” I say, my calves and fingers burning again to run. “The war is over, so they’re just going to finish Elías Perez.”


  “You left when I was three years old,” I’d told my mother as she crouched at the edge of the table, as I shuffled through my shelves for a decent tea. I had a couple spoonfuls left of loose-leaf colony Faisal, which I hear is a good substitute for an Earth Assam, which I will never in my life be able to afford unless it goes big and all the importers start shipping it in in bulk. But the urge to make a good impression got in a fistfight with the urge to be petty and spiteful, and I pulled out two bags of a generic colony black and plunked them into mugs.


  “I remember,” she said. “I braided your hair and you wore your favorite dress. It was the blue of cobalt glass.”


  Her voice was deep and flanged, and totally factual. All hhaellesh sound alike. At least, the ones on the war reports sounded the same as my mother.


  I have an allotment and not a flat because I have a work placement and not a career. I don’t care for any of the careers on offer. But the colony’s not so much of a fool to let work potential go unexploited, unlike the governments of Earth which I’m just old enough to remember. I still have images of walking to the subway past the grimy homeless, with my father’s hand on the small of my back to rush me along.


  That’s what I remember of my childhood. My father’s protective hand, my father’s tutoring after school, my father’s anchor mustache with a bit more salt in its pepper every year, my father’s voice carefully explaining the war.


  “I don’t like dresses,” I told my mother, and set down the two mugs of tea. Her fingers clicked around the ceramic.


  The hhaellesh can eat and drink, but human scientists still don’t know how food passes through the suits. We do know that the suits filter and metabolize any toxins—people have tried to poison them before, with everything from arsenic and cyanide to things like strong sulphuric acid, and the hhaellesh just eat and drink it up and are polite enough not to mention it.


  I did not try to poison my mother.


  “You’ve grown,” she said. “Of course, I expected that.”


  “Yeah, kids grow up when you disappear on them.”


  She was quiet for a few seconds. “I did not expect your father to die.”


  I stared down into my slowly-darkening tea.


  “I received notice,” she said. “I had to make the decision whether or not to come home. The tide of the war hadn’t turned yet. I knew the colony would look after you.”


  I swirled the tea in my mug. Tendrils of relative darkness wavered out from the bag.


  “I was one of only eight hundred hhaellesh volunteers at that point,” she said.


  “Yeah, I know,” I finally interrupted. “Without the hhaellesh, we wouldn’t’ve won the war.”


  This is how the hhaellesh happened:


  We had a handful of colonies in the Solar system and three outside of it: Gliese, Korolev, and Painter. Then, abruptly, we had a handful of colonies in the Solar system and two colonies in Gliese and Korolev.


  We still thought interstellar colonization was a pretty neat thing, and despite centuries of space war fiction, we didn’t have the infrastructure or the technology to mount a space war. We were thoroughly thumped.


  Then the esshesh showed up and told us that, while war was (untranslatable, but we think against their religion), they had no problems with arming races to defend themselves.


  So they gave us the hhaellesh.


  This is how the hhaellesh work:


  There’s a black suit that scatters light like obsidian and feels like a flexible atmosphere-dome composite to the touch. A soldier gets inside, bare as the day she was born. The suit closes around her.


  In a few minutes, it’s taking her breath and synthesizing the carbon dioxide back to oxygen. In a few hours it’s taking her waste and digesting the organic components. In a few days it’s replaced the top layers of her skin. In a few months it’s integrated itself into her muscles. In a few years there’s nothing human left in there, just the patterns of her neural activity playing across an alien substrate that we haven’t managed to understand yet.


  This is how a hhaellesh retires:


  The suit has a reverse mode. It can start rebuilding the human core, re-growing the body, replacing the armor’s substrate material with blood and muscle and bone and brain matter until the armor opens up again, and the human steps out, bare as the day they were born. A body like Theseus’s ship.


  But to do that, it needs the original human DNA.


  Or some human DNA, in any case; hell, I don’t know that anyone’s tried it, but you could probably feed in the DNA of your favorite celebrity and the hhaellesh suit would grow it for you, slipping your brain pattern in like that was nothing strange. I suppose that should freak me out—y’know, existentially—more than just growing a new copy of a body long ago digested by an alien non-meatsuit.


  It probably should, but it doesn’t.


  This is how a hhaellesh tries to get the DNA that’ll let it retire:


  My mother crouched at the side of my table. With the inhuman height and the swept-back digitigrade legs, the chairs weren’t designed to accommodate her.


  “When I left, I entrusted you with a sample of my DNA,” she said, and my hand went to the pendant. “With love, my daughter, I ask for it back.”


  At that point, I dove out the window.


  “They can’t cancel Elías,” I say. The top-of-spire restlessness is back, and I want to drop, freefall, roll, clamber, climb. My shoulders and thighs are shaking. “The fuck. He’s a goddamn cultural phenomenon, by now.”


  Michel’s voice is unsteady as well, but not as much as mine. He doesn’t get it. “To be fair, I feel like after you’ve won the war you don’t need to push people to sign up for the Forces any more.”


  “Fuck the war,” I say, and there’s anger at the pit of my throat. Like: how dare they take this away from us. Like: Elías and his adventures belong to us. Since the beginning of the war they’ve been how we’re meant to see ourselves—clever and active and go team human. You can’t take away our stories just because we won.


  The first time I met my mother—


  Except I can’t put it like that, can I? You don’t really meet your mother. Or I guess maybe you do at the moment of conception, if you think your zygote is you, or maybe it’s when the first glimmers of thought show up in your still-developing brain. But I think maybe it doesn’t count if there’s no chance that little undeveloped you won’t retain the memory.


  So. The first time I met my mother, I was in a utility transitway. You know, what we have for back alleys.


  I’ve always been the kid with a chip on her shoulder and a grudge against the world and her nose high in the air. The grudge and the pride come from the same thing. Neither made me many friends.


  I ran into a bunch of the voluntary-career types in the transitway on the morning of the Feast, just after the big public ceremony. My blood was up and they were them, and, well, the specifics of the argument don’t really matter. I started it. And then I was in the comforting beat of a street fight, and with a split lip and three split knuckles, and while one of them was hollering about how he was going to file a complaint for misdemeanor assault, who should show up?


  And my heart leapt up and got a grip in my throat, and I thought, Oh gods, a hhaellesh, and standing right there, alien and beautiful. Staring at us with a blank, featureless swept-forward face that we all unambiguously read as disapproval.


  The fight stopped. The boys stood there, twitching and uneasy, until they worked out that the hhaellesh was only staring at me. Then they slipped away.


  And I stood there, frozen in the moment, until I worked out why a hhaellesh would single me out and come find me in a utility transitway. The wonder was slapped right out of me. It meant nothing: it wasn’t the free choice of an alien intelligence but the obligate bonds of unreliable blood.


  I turned my back and sprinted away.


  . . . hold it there for a moment. I realize this makes it sound like I just run from all my problems, and I want to make it clear that that’s not true. The truth is that I run from this one problem, and looking back at it, I guess I always have.


  I was talking about my pride and my grudge, and how they both come down to this pendant at the base of my throat. My mother’s blood. My mother the hhaellesh, the guardian of the colonies, the war hero.


  All the hhaellesh are war heroes.


  What the hell am I?


  [“My gotdamn ship,”] Seve says. They’re in the corridors of her gotdamn ship now, the soundscape full of mechanical noises and ambiance. There was a behind-the-scenes episode a few months ago back where they talked about those soundscapes, and how they chose the sounds for Seve’s ship to be reminiscent of a heartbeat, rushing blood, ventilation like breath, so it’d seem alive. [“My gotdamn job. Better pilot than you, anyway; I can see this idiot plan through.”] She’s pissed-off. I would be. Hell, I am.


  [“I’m a good enough pilot to dodge through a crowd,”] Elías says. [“Come on, Seve. The captain doesn’t have to go down with her ship.”]


  Michel complains a lot that Seve is a boy’s name, and I tell him that so were Sasha and Madison and Wyatt, back in the pre-space days known as the depths of history. And then Michel says that of course I would pay attention to the pre-space days, and I say that of course he thinks history started with the erection of the initial colony dome.


  Michel is first-generation colony native. He was born here. His parents were in the third or fourth batch of colonists to set down here. We’re never quite sure who’s supposed to be jealous of who in this relationship, so mostly we just rib each other a lot.


  In my position, it’s easy to feel like you don’t have a history. Yeah, I’m from Earth, but I don’t remember much. My dad knew more, but he naturalized us; the most culture I think he held over was the way he made tea in a pot with colony spices, and his habit of saying gods instead of god.


  I’m the girl with the hhaellesh mother and the blood at her throat. That’s who I am. And I was pretty sure no one could take that away.


  [“Seve, I can’t let you die in my place,”] Elías says.


  Seven snorts. [“Well, one of us got to.”]


  “I enlisted,” I blurt out. I swing the words like a fist. And I can hear the change in Michel’s breathing on the other end; I can hear how Elías and the finale and how the writers are screwing us over has ceased to matter.


  “Say what?”


  “I enlisted,” I say again. “I got the assessment. They were going to let me into a Basic Training Group and then the war ended.”


  Michel doesn’t know what to say. I can tell because he says “You—”, and then “Oh.”, and then “So. . . what? What now? Are you—” and then he trails off into silence. I’m pretty sure I’ve hurt him.


  It’s a thing, in my family.


  “I don’t know,” I say. All my plans have been derailed. “I can join the colony’s military track. Would that be totally pointless? Think I should go? I could just get out of here.”


  “. . . should I know the answer to this?” He gives a nervous laugh—and the laugh is probably fake, now that I think about it. It’s not right, anyway. Michel’s real laugh is this deep, throaty thing that doesn’t sound right when you know that his voice is higher than average and naturally polite.


  If Michel was blood family there’d be a reason I could point to as why I felt so close to him, without wanting to screw him. I could have family that meant what family’s supposed to mean.


  After a moment, he says “Aditi, if this is about your mother, can we just, maybe, talk about your mother?”


  Michel, Michel, my not-family family. Talking about my mother, my family not-family. I got this far by not looking too close at the contradiction. It’s a lot harder to do when it breaks up your fights and shows up to tea.


  It’s a lot harder to do when it wins its fucking war.


  When we came to the Colony, my father and I, we stepped off the transport in a queue of seven hundred other colonists. We waited nearly an hour before it was our turn to go into a white room whose windows let in the blue of the sky and the white of the skyline, and a pleasant-enough woman took our biometric data and verified all my father’s professional assessments. She gave him his schedules—for Colony orientation, the walking tour, the commerce and services lecture, the first day at his assigned career—and set up an educational track for me. Through all of it, I was bored but fascinated by the blue-white-green of the outside world, and my father bounced me on his knee.


  At the end, the woman bent down and put her face in front of mine. “That’s a beautiful piece of jewelry,” she said. “What is it?”


  I looked her straight in the eye, and said—you know, in the way that some kids don’t quite get metaphor, even when they’re using it—“It’s my mother.”


  On my phone, there’s a message from the Coalition Armed Forces Enlistment Office. It reads:


  
    To Aditi Elizabeth Chattopadhyay,


    This is a note to confirm that your assessment scores were sufficient to place you in a Basic Training Group for Immediate Interstellar and Exo-Atmospheric Combat. However, due to the recent decision of the Colony Coalition Oversight Office and the cessation of hostilities, the Coalition Armed Forces as an oversight unit is being disbanded and the colonies’ individual standing military forces are being scaled back.


    At your request, your application can be transferred to the Gliese Armed Forces Enlistment Office, where you can enter into their Standing Military career track. If no such request is made, we will consider your enlistment withdrawn.


    Thank you for your willingness to serve the safety and security of the Colonies.

  


  The Standing Military career track trains you in an off-surface location with strict access restrictions. I could still get out of here. I have the option. She can’t take everything away.


  I dial back the Elías audio to a quiet background murmur. I can’t concentrate on it, anyway, and I don’t want to. I don’t want to hear Elías and Seve argue about who’ll sacrifice for the other.


  “Aditi,” Michel says.


  “Why the hell,” I ask him, “wouldn’t you just put your blood in a bank safe if it meant that godsdamn much to you?”


  There’s a moment when I think that could have used a little more context than I gave it, but Michel finds the meaning fast. “If I had a kid, I’d want to leave something they could know me by.”


  I kinda think there’s not a maternal bone in my body, because that just sounds stupid to me. “Yeah, well, I didn’t end up knowing her, did I?”


  “You can, though. Now. Can’t you?”


  “She came back for her blood,” I say. “She never said she came back to get to know me.”


  Like a slap in the face, Michel laughs.


  “What the fuck,” I tell him. “Not funny.”


  “It is, though,” Michel says. “Adi, I swear you just described exactly what you would do. You would go off to war and kick ass and come back home when there was no more ass to kick, and be all ‘hi, I’m back, gimme.’ Tell me you wouldn’t.”


  I spluttered.


  [“Some things are more important than my life, Seve!”], Elías is shouting, though the low volume just makes him sound faraway and muffled like he’s already lost.


  From the beginning, Seve has said that if she can’t save herself, she’s not worth saving. And this is propaganda, so the story never goes out of its way to correct her. I like that. I like that she’s never needed saving when she couldn’t save herself.


  I don’t like change.


  I want to mute the audio.


  “I’m not that self-centered,” I tell Michel, but my hand is on my pendant and I’ve convinced myself the blood inside is mine. It’s demonstrably not mine, and the DNA will prove it. But still. Still.


  “Adi, can I tell you something, and not get in a fistfight with you in a utility transitway?”


  I’ve never been in a fight with Michel. “What?”


  He takes a moment to put the words together. “The necklace is just a thing, Adi. Get your mom back. Once you have her, you can replace the blood. Anyway, one necklace for one mom is a pretty good trade.”


  Theseus’s pendant. I feel a rush of disagreement. I guess that solves that philosophical riddle for me: I really believe that if you replace all the boards, it’s not the same ship.


  Which means I also believe there’s no way to keep the ship from eventually rotting away.


  I never helped Michel settle his argument, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t come to my own conclusions.


  I think Elías and Seve love each other, but love doesn’t tell you what to do with it. It just shows up like a guest you have to make a bed for, and it puts everything out of order, and it makes demands.


  I don’t hear the rest of the episode.


  I take my time. I breathe through the anger in my gut and the sense, not exhilarating now, of falling. Then, in the evening, I sync up with the colony directions database and do a search for hhaellesh in public areas.


  Five hhaellesh arrived during the Feast of the Return, and two of them aren’t hanging out anywhere that the public cams can see them. One of the ones who is is surrounded by children and a lady who looks like their mother, beaming the whole group of them. Of the other two, one is walking the gardens in the Colony Center Plaza, and the other is. . . familiar.


  I take the monkey’s route, as my father called it. Roof to roof and wall by wall, the colony’s engineered and modified design giving me wings. From the feeds I read, the freerunning spirit everywhere means working with your environment, not against it; you have to take your obstacles as opportunities or you’ll never get anywhere. Literally, at that.


  If there’s a lesson to be learned there and applied to the rest of my life, I’ve yet to learn it.


  I pass over alleys and shopways and along the taut wires that traverse the wide boulevards, the places where parades had been held. People see me, but to them, I’m just motion; just another citizen who takes a hobbyist’s interest in how to get around. Anonymous. Not Aditi, the girl with the hhaellesh mother, the girl with her mother’s blood. They see me as I’m starting to see myself.


  I run harder.


  After my father’s first day of work, he took me to the breadfruit shop. It’s not real breadfruit—it’s some native plant the first colony engineers analyzed and deemed edible; something that looked like a breadfruit to whichever one of them named it—but when it’s processed and mashed it has a texture like firm ice cream and a taste that takes flavorings well. My father and I got bowls full of big, colorful scoops, and asked one of the other patrons to take a picture of us. They did, and said “Welcome to the colony!” We were that obvious.


  We sent the picture to my mother, and that’s where I find her today. Sitting at the table we always tried to get, without any of the breadfruit in front of her. Hhaellesh can eat, but I’m not sure they need to, and I have no idea if they have a sense of taste. You only hear about them eating to accept hospitality.


  There’s a halo of awed silence around her, and I slink through it and take another one of the chairs.


  “I’m sorry,” she says, and I let out a breath. Truth was, until she’d said that, I’d had some doubt that it was her. The hhaellesh all look alike.


  I grumble something. I don’t know how to accept her apology.


  “I haven’t been a good mother,” my war hero says. “I don’t know if you want me to start trying now. You’ve done well without me.”


  Yeah, if you want to call it that. I serve the minimum work requirements and spend the rest of my time running across the roofs and up the walls. I haven’t gone out and won any wars in my free time.


  What I’ve done, what they’ll know me for if I touch the history books at all, is that I’ve carried her.


  My fingers itch at the tips. I want to touch the pendant, but I don’t. “Hhaellesh don’t have blood, do they?”


  “The armor substrate carries energy and nutrients,” my mother says. “We don’t need blood, unless . . .”


  “Why do you want to be human?” I ask. I don’t want to be human. I want to be more than what I am.


  My mother doesn’t answer that, and the stillness of the armor is the stillness of an alien thing: how am I to read it? Then she seems to answer two questions, my own and one she hasn’t articulated.


  Why don’t you?


  “I think,” she says, and her words are careful, perhaps uncertain. “if you are something, you don’t want it. Does that make sense? Because you are it, you forget ever wanting it. Or, I suppose, it never comes up.”


  I shake my head.


  “I miss being human,” she says. “I miss feeling warm and sleeping in and stretching out sore muscles. I miss holding you. You were so small, when I left.” I think she watches me. “You regret not being old enough.”


  “Old enough?” I snap. For what? To remember her leaving?


  My mother holds up her hand. “This lit me up like a candle,” she said, turning those long, precise fingers. “I was a goddess. A fury, a valkyrie. I wanted this. Now I miss being human.”


  I grind my fingertips out against the table. “What’s going to happen to the suit, if you’re not using it?”


  My mother lays her hand near mine, which is a disturbingly human gesture coming from something whose hand is a mechanical claw. “It’ll go into a museum,” she says. “Or on display in one of the Remembrances. I would give it to you if I could.”


  I rear back, at that.


  “Ah,” she says, and she can’t smile. There’s nothing on her face to smile. But I get the impression she’s smiling. “You think I’d say, no, it wasn’t worth it, in the end. I’ve learned my lesson and a human life is the most important thing of all. No.” Her head bends toward the table. “This is a part of my life; this is me. I will not disavow it. I would give it to you if I could.”


  The colony is white buildings and boulevards, green growing plants, and the searing blue sky. And then there’s the black of the esshesh artillery emplacements, the black edging on the Observances. Red’s not a colony color. Red is primal and messy, like blood.


  When I went to enlist, they took a hard-copy signature in black ink and a handprint biometric signature as well. I wonder what else the biometrics recorded: my anxiety? My anger? The thrumming of my heart in my veins?


  My mother’s hands are cool and pulseless on the table. Black as the artillery. Black as the ink. Black as the space between what stars we see, where the primal brightness of the cosmos has been stretched into infrared by the passage of time.


  I reach behind my neck and fumble with the clasp of my pendant. It takes me a bit to work it out; it’s stayed against my throat through showers and formal occasions and a hospital stay or two, busted ribs and broken legs. Pulling it off makes me feel more naked than taking my clothes off does. But here I am, baring myself in front of this alien who wants more intimacy than I think she deserves.


  “Two conditions,” I say. And it’s difficult to tell, under the smooth black mask, but I think she’s still watching me and not the blood. I push on ahead. “One: I want a piece of that armor. Or, I guess, the substrate. Make a pendant out of it.”


  It’s not a replacement for the blood. But it’s not something I’ll be holding in trust: it’s part of my history, now, too, and it’s something that’ll be mine.


  My mother nods.


  I exhale. Red’s no good for the colony anyway. Black’s a bit better, if only because black is the color of the hhaellesh, and the security emplacements which grow fractally more close-packed toward the colony’s borders: the lines we draw around ourselves to protect us from the enemy.


  After Painter, the enemy never set foot on colony land. They’re not the thing that scares me. I’m still figuring out what my enemy is.


  “Two,” I say. And I’m not sure how to say this next part.


  But those were her words. I’d give it to you if I could.


  “I want your stories,” I tell her.


  METEOR STRIKE!


  Donald E. Westlake


  The cargo was crated for delivery at Los Angeles, where the workers didn’t consider it anything special. In the company where they worked, this particular cargo was of the type called a Standing Repeater. That is, a new order was shipped out every six months, regular as clockwork. First the order department mailed off a suggested list of specifications to the General Transits, Ltd. main office in Tangiers. Next, the list came back, usually with a few substitutions inked in, and was sent down to LA, to the warehouse, for the specific items to be crated for shipment.


  There were seven aluminum crates in the cargo, each a three-foot cube. Aluminum was still the lightest feasible crating material, and this cargo was destined for the Quartermaster Base orbiting the Moon.


  The seven crates left the warehouse by helicopter and were flown north to the airport midway between LA and San Francisco. There they spent thirty-two hours in another warehouse before being flown to the Tangiers Poe. (Even in nomenclature, Man made it apparent that his thoughts these days were ever outward, away from Earth. The spaceport on Earth was called Tangiers Poe, which stood for Port Of Embarkation. The spaceport on the Moon was called Moon Pod, for Port Of Debarkation. It was as though Man didn’t want to admit that he still had to make the round trip.)


  The cargo arrived at the Tangiers Poe a day ahead of schedule, and spent one more night in a warehouse. Across the field, the four lighters from Station One were being unloaded. Their cargo was almost exclusively manufactured items from the factories on the Moon. Manufacturers had discovered, to their astonishment, that the lighter gravity and the accessible vacuum and the ready availability of free raw materials on the Moon more than offset the additional cost of labor and buildings and transportation. In the last fifteen years, the Moon had become studded with heavily-automated factories, producing everything from delicate electronic equipment to razor blades. Though human exploitation of the Moon had begun as a military venture, back in the late nineteen-sixties, by 1994 it had been taken over almost completely by commercial interests.


  A few of the cartons being unloaded across the field were samples or data from the scientific teams on the Moon. These teams, all affiliated with one university or another, were for the most part supported by the manufacturers themselves. As at all times in the past, commercial business success had been shortly followed by commercial philanthropy. A part of the profits of what one newspaper columnist had dubbed the Moonufacturers was siphoned off to give scientists an opportunity and a freedom for research and investigation unavailable through any “short-range Government grant.


  There were as yet no tourist facilities either for travel to the Moon nor for a stay on the Moon.


  A rumor was current that a number of hotel and restaurant corporations were banding together to found a Moon resort, but so far nothing had come of it.


  The seven aluminum crates spent the night in the Poe warehouse, and in the morning were turned over to Glenn Blair, whose charge they would be for the next thirty-three days, until they reached the Quartermaster Base.


  Glenn Blair was a big man, big-boned and fully-fleshed, with a short-cropped head of light hair. Thirty-four years of age, he had been for the last seven years one of the two Chief Cargomasters for General Transits, Ltd., the franchised operator of the Earth-Moon transportation system.


  He came into the warehouse now with Cy Braddock, the Poe Cargo Chief, and the two of them compared the stacked crates half-filling the warehouse with the manifest flimsies attached to Braddock’s, checking off each item as they found it. When they came to the seven crates from Los Angeles, Blair said, “Cargo for QB. Let’s see, what’s the specification?” He read the line on the manifest, and grinned. “I forgot it was time for another shipment. Six months already.” He patted the nearest of the seven crates. “The boys at QB will be happy to see you fellas,” he said.


  Braddock looked over his shoulder and read the specification. “What’s so important about that stuff? I thought that was low priority.”


  “Check your reegs, Cy. These fellas are priority number one. If they don’t get to QB, there’ll be hell to pay. Within a month, QB would be more dangerous than a cannibal village.”


  Braddock shook his head. “You people have a funny set of values,” he said. “The more I know about you, the happier I am to stay right here. Come on, let’s finish the checkout and get loading. Takeoff is scheduled for eleven-seventeen.”


  They finished the first checking of the cargo, and went on out of the shed and across the sunbaked tarmac toward the lighter. The Tangiers Poe was a great concrete oval, ringed by warehouse sheds and repair huts and administration buildings. All of Earth’s space shipping was conducted here, close to the Mediterranean coast of North Africa, where perfect flight conditions were rarely marred by clouds or rain or cold. Where flight plans include three variables—a lighter moving from a moving Earth to a moving Space Station—no one can afford delays caused by bad weather.


  In the shed, the cargo handlers loaded small open-sided carts, which were then driven across the field to the lighter. The cargo for QB came out on the second cart, and Glenn Blair supervised its careful stowing and tying down in the hold, then made the second check after its specification line on the manifest. The first checkmark meant that he had found the seven crates in undamaged condition in the shed. The second one meant that he had accepted delivery onto the lighter. Eight more checkmarks would be made before the cargo was finally delivered to QB.


  All cargo and personnel traveling between the Earth and the Moon made the trip in five stages. Stage One was transit from the surface of the Earth to the Space Station, aboard a torpedo-shaped ship familiarly known as a lighter. Stage Two was aboard the Station, during its fifteen-day trip from perigee, four hundred miles up, to apogee, eighty-four thousand miles from Earth. (Space Stations One and Two circled the Earth, one at perigee whenever the other was at apogee, so that a shipment left for the Moon every fifteen days.) Stage three was via a ship technically known as V-T-V (vacuum-to-vacuum) but informally called the Barbell, because of its shape. This stage also took fifteen days, and covered sixty-two thousand miles, terminating at its meeting with Space Station Three, eighty-four thousand miles from the Moon. Station Three orbited the Moon every fifteen days, so that this lap of the trip, Stage Four, took seven and a half days. And finally Stage Five, via another lighter, was from Station Three at perigee two hundred fifty miles above the Moon to the surface of the Moon itself or, as in the case of the seven aluminum crates from Los Angeles, from Station Three to Quartermaster Base, the maintenance satellite for the whole system, in permanent orbit two hundred miles above the surface of the Moon.


  Although it had taken four lighters, this trip, to bring down to the Poe the shipment of manufactured goods and scientific samples from the Moon, only one lighter was required for the return shipment. The Moon colony was not yet self-supporting, but the first steps in that direction had already been made. A part of the colony’s food was homegrown, hydroponically. New plant buildings and new machinery were built right on the Moon, by firms whose only customers were other Moon companies. Clothing and furnishings were made of synthetics.


  Most of the Moon-bound cargo was paperwork, of one sort or another. There was the fifteen days accumulation of mail for the Moon personnel, sheaves of new product specifications for the managers of the Moon plants, financial reports, and so on. The rest, except for the cargo for QB, was primarily food, meat and dairy products and other foods unavailable through hydroponics. There were also three engineers, new employees of Interplanetal Business Machines, replacing three men whose two year contracts were ending and who would be coming back to Earth on the next transit.


  Blair greeted the three men at the lighter ramp, checking their names and identity cards against the manifest and then saying, “My name’s Blair, Glenn Blair. I’m Cargomaster on this trip, and you boys are part of the cargo. You’ve got any questions or problems, bring them to me. I’m liaison between you and the rest of the Transit personnel. Okay?”


  One of the engineers said, “If we decide we can’t take it we shouldn’t bug the working types, is that it?”


  “You’re Ricks? Yes, Ricks, that’s exactly it. None of you people have been off-planet before, so you can’t make any sure statements about how you’ll act. A good quarter of our first-time passengers are plenty scared. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. If any of you feel it getting to you come to me. Don’t try to burrow your way through the wall, don’t try to kill yourself, don’t go running around screaming. We’ve had all of that, at one time or another, and it plays merry hell with the working day.”


  Ricks grinned. “If I need a shoulder to cry on, Mister Blair,” he said, “I’ll run straight to you.”


  “You do that. Come on, I’ll show you your quarters.”


  Blair led the way up the ramp and into the lighter. The bottom half of the ship was engine and fuel-space, and most of the upper half was cargo hold, leaving only two levels at the top for human occupancy. The uppermost level was the control room, with passenger space on the level beneath.


  The three engineers, Ricks in the lead, followed Blair up the inside ladder to the second level, a smallish circular room with twelve bunks, in tiers of three, around the walls. The center space was empty.


  “There’s only four of us,” said Blair, “so we can all take middle bunks. The middle’s best; there’s less noise and vibration.”


  “Beds for the babies, is that it?” said Ricks.


  Blair grinned at him. “You wouldn’t want to be standing up when we blast,” he said. “Now, you lie face down in these bunks. This indentation is for your knees, and this pillow up here is for your chin. You hold onto these handles here, in front of the pillow, and you brace your feet against this bar back here. Just before we blast, you dig your chin down into that pillow hard. If you have your mouth open, you’re liable to get up to the Station minus a few teeth. In front of each bunk here, you see these three lights. The green one means you can relax, talk if you want to, readjust your position, whatever you want. The orange one means a blast within one minute, and the red one means a blast within ten seconds. The red one stays on throughout a blast. Okay?”


  Ricks said, “The company had us play with these cribs. They filled us in pretty good.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. I’m always pleased to get my human cargo to the Pod alive. Let’s get into the bunks now and get ourselves ready. Blast is due in a couple minutes.”


  Blair saw to it that the three engineers were properly situated in their bunks, and then he crawled into the one nearest Ricks. He had the feeling that young man would be needing his hand held in just a few minutes.


  Harvey Ricks was not a crybaby. Way back in grammar school, he was known as the kid who couldn’t be made to cry. A lot of the other kids tried it, and some of them were pretty ingenious, but no one ever succeeded. Harvey Ricks was not a crybaby.


  He didn’t cry when he flunked out of MIT, either, in the first semester of his sophomore year. He wanted to, God knows, but he didn’t. He simply packed his gear and went on home, and spent six months thinking it over. Until the MIT fiasco, schoolwork had always come readily to him. He’d never had to do much studying, and so he’d never learned the methods or picked up the habit. He’d managed to breeze through his secondary schooling with natural intelligence and smooth glibness, and he’d tried the same technique at college. It hadn’t worked.


  During those six months at home, he’d learned why it hadn’t worked. He still had his textbooks, and he spent a lot of time with them, not so much out of a desire to learn as out of a nostalgia for the school that had rejected him. Gradually he began to see where he’d gone wrong. He was at a level of learning now where natural intuition and glibness weren’t enough. There were facts and concepts and relationships in those textbooks that he just couldn’t pick up in a rapid glossing of the subject matter, and there were other things in the textbooks that he couldn’t even understand until he had a sure grip on the earlier work.


  Six months of brain-beating in his own home finally did for him what thirteen years of formal schooling had not done; it taught him how to study, and it taught him why to study. At the end of that time, he was accepted by a lesser engineering school in the northeastern United States, and this time he did it right.


  In this second school, however, he was known as the boy who’d flunked out of MIT. It was much the same as his reputation for non-crying in childhood. He hadn’t really wanted, then, to be known as the boy who wouldn’t cry—all he’d really wanted was for people not to try to make him cry. But he hadn’t known how to manage that, and so he’d built up a brittle sort of bravado, a challenging attitude that was actually only the other side of the crying coin.


  The bravado was still his only defense when he was known as the boy who’d flunked out of MIT. His whole attitude seemed to say, “So what? I’m still a smarter better engineer than all the rest of you clods combined, and that goes for you fourth-rate teachers, too.” As a result, he had plenty of time for studying. No one at school was particularly anxious for his company.


  The funny part of it was that he was right. As a child, the other kids couldn’t make him cry.


  As an engineering student, he was better than anyone else in his class. After two semesters, with a string of ‘A’ marks to his credit, he re-applied at MIT and was accepted on a probationary basis. He graduated seventh in his class—held back only by his poor freshman marks—and was immediately snapped up by Interplanetal Business Machines.


  Interplanetal ran him through the normal engineer trainee courses, familiarizing him with the company’s line of equipment. He sailed through, fascinated by this actual concrete usage of what had been only theoretical knowledge at school, and since he finished first in his class he was given his choice of geographical area of assignment.


  By now, bravado was an ingrained characteristic of Harvey Ricks. Interplanetal maintained a Moon Division, which built computers and office equipment for lease to the other Moon industries, and all personnel there were volunteers on a two-year contract. It was inevitable that Harvey Ricks would volunteer.


  Throughout his life, bravado had made him do what he could but didn’t want to do. He could hold the tears back, though he didn’t want to have to, and his attitude had forced him to prove it, time and time again. He could buckle down and study, though he’d have preferred to loaf, and his own challenge to his classmates had forced him to do it. He could spend two years on the Moon, though he would much rather have lived that time in New York or San Jose, and so here he was on his way to the Moon.


  He tried to stop himself from being such a wise guy, but he always failed. Before he knew what was happening, he’d have his mouth wide open and his foot in it up to the knee. Like with this Cargomaster, Blair. He hadn’t wanted to bait the man, he hadn’t wanted to show off and act the smart-aleck, but he’d done it just the same. If, at any time in the next month of the journey, he felt himself slipping, he’d have no one to stiffen his backbone for him but himself. If he’d only kept his mouth shut and minded his own business, he could have relaxed, knowing that an older and wiser hand was always there, ready and willing to help him keep his balance. This way, as usual, he had put himself in the position where he had to rely totally on himself.


  Lying face down in the bunk, chin on the squarish foam-rubber pillow, he eyed the three lights in front of him grimly and silently cursed himself for forty-seven kinds of fool. He was the reverse of the boy who cried wolf too much. He cried wolf too seldom. One of these days he would send all the hunters away and a wolf would come along too big for him to handle by himself. That day, Harvey Ricks would have his reckoning.


  He wondered if the day was coming sometime in the next month.


  The orange light flashed on.


  Behind him, the voice of the Cargomaster came softly, talking to them all. “You fellows take it easy now,” he was saying. “Breathe deep and slow. Don’t get all tensed up. Don’t hold on to those handles so tight you bunch your shoulder muscles all up. Don’t try to kick those foot bars right off the bunks. Just relax. If you tense your bodies all up, you’ll take a lot worse licking than if you just lie easy. You can get yourselves a broken bone just by being too tense when we blast. Inhale slow and easy, now. Exhale slow and easy. Just keep a light grip on the handles, lie easy and relaxed, like you were going to doze off in a minute.”


  The voice droned softly in the small room, and Ricks knew the man was trying to relax them just by the sound of his voice. But for Ricks, with his perverse bravado, it had just the opposite effect. His body kept tensing up and tensing up, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. His hands, gripping the chrome-plated handles as though they would snap them in two, were sweating already, and his shoulders were aching with strain. His feet pushed so hard against the bar that his knees were completely off the bunk.


  I’m going to panic, he thought, I’m going to scream. I’m going to jump up off this bunk and get myself killed when we blast.


  Only shame kept him in the bunk, only shame kept the scream unsounded in his throat. He had acted the bigshot with the Cargomaster, acted the know-it-all. He couldn’t give in, he couldn’t turn around and show himself a phony and a weakling.


  The red light flicked on.


  Sweat ribboned down his face. The back of his shirt clung to him, soaked through with perspiration. His collar w7as too tight, cutting off air, and his belt buckle was grinding into his middle.


  He pushed his chin down into the pillow, and stared at the red light. He had to swallow, his mouth was full of saliva. But he was afraid to. If he was swallowing when the blast came, he could strangle. That had happened in the past, more than once. Perspiration stung his eyes, but he was afraid to blink. He had to keep staring at the red light, staring at the red light.


  A heavy iron press slammed into his back, grinding him down into the bunk, stomping his feet down off the bar, shoving his face into the pillow. His mouth was full of saliva, dribbling out now between his lips, staining the pillow, mixing with his perspiration. The bunched muscles of his shoulders whined in agony, and his hands, numb now, slipped from the handles and lay limp, fingers curled, before his eyes.


  The red light was still on, waving and changing as he tried to keep watching it. His eyes burned and, despite himself, the lids came down, as though weighted with heavy magnets.


  With closed eyes came nausea. He had no equilibrium any more, no balance. There was no longer any up or down, there was only himself, crushed between the bunk and the heavy iron press.


  He held his breath, closed his throat, kept it down. Breakfast swirled and lumped in his stomach, wanting to come up, but he kept it down. He couldn’t have it, he couldn’t stand it, to have the Cargomaster see him lying in his own sickness. He kept it down.


  The iron press went away, with a suddenness that terrified him. He could breathe again, he could swallow, he could move his arms and legs, he could wipe the sweat out of his eyes and look at the blessed green light.


  The Cargomaster was on his feet in the middle of the room, by the ladder, saying, “Okay, fellows, that’s it for a while. We’ll be at a steady one-G for a while now. There’ll be another little jolt in maybe twenty minutes, when we come into phase with the Station. In the meantime, you all can rest easy.”


  One of the other two, Standish, said timidly, “Excuse me, are there any—do you have any, uh, bags?”


  “Sure thing. Right in that little slot under the light panel.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Don’t feel bad. You haven’t really been initiated into space till you’ve lost at least one meal. How are you other two doing?”


  “Okay, I guess,” said Miller, the third one.


  “Fine. And you, Ricks?”


  “I’m doing just lovely. This is a great little old roller-coaster you’ve got here.”


  Blair grinned. “I thought you’d like it,” he said.


  Harvey Ricks had proved himself again.


  Station One was leaving perigee, hurtling around the Earth on the long elliptical curve that would take it, fifteen days from now, eighty-four thousand miles towards the Moon. The lighter came curving up from Earth into the path of the Station’s orbit and fifty miles ahead. As the Station overtook it, it slowly increased its speed, until the two were neck-and-neck. Slowly, the lighter pilot maneuvered his ship closer to the station, until the magnetic grapples caught, holding the ship to the curving grid jutting out from the hatchway in the high center of the doughnut. A closed companionway slid out along the grid, attached itself to the airlock in the side of the lighter, and formed a hermetic seal. The lock was open, and the Station cargo handlers came aboard for the unloading.


  The seven aluminum crates of the cargo for QB were stacked on a powered cart, driven across the companionway to the Station proper, and taken by elevator down two levels, thence down one of the three interior corridors to the outer ring, and were finally stowed in Section Five, with the rest of the shipment.


  Glenn Blair and the Station Manager, Irv Mendel, oversaw the unloading, making the appropriate row of checkmarks as each item was transferred from lighter to station. Blair then went back up and got the three engineers, all of whom seemed a little shaken by this first stage of the journey, though Ricks was doing his best to hide it. “Don’t worry,” Blair assured them, “the worst part of the trip is done with. From now on, it’s quarter-G all the way.”


  Standish, who had so far been sick twice and who was now holding tight to the nearest support as though afraid he might float up and out of sight any minute, grinned weakly and said, “I don’t know which is worse, too much gravity or too little. Do people really get used to this?”


  “In a couple of days,” Blair told him, “you’ll be running around as happy as a feather in an updraft. Once you get used to it, there’s nothing in the universe as much fun as weighing only one-quarter what you’re used to.”


  “I hope I get used to it soon,” said Standish, “before I starve to death.”


  Blair led the way down the ladder and through the companionway to the Station. The three passengers were introduced to Irv Mendel, who told them how much they’d enjoy quarter-G in a couple days, and then they were shown their cubicles, in Section One, which would be their home for the next fifteen days. Their luggage—thirty-eight pounds permissable—had preceded them into the rooms, which were small but functional. There was, in each room, a bed and a chair and a small writing table, a lamp and a narrow closet and a tiny bathroom complete with shower stall and WC. The floor was uncarpeted black plastic and the walls and ceiling were cream-painted metal. It took the engineers a while to get used to the idea that the floor was not what they would have thought of as the ‘bottom’ of the Station from the outside. The floor of their cubicles was, on the outside, the outer edge of the Station. The center of the Station was not to the left or right, it was directly overhead.


  The outer ring of the Station was divided into twelve sections. Sections Nine, Ten and Eleven housed the permanent Station personnel, including the weathermen and television relay men and so on. Sections Five, Six and Seven were cargo holds, and Sections One, Two and Three were transient quarters. (The three engineers were in Section Two.) Sections Four, Eight and Twelve contained the utilities, the sources of light and heat and air, as well as the chow hall and food storage. At the bulkhead separating each Section, floor and ceiling met at an angle of thirty degrees. A man could do a loop-the-loop simply by walking dead ahead down the main corridor until he came back to his starting point.


  Once the three engineers were safely settled in their cubicles, Blair took the elevator back up to the center of the Station, where Irv Mendel was waiting for him in his office. Blair went through the same sort of paperwork as he’d done with Cy Brad-


  dock, and when they were finished Mendel said, “How are these three kids? Going to give us any trouble?”


  “I’m not sure. Standish has a pretty weak stomach, it may take him a while to get adjusted, but I think he’ll just grin and bear it. Miller’s all right. I’m not too sure about Ricks. He’s pushing himself a little hard, one of these guys who wants to be an old salt before he ever gets into the water. If he cracks, he may do it in style.”


  Mendel leaned back in his chair, arms behind his head. “You know,” he said, “when I was a kid, all I ever wanted was to get out here in space. I grew up reading about Moon-shots and orbiting satellites and I thought, ‘By Golly, there’s the frontier of tomorrow. There’s where the adventurers are going to be, the explorers and the prospectors and the soldiers of fortune. That’s the place for me, boy.’ Romance and adventure, that’s the way I saw it.” He grinned and shook his head. “I forgot all about the twentieth century’s most significant invention: Red tape. It never even occurred to me that space would be a job like this. Paperwork all over the place, schedules to meet and financial reports to make out, young fuzzy-faced kids to be nursemaided. It never even occurred to me.”


  “If you hate it so much,” Blair told him, “why not go on back to Earth?”


  “Are you kidding? Do you know what I weigh down there? Two hundred and fourteen pounds. Maybe more by now, I’m not sure. Besides, it’s even worse down there. Paperwork up to your nose. It’s only half that high up here. If you know what I mean.”


  “I know what you mean. Lighter gone?”


  “Long gone. Halfway back to Earth by now. Left while you were with your Boy Scouts.”


  “So we’re on our way again.” Blair got lazily to his feet, and stretched. “After a couple days on Earth,” he said, “quarter-G feels like a good quiet drunk. Think I’ll go lie down in the rack and think about philosophy. See you later.”


  “Right. Hey, by the way.” Blair turned at the door. “By what way?”


  “This is your last round trip, isn’t it? Your two years are up.”


  “It was up last trip. I re-contracted.”


  Mendel grinned. “Member of the club now, huh? I thought you’d do that. Welcome aboard.” Blair shrugged self-consciously. “You know how it is,” he said. “Every time I go back, Earth gets a little heavier. Besides, I like the soft life.”


  “You want it really soft,” Mendel told him, “you put in for station duty. All we do is float around and around, draw our pay, and look at the pretty scenery.”


  “If that boy Ricks blows up,” Blair said, “we’ll both have plenty to do. I’m going to rack out, I’ll see you later.”


  “See you, nursemaid.”


  Blair took the elevator down to the outer ring, and went to his cubicle in Section Two, next to the one occupied by Ricks, across the corridor from Standish and Miller. He stretched out on his bed and half-dozed, as his body gradually got reoriented to quarter-gravity.


  Twenty minutes later, the meteor hit.


  It should never have happened. The Station had full radar vision, and so the meteor should have been seen long before it struck. The Station was powered, and should have been able to goose itself out of the meteor’s path. So it should never have happened. But it did.


  It was one of those million-to-one shots. The meteor, a chunk of space-rock about six feet in diameter, had come boiling across the Solar System, past the sun and the two innermost planets, headed on a near-collision course with Earth. It had actually dipped into the Earth’s atmosphere, which slowed it somewhat, but not enough for it to be captured by Earth’s gravity. It had shot out of the atmosphere again, moving more slowly than before, now red-hot from atmospheric friction, and shortly thereafter it plowed into the Space Station from behind.


  From the moment it had first become a potential danger to the Station, it had been unseeable. It was directly between the Station and the massive ball of Earth. It was the one thin segment of space where the radar’s vision was unclear, and it was out of that segment that the juggernaut had come.


  The impact could have been worse. In the first place, the meteor was not now traveling at its normal top speed. In the second place, the meteor and the Station were traveling in approximately the same direction, so that the Station, in effect, rolled with the punch. The space-rock broke through the outer hull. Whether or not it penetrated the inner hull no one was immediately sure.


  The strike was in Section Five, containing the cargo, with it the seven aluminum crates for QB. At the instant of impact, even before the meteor had ground to a halt, an alarm bell rang in Section Five. The bell meant that the bulkhead doors to that section would be closed in ten seconds.


  There was only one person in Section Five at the time, a crewman named Gilmore, who’d been checking the security of the lashings on the cargo. Constant strike drills had made his reaction immediate and instinctive: he ran for the nearest door. He made it, too, all but his left shoe. The bulkhead door neatly snicked off the heel of the shoe as it slammed across the doorway and sealed shut. Gilmore’s shoe was ruined and his sock slightly grazed, but his foot was untouched.


  Throughout the rest of the Station, another bell was ringing, this one with a deeper tone and a two-beat rhythm. Harvey Ricks heard it and leaped up from his bunk, forgetting the discomfort that hadn’t yet abated, despite the cheery words of the Cargomaster and the Station Manager. The bell rang on, and Ricks stood quivering in his cubicle, body tensed for fight or flight, mind bewildered and frightened.


  The cubicle door jolted open and Blair’s face stuck in long enough for him to shout, “Suit up! It’s under your bunk!” Then he was gone again, and Ricks heard him delivering the same call to Standish and Miller, across the corridor.


  Ricks, incredibly grateful for any excuse to be in motion, lunged across the cubicle toward his bunk. He misjudged the force of his leap, with the lesser gravity, and tumbled head over heels across the bunk and into the metal wall. He lay crouched on the bunk, gripping his knees, and whispered desperately to himself, “Take it easy, take it easy, take it easy.”


  When he could move without trembling, he got to his feet and dragged the spacesuit out from under the bunk. In the company course, preparatory to leaving on this trip, he’d learned how to don a spacesuit, and he clambered rapidly into this one, closing the inner and outer zippers, and then searched under the bunk again and dragged out the helmet. As he got to his feet, the bell stopped.


  Ricks bit down hard on his lower lip, willing himself to be calm. Carefully, he donned the helmet and went through the series of safety checks he’d been taught. Faceplate open, he put his fingers to the row of buttons at the suit’s waist. First finger, left hand; helmet lamp: It worked, he could see it shining against the opposite wall. Click off. First finger, right hand; air intake: It worked, he could hear the faint hissing below his right ear. Cautiously, he closed the faceplate and inhaled. The oxygen mixture was rich, but good. Click off, faceplate open. Second finger, left hand; heat unit: It worked, he could immediately feel the suit warming against his legs and arms. Click off. Second finger, right hand; water intake: It worked, a thin dribble of lukewarm water emerged from the tube in the corner of his mouth. Click off.


  So far, so good. He hunched his left shoulder forward, and read the small dials there: Oxygen tanks, full. Water tank, half full. Battery, fully charged. Temperature inside the suit, sixty-eight degrees.


  Was the air in the cubicle getting foul? Ricks snapped the faceplate shut, pushed the air intake button. This air was cleaner, he was sure of it.


  Where were the others? Where was Blair? He couldn’t hear a sound. The suit cut out all external atmosphere, but not all external sound. He reached up under the helmet chin and switched on the suit radio. A faint crackling of static told him it was on, but other than that there was no sound.


  He looked around the cubicle. Was there any air in it now? He could be standing in total vacuum, there was no way to be sure. He could be the only one still alive in the Station.


  “Blair?” His own voice, confined within the helmet, sounded harsh and croaking in his ears. The radio gave no answer.


  Unwillingly, he moved toward the door. In here, the sound of his pounding heart was magnified, frightening him more than the radio’s silence or the thought that the Station might now be airless. He pushed open the door, and saw Blair standing in the corridor, wearing his spacesuit but holding the helmet casually in his left hand.


  Blair looked at him and grimaced, then motioned for Ricks to open his faceplate. Ricks reached up, switched off the radio, and removed his helmet. He managed a grin. “Kind of nice in here,” he said. “Set up a bar, put a couple of chairs around, it could be real livable.” But he heard the tremor in his voice, and he knew that Blair heard it, too.


  Blair said, “Get on down by the elevator with Standish and Miller. If you hear another bell, a few notes lower than the first one, with a triple-beep in it, clap the helmet on. Otherwise, keep it off. You don’t have canned air to waste.”


  “Watch for the triple beep,” said Ricks jauntily. “Aye aye, sir.”


  Blair grunted, and turned away, heading down the corridor in the opposite direction. Ricks watched him go, glaring at his back. ‘I’m a better man than you, Harvey Ricks,’ said that back. ‘You’ll break down, you’ll flunk my course, you’ll never match me or even come close.”


  Blair disappeared, through the bulkhead doorway to Section Three, and Ricks turned the other way, walking down the corridor and right to the elevator. Standish and Miller were standing their, helmets on but faceplates open, and Ricks felt somewhat better. His helmet was in his hand.


  As he came up to them, Standish said, “What do you suppose it is?” His pale face was even paler now, his large eyes larger.


  Ricks shrugged. “It’s probably just a drill. Get us new boys all lathered up, just in case we weren’t taking it all seriously.”


  “I thought I felt a tremor just before the bell started,” said Miller. “We may have been hit by a meteor or some such thing.” Ricks shrugged again. “Whatever it was, it doesn’t seem very urgent. Did Papa Blair tell you two about the triple-beep?”


  “Sure,” said Miller. “He was sore at you, because you were late getting out in the hall.”


  “I was running my suit-check,” said Ricks easily.


  “Omigosh!” cried Standish. “I forgot!” He started the check, right then and there.


  Watching Standish run through his suit-check, Ricks felt a lot better. He hadn’t forgotten.


  Blair found Mendel at the sealed bulkhead between Sections Four and Five. Mendel waved to him and grinned sourly. “I thought you’d be along,” he said.


  “What is it? The cargo section?”


  “Right through there, boy. Sorry. We’ve had a meteor strike. Son of a gun came at us on the blind side.”


  Blair glanced quickly at the gauges beside the bulkhead door. “Pressure’s up,” he said. “Looks like it didn’t break all the way through.”


  “No way to tell yet,” said Mendel. “It might be a slow leakage.”


  “Then we have time to move the cargo.”


  Mendel shook his head. “Sorry, Glenn, no can do. Open this door here, it might joggle the air pressure just enough to make a slow leak a fast one. If that happens, it won’t be this door that slams shut, it’ll be the one way over there, between Three and Four.”


  “So you wait in Three. I’m willing to take the chance.”


  “I’m not. And it isn’t your pearly white skin I’m worried about, it’s my pearly white Station. If we have one Section in vacuum, we’ll have trouble enough keeping equilibrium. With two Sections out of whack, we’ll wobble all over the damn Solar System.”


  “Irv, my whole cargo’s in there! The cargo for QB is in there!”


  “I can’t help it. Besides, vacuum won’t hurt that stuff for QB”.


  “Irv, if there’s a break through the inner hull, and that meteor shakes loose, the QB cargo won’t be in the Station any more, it’ll be scattered halfway from here to Mars. Did you ever see stuff come flying out of a room that goes suddenly to vacuum?”


  “Yes, I did. Did you ever see a man that’s gone suddenly to vacuum?”


  “Irv, look at your blasted pressure gauge!”


  “It’s down.”


  “It’s down less than half a point, Irv, and that’s because you’ve stopped pumping air in there. Listen, that QB cargo isn’t hermetically sealed. If it doesn’t get good air, it can rot.”


  “It can rot right now, for all of me. I’m not touching Section Five or anything in it. We’ll get in touch with QB, and let them send a couple of reps up here. It’s their job, not ours.”


  “Irv, don’t you realize what that cargo means to the boys at QB?”


  “Sure, I do. But do you realize what this Station here means to me? The boys at QB can re-order another batch. I can’t go out and re-order another Station.”


  “Irv, listen. The ground-pounders don’t realize how important that stuff is. Without it, the crew at QB will be at each other’s throats in a month. This is no exaggeration, Irv, the whole QB operation will fall apart within a month. And if QB falls apart, the whole system falls apart, because it’s QB’s job to run maintenance for the rest of us.”


  “I know that,” said Mendel, “I know it well. Every word you say is absolutely true. But I still say they can re-order.”


  “And I say it’ll take three months at the very least to fill the new order! We can’t even put the order in until we can prove to the ground-pounders’ satisfaction that this batch is destroyed, and we won’t be able to do that till the reeps get here and patch the hole. So that’s ten or fifteen days right there. Then they’ll fool around another half a month or more, figuring out costs and tax breaks and whatnot, wanting to know why QB can’t make do till the next regular shipment, and bogging down in a lot of red tape. Then they have to put the order in, out of sequence, so it’ll take longer to fill it. And every single item has to be doublechecked and approved by the psycho department and half a dozen other departments. It’ll be more than three months!”


  Mendel doggedly shook his head. “I’m not going to argue with you, Glenn,” he said, “I’m going to tell you. That cargo is your responsibility, but this whole Station is mine, and I’m not going to risk this Station for you or QB or anybody. Period, finish, end of discussion. Now, I’m going to go on up and call QB and have them send us a couple of reeps. Want to come along?”


  “I want to boot you in the rump, Irv, I swear.”


  Mendel grinned. “I feel like doing some rump-booting myself. Take it easy, Glenn. It’ll all work out.”


  “Hot diggity,” said Blair sourly.


  “Want to come up to the office with me?”


  “No.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  Mendel left, and Blair stomped angrily back down the corridor to Section Two, where he found the three engineers still waiting by the elevator. He glared at them and snarled, “What the devil are you clowns doing? Get out of those idiot clown suits, the party’s over.”


  The three of them stared at him in astonishment. Ricks looked as though he might smart-talk, and Blair waited hopefully, fists clenched, but something about his stance gave Ricks second thoughts and he turned away without a word, red-faced and frowning.


  QB was the Quartermaster Base, a large satellite in permanent orbit two hundred miles above the surface of the Moon. It was shaped somewhat like the three Space Stations, though with a thicker outer ring and a less intricate inner section. This base held all of the equipment for maintenance and repair of the entire General Transit system, the three Space Stations, the two barbells, and the Moon-based lighters.


  Attached to QB by a simple hook-and-ring mechanism were six repair ships, familiarly known as reeps. Reeps were small blunt rounded one-man ships, with payloads made up exclusively of fuel. Protruding from the front of each reep were four jointed arms, operated by the arms and legs of the pilot. The reep had one large rocket exhaust at the rear, which swiveled to allow turning maneuverability, and four small swiveled exhausts around the body, permitting the reep complete close-range maneuverability. An experienced reep pilot could operate his ship as though it were an extension of his body, backing and sidestepping, working the four arms as readily as he used his own arms and legs.


  There were two kinds of reeps, and three of each kind. There was the gripper reep, with arms designed for holding and manipulating, and the fixer reep, with arms for welding and cutting.


  When the call came in from Station One, QB was three-quarters around the Earth-side of its orbit. The radioman on duty got the approximate dimensions of the meteor now jammed into the outer edge of the Station, and its approximate placement, and passed this information on to the Dispatcher Office. A call then went down to the Supply Department for Part X-102-W, outer hull replacement panel. This piece, eight feet by eight, was delivered to the Dispatch Delivery Point, at the inner rim of the doughnut.


  Meanwhile, fixer reep 2 and gripper reep 5 were fueled and piloted. Spacesuited QB crewmen put the replacement panel in position for the gripper reep to get hold of, and the two ships broke away from the satellite, headed toward Earth.


  The radioman at QB got in touch with the radioman at Station One and told him to expect the two reeps in fourteen days, approximately twelve hours before the Station was scheduled to make contact with the barbell from Station Three.


  For everyone concerned, it was a long fourteen days. Irv Mendel watched the air pressure creep downward in Section Five, and gnawed his lower lip. Glenn Blair thought of the cargo for QB, and snarled at everyone he saw. Harvey Ricks thought of his two moments of panic, and waited for the chance to shove Blair’s superior attitude down his stinking throat.


  Time in space is arbitrary. There are no seasons in the gulf between the planets, and there is no day and night. The sun, incredibly bright and fierce when seen without the protection of miles of atmosphere, glares out eternally at its domain, heating whatever it touches, leaving to frigid cold whatever lies in shadow. The twenty-four hour day is a fact of Earth, not a fact of the universe. In the void between the planets, the day is singular, and will end only with the death of the sun.


  No matter how much he wills it otherwise, Man is a parochial creature, a native of a planet and not of all space. Whatever else he leaves behind him when he roves beyond his own globe, he takes with him his ingrained ideas of night and day. In every room and office of Space Station One there was a clock, and every clock pointed simultaneously to exactly the same time. The time was that of the Greenwich Meridian, the time of England and Ireland and Scotland and Wales. When Big Ben tolled twelve o’clock noon, the spacefarers of Station One ate lunch. When Big Ben, thousands of miles away in London, struck twelve o’clock midnight, the spacemen obediently went to bed.


  The reeps arrived at four twenty-two p.m., the fourteenth day out from Earth. The gripper reep, still clutching replacement part X-102-W, slid into a soft elliptical orbit around the Station. The fixer reep closed gently against the personnel hatch grid. Spacesuited crewmen fastened it to the grid by metal lines through the two rings, one at the reep’s top toward the rear and the other at the bottom near the front. The reep pilot pumped the cabin air into the storage tank, adjusted his helmet, and opened the magnetically-sealed clear plastic cockpit dome. A Station crewman helped him out onto the grid, and escorted him inside for a conference with Irv Mendel and Blair.


  Mendel greeted him at his office doorway, hand out-thrust. “Welcome aboard. Irv Mendel.” The pilot grinned and took the proffered hand. “Ed Wiley,” he said. He nodded to Blair. “How’s it going, Glenn?”


  “Lousy,” Blair told him. “Did you see the strike?”


  “Yeah, it’s a nice one, a real boulder. Which section is that?”


  “Five,” said Mendel. “Glenn’s cargo is in there, that’s why he’s so peeved.”


  “It’s QB’s cargo,” snapped Blair, “not mine.”


  Wiley frowned. “Ours? How so?”


  Mendel explained, “Your six-months’ goodies are in there.”


  “Oh, fine. In what condition?” Blair said, “This fat character here won’t let me in to find out. The whole section’s at half-pressure by now.”


  “Then he’s right,” said Wiley. “I hate to admit it, but he’s right. Double the pressure all at once, you’re liable to knock the meteor right out of the hole. If pressure’s going down that slow right now, it means the meteor’s partially plugging the leak.”


  “And what happens when you guys yank the meteor out? Same difference.”


  “Not the same,” said Mendel. “This way, nobody gets killed.” Blair shrugged angrily.


  Wiley said, “Maybe we can work something. Vacuum won’t hurt the goodies, will it?”


  “It may explode the cases,” said Blair. “That shouldn’t do too much damage. I’m worried about it being flipped outside. The cases’ll burst, and the whole shipment’ll be scattered to hell-an’-gone.”


  Wiley nodded. “We’ll try to lower the pressure slow and easy. Have you cut off the air supply in that section?”


  “First thing,” said Mendel. “Good. We’ll need two guys on the outside to give us a hand. Do you want to, Glenn?”


  “Damn right,” said Blair. He got to his feet. “I’ll suit up.”


  Wiley stopped him at the door. “Don’t worry, boy,” he said. “Nobody’s going to blame you if it goes wrong.”


  Blair studied him, then said, “Tell me, Ed. If that shipment doesn’t get out to QB, will it be a very pleasant place to live the next few months.”


  Wiley returned his gaze a moment, then shook his head. “No, it won’t. We’ll have to hide the razor blades.”


  “How do you feel now, Ed?” pursued Blair. “Happy in your work, content with the job and the pay and the living conditions? How are you going to feel two months from now?”


  “I know that, Glenn. Believe me, I know exactly what you mean. Don’t forget, I come from QB. If there’s any way at all to fix that strike and save the cargo, I’ll do it.”


  “What do you figure your chances, Ed?”


  “It’s hard to say, before we get a closer look. Maybe fifty-fifty.”


  “If I open the Section Five door and go in there and get that cargo out, what are the chances of the meteor being knocked out? Fifty-fifty?”


  “Less than that, Glenn. You’ve only got half-pressure in there, you tell me.” Wiley patted his shoulder. “We’ll work it out,” he said.


  “I’m glad to hear it.”


  Blair left the office and took the elevator down to Section Two and his cubicle. As he was getting into his suit, there was a knock at the door. He grunted, and Ricks came in.


  The two had been avoiding each other for the last two weeks, Ricks more obviously than Blair. Whenever one entered a room—mess hall or library or whatever—the other immediately left. When they passed one another in a corridor, they looked straight ahead with no acknowledgment.


  Ricks now looked truculent and determined. Blair grimaced at the sight of him and snapped, “All right, Ricks, what is it? I don’t have time for hand-holding right now.”


  “You’re going outside,” said Ricks, “to help fix the strike. I want to go out with you.”


  “What? Go to hell!”


  “You’re going to need more than one man out there.”


  “We’ll get an experienced crewman. You’ve never been outside in vacuum in your life. This isn’t any training course.”


  “How did you do the first time, Blair? Did you make it?”


  “You aren’t me, sonny.”


  “I’ve been taking vitamins.”


  “If you want that chip knocked off your shoulder, you better try somewhere else. I’m liable to knock your head off with it.”


  “Try it afterwards, Superman. I’m a better man than you are every day in the week and twice on Sundays. Give me a chance to prove it.”


  “No.”


  Ricks grinned crookedly. “Okay, big man,” he said. “It’s your football, so you can choose up the sides.”


  He started toward the doorway and Blair growled, “Hold on a second.” When Ricks turned, he said, “You’re a grandstander, Ricks. You knew there wasn’t a chance in a million I’d let you go outside with me, so it was a nice safe challenge, wasn’t it?”


  “Then call my bluff!”


  Blair nodded. “I’m going to. Get into your suit. But just let me tell you something first. This isn’t a game. If you flub, it counts. You’re going to be living on the Moon for the next two years. That’s a small community; everybody knows everybody else. If you flub, those are going to be two miserable years for you, sonny. You’re going to be the boy who lost the cargo for QB, and nobody’ll let you forget it.” Ricks’ face was pale, but his grin sardonic. “All right, Cargo-master,” he said. “I can handle that job, too. I can be your whipping boy.” He spun around, and out of the cubicle.


  Fists clenched tight, Blair glowered at the empty doorway.


  Ricks nervously followed Blair and Wiley out through the personnel hatch and onto the grid outside the Station. His meeting with Wiley had been a simple exchange of names, with no questions asked and no explanations given. Apparently, Wiley had no idea he was merely a passenger on the Station, and not a crew member. Irv Mendel, on the other hand, had pointedly ignored him. Ricks got the impression that Mendel and Blair had argued about him, and that Mendel had lost. Blair himself simply looked grim.


  It was the first time Ricks had seen the exterior of the Station. He was standing now on a grid extending from a semi-conical section which itself protruded upward from the ball in the middle of the Station. The ball contained the administrative and recreational rooms of the Station, and the cone above it contained the radio room, the control room, and cubicles containing the meteorological equipment of the weather team.


  Standing on the grid, Ricks looked up and out, toward the stars, toward the vast emptinesses, and all at once he felt microscopic. He was as small as an ant beneath a redwood tree. Smaller than that, smaller than an amoeba in the ocean, smaller than a single grain of sand on the Sahara. He was a weak and tiny speck of fury and indecision, a flea riding a lily pad down the Mississippi. He could cry out, with all the strength of his lungs, and it would be no more than a faint peeping in the bottom of the deepest well of all.


  Wiley’s calm voice broke into his awe and wonder, crackling tinnily from the helmet radio: “We’ll go on down and take a look at the damage first. It’s the section just to the right of that spoke.”


  Blair’s voice, oddly depersonalized by the radio, said, “Right. You lead off.”


  Wiley, calm and sure-footed in his magnet-soled boots, stepped off the grid onto the curving side of the cone. He marched down it, looking to Ricks like a man walking calmly down a wall, and thence across the bulge of the central ball to the spoke. Blair followed him, moving just as easily and effortlessly, and Ricks came last.


  There was no gravity out here. The Station spun beneath them with what seemed lazy slowness against the distant backdrop of the stars, and the only gravitic force was the centrifugal action of the Station, trying lazily to spin them off and out into space. Above them, the gripper reep arced by in its orbit; the pilot waved.


  Ricks gritted his teeth and followed the other two, imitating their actions. The magnetic boots were tricky things; you had to step high, or all at once the boot would click back against the Station with a step only half-completed. And it took a sliding knee-bending movement to release the boot for another step.


  The three men moved in slow Indian file across the rounded bulk of the spoke, up across the first inner bulge of the rim, and then out on the rim’s top. They stepped carefully over the metal ridge that marked where, inside the Station, Section Six was separated from Section Five. Then there was a four-foot drop to the curve of the outer surface of the rim. If the rim of the Station had been an automobile tire, they would now have been standing on its side, out on the edge where the tread begins. The meteor was imbedded in the tread-area itself, below the curve.


  Wiley and Blair stood close to the meteor; Ricks hung back a step, watching them, moving only when and as they moved. No one had spoken since they left the grid. Then, over the earphones came an unfamiliar voice: “How’s it look, Ed?”


  “Not sure yet, Dan. We’re just beginning to look it over.”


  Ricks looked around, baffled, then realized that Dan was the pilot in the gripper reep, now hovering a little ways off, circling as the Station circled, keeping approximately even with the meteor break, the replacement part awkward in its long arms.


  “Here it is, here,” said Blair suddenly. He squatted carefully, keeping both boots firmly in contact with the Station metal, and pointed to a spot at the jagged intersection of rough meteor rock and frayed bent metal.


  Ricks moved in closer, to see what Blair was pointing at. Sunlight glinted momentarily from whatever it was.


  Wiley crouched down beside Blair, cutting off Ricks’ view, as Dan asked, “What is it?”


  It was Wiley who answered. “Little bit of ice here. We’ve got a slow leakage. Looks like there’s probably a small puncture of the inner hull, with the meteor itself plugging it most of the way. Little bit of air gets out, dissipates between the hulls, and a smidgen of it gets out through here and freezes solid.”


  Blair’s voice sounded, saying, “Does Dan know what’s in this section?”


  “I don’t know a thing.”


  Wiley explained it, and Dan said, “We’ll have to take it nice and easy, then. If that stuff gets loused up, I’m not going home.” Blair straightened, turning, and said, “Okay, Ricks, you can make yourself useful. Go on up with Wiley and help him unrig his ship.”


  “Sure.”


  Blair waited by the meteor while the other two went back across the spoke and up to the grid. Wiley said, “There’s these two wires to disengage. Wait till I’m in and set, and I’ll give you the high-sign.”


  “Okay.”


  Wiley clambered into the reep, sealing the dome shut and adjusting the air pressure to fill the cabin. Then he turned off the suit’s air supply and opened his faceplate. Hands and feet ready on the controls, he nodded to Ricks. Ricks released the moorings, and the reep drifted out and to the left, falling slowly away from the spinning Station. Its rear rocket flashed, and it moved away more rapidly, beyond the Station’s outer rim.


  Ricks walked back to the rim. When he got there, Wiley’s ship was in place, two of the side rockets firing sporadically, keeping it still in relation to the motion of the Station. The two side arms clung to jagged tears in the rim metal, next to the meteor, while the top and bottom arms, working to the pre-measurements of a small computer tape, inched across the metal, cutting implements extended, scoring not deep enough to cut completely through the hull. Just behind each cutting edge, a small nozzle marked the line of the score with a thin line of red.


  Finished, Wiley retracted all four arms, and allowed the reep to drift back away from the Station. The other reep came in closer.


  Blair said, “Got something else for you to do, Ricks.” He removed from a clip on the waist of his suit what looked like a coiled length of narrow cable. “You can hold the replacement panel,” he said, “while Dan clears the meteor out. Help me unsnarl this thing.”


  “Right.”


  Unwound, the coil proved to be four lengths of cable, about fifteen feet long, joined together at one end and terminating at the other end in broad curved clips. While Dan hovered as close as he dared, Blair attached these clips to the edges of the panel, near the corners. Ricks held the other end, where the cables met.


  “It’s going to want to drift to the left,” said Blair. “Make sure it doesn’t. Keep all four cables taut. It’s the same as flying a kite. If you let it dip, it’ll crash into the rim here. If it’s crumpled, we can’t use it. And we don’t have any spares handy.”


  “I’ll keep it up,” promised Ricks.


  Dan backed the gripper reep until the cables stretched taut from Ricks to the panel, and then released his hold on the panel, which immediately drifted to the left, not maintaining the speed of the Station’s spin.


  Holding the joined part of the cable tight in his gloved left hand, Ricks tugged with his right at individual lines, trying to keep the panel above him. Behind him, Blair and Dan were ignoring him, working at their own part of the problem. Ricks could hear Blair instructing Dan, guiding him as he came slowly in and fastened his four gripper arms to the meteor. Two of the reep’s auxiliary rocket exhausts fired briefly, and then again, as Dan tugged tentatively at the meteor.


  Ricks wanted to turn and watch the operation, but he couldn’t. The eight-by-eight replacement panel swayed above him with maddening slowness, inching away from him, curving down toward the Station. Trying to move too quickly, he pulled on the wrong cable, and the panel dipped sharply, the uppermost cable falling slack, threatening to snarl the others.


  Stepping back quickly, almost losing his boot-grip on the hull, Ricks yanked desperately at the slack cable. The panel shuddered, stopped perpendicular to the hull and scarcely two feet above its surface. Then the force of Ricks’ yank took over, and it sailed slowly toward him, curving up and over him, moving now in the direction of the Station’s spin but somewhat faster. When it was directly above him, Ricks tried to stop it, but it curved on, angling down now directly toward the meteor and the arms of the gripper reep.


  This time, Ricks managed to tug the cables properly, reversing the drift without too much trouble. He was beginning to catch on to the method, now. It was impossible to keep the panel stationery above him. All he could do was keep sawing it back and forth, forcing its own sluggish motion to follow his commands. Once he had the right idea, it wasn’t too difficult to keep the thing under control, but it didn’t take long at all for his arms to feel the strain. He didn’t dare relax, not for a second. His arms and shoulders twinged at every movement, and his neck and back ached from the necessity of his looking constantly directly above him.


  From time to time, he chanced a quick look at the progress of the other two. Blair was standing now at the very edge of the scored section, guiding Dan both with words and with arm and body movements. Dan was tugging slowly, first to the left and then to the right, and gradually the meteor was being inched outward. At one point, Blair glanced over at Ricks and said, “How’s it going, Ricks?”


  “Just dandy,” said Ricks, grunting with effort. “Just fine. Almost as good as you.”


  Blair frowned, then turned his attention back to the meteor. Half a dozen times since they’d come out here, he’d been at the point of telling Ricks to go back inside, to have Mendel send out a crewman instead. He wasn’t sure what had stopped him. It wasn’t the way Ricks saw it; he wasn’t looking for a whipping boy, to take the blame for him if he lost the cargo. Glenn Blair didn’t pass the buck, he never had and he never would. He’d been given this job in the first place because he was a man who could handle responsibility, whose pride lay in his ability to complete his own jobs, not in any ability to oversee the work of others.


  He had, he knew, lost the dispassionate approach necessary in his work. Ricks and the cargo for QB had both become too important to him, though in far different ways. With Ricks, he seemed somehow to have become ensnarled in some idiotic sort of contest, in which only Ricks knew the rules and the scoring, in which only Ricks could know or care who had won and who had lost. Ricks had kept him off-balance, thinking with his emotions rather than his brains. In so doing, he’d underestimated Ricks’ own concern with the contest. He’d agreed to let Ricks come out here partly out of a desire to throw the guy into a situation where he would lose his own con-


  test under his own rules, arm partly out of a desire to call Ricks’ bluff. It had turned out to be no bluff, and Blair, thinking with his emotions, had been unable to withdraw the agreement.


  And the fight with Mendel had only served to harden the cement. Mendel had been instantly and loudly opposed to Ricks’ going outside, and Blair had responded just as quickly and just as loudly. Mendel’s opposition had finally only intensified Blair’s determination to go through with it.


  Outside, he had had no choice but to put Ricks to work. There were only the two of them out there, and both were needed. He’d kept for himself the intricate job of guiding the removal of the meteor—the reep pilot was too far back and too involved with the operation of his ship’s controls to be able to do the job by himself—but that had left for Ricks the scarcely-less intricate job of holding onto the replacement panel. Blair had kept an eye on him throughout, ready to step in if it looked as though Ricks would lose control, but Ricks had done surprisingly well, after bobbling the ball a bit to begin with.


  Now, as Blair kept up a steady drone of low-voiced directions, Dan gradually eased the meteor out of the jagged hole it had made in the hull. The whole scored segment was now bulged outward slightly, and the sawtooth edges of the hole were scraping out and back, with the motion of the meteor.


  Then, all at once, the reep jerked backward, as the meteor rasped loose. The hull vibrated beneath Blair’s feet, and then quieted.


  Blair waited, cautiously watching the jagged tear, but after the second’s vibration, there was nothing more. They’d managed it, working and tugging and twisting the meteor in such a way that the remaining air in Section Five was released slowly enough to be of no danger.


  Dan’s voice came over the helmet radio: “I’ll take Junior on home.”


  “Right.”


  The gripper reep shot, turning, up and away from the Station, carrying the meteor far enough away so that it could safely be released without being drawn right back to the Station. Blair watched it go, then stepped cautiously across the scored line and looked down through the hole at the inner hull, five feet away. It was too dark in there to be sure, but he thought he could see the marks of a tiny jagged tear.


  Wiley’s voice came through the earphones, saying, “Okay, Glenn, I’m ready to slice ’er up.”


  “Come ahead.” He backed out of the scored section again, and watched as the fixer reep came in close, once again clutching the edges of the hole with the side arms while the other two arms carefully sliced through the scored lines, this time cutting all the way through, leaving only thin uncut segments at the corners to keep the whole piece in place.


  As the fixer reep backed off, the gripper reep returned, empty-armed now, and slid into place, grabbing the serrated edges of the hole. Blair took the small powered hand-cutter from its loop at the waist of his suit, and carefully sliced through the remaining segments. The gripper reep backed away, holding the cut-off square.


  Blair crouched at the edge of the cut, and held tightly to it as he lifted both boots clear of the hull. His body swung slowly around, over the hole, and he pulled himself down into it, until his boots clamped to the inner hull.


  The space between the hulls was a maze of braces and supports, five feet wide. One diagonal brace had been crushed by the meteor, and would have to be replaced once both hulls were repaired. For now, Blair was concerned to affix a temporary patch to the outside of the inner hull. The final repair job on that would be done from inside the Station. All he had to do was put on a patch that would allow Section Five to be filled with air again, so the inner repair work could be safely done.


  Once his boots were firmly braced against the inner hull, Blair released his hold on the outer hull and moved through the constricted space to the cross-braced wall between Section Five and Six. A tool-and-patch kit was bolted to the wall, beside the round small entranceway to the between-hulls of Section Six. From this kit Blair took a small hammer and a foot-square rubberized metallic patch. He then returned to the spot where the meteor had broken through.


  The hole in the inner hull was a ragged oval, less than half an inch in diameter at its widest point. The edges of the tear had been pulled outward by the removal of the meteor, and Blair first hammered these flat, then removed the protective backing of the patch square and pressed the square firmly over the hole. Its inner side was covered with a sealant designed to work in vacuum, binding patch and hull together at the molecular level. It was not a permanent repair job by any means, but it would hold for at least twenty-four hours of normal pressure inside Section Five.


  The patch job finished, Blair came back out in much the same manner as he had gone in. Ricks, a little ways to the left, was still maneuvering the replacement panel back and forth, though his arms seemed to be sagging somewhat by now. Blair said, “Okay, Ricks, bring it in.”


  “Anything you say, Admiral.” Blair helped him ease the panel down close enough for each of them to grab an edge. They released the cable clips, and Blair one-handed bunched the cable together until he could slip it back onto the catch on his suit. Together, they turned the panel around and held it flat. On Earth, this reinforced thickness of hull would have weighed nearly two hundred pounds. Here, it seemed to weigh less than nothing, since the only force on it was trying to push it up, away from the Station.


  They carried the panel over to the hole made for it, and Blair said, “Lower it easy. It should be a snug fit, flush with the rest of the hull. If we set it in flat, we won’t have any trouble.”


  “No trouble at all, Commander.”


  “Don’t play the smart-aleck!” Surprisingly, Ricks answer was subdued: “All right. What do we do now?”


  “Lower it. Don’t hold it on the edge, hold your hands flat on the top, like this. There’s no danger of it falling.”


  Ricks laughed nervously. “It’s like a table-raising at a séance.” They stood on opposite sides of the hole, the panel flat between them, their arms out over it, gloved hands pressing it slowly down. The fixer reep rolled gently in toward them, and Wiley said, “Let me know when you’re ready, Glenn.”


  “Just a minute now.”


  The panel was a little too far over on Ricks’ side. Together, they adjusted it, and lowered it to match the hole. They stood crouched opposite one another, holding the panel in place, while the fixer reep edged into position, and the welding arm reached out to the bottom left corner. “Turn your face away, Ricks,” warned Blair.


  “Right.”


  It took ten minutes to weld the new piece into place. In the meantime, the gripper reep returned from dumping the scrap section, and Blair sent Ricks up to the grid to help Dan moor his ship. Ricks and Dan came back carrying two tool kits and, when the welding job was finished, Blair and Ricks stood aside as Dan power-sanded the new weld and did a quick spray-painting that removed the signs of the patch. Straightening, he said, “There you go. Good as new.”


  “Fine,” said Blair. “Let’s see how the cargo made out.”


  The three men returned to the grid, where they moored Wiley’s ship across from Dan’s, and then the four of them went on back inside the Station.


  Mendel was waiting for them inside the lock, brow furrowed with worry. He glanced back and forth from Blair to Ricks, then said to Blair, “How did it go?”


  “Fine.”


  “Just peachy,” said Ricks. “I get my merit badge, don’t I, Cargomaster?”


  Blair shook his head at Mendel, and went on toward the elevator without answering Ricks.


  He headed immediately for Section Five. Three crewmen were already at the bulkhead, which was still sealed shut. Blair looked at the pressure gauge, and saw that the dial was above the halfway mark and noticeably climbing. He talked with the crewmen a few minutes, discussing the strike and its repairing, and then at last the bulkhead door slid back into its recess, and they went on in. The crewmen went to work on the permanent repair of the inner hull, and Blair checked his cargo. A few of the food cartons had exploded when the section had gone to vacuum, but he gave them hardly a glance. He found the seven aluminum crates for QB. All had split open, releasing interior air, but their contents looked to be still in good condition. Blair grinned to himself with relief.


  QB was the maintenance base. As such, it had a permanent crew of eighty-four men. These men were on thirty-minute call at all times, and were fulfilling a two-year contract with General Transists. They spent every moment of those two years inside the QB satellite. Most of the time, they had little work to do, but the size of the crew was the statistical minimum required for any foreseeable accident to any part of the General Transits lifeline between the Earth and the Moon. When there was any sort of breakdown, such as this meteor strike on Station One, they went to work. The rest of the time, they were completely on their own. Their world, for two years, was a small metal ring nearly a quarter million miles from home. They couldn’t leave it, and they had little to do inside it.


  That was why the contents of the seven aluminum crates was so important. Four cartons of motion picture film and three cartons of microfilmed books. Six months of entertainment, of distraction. The only way the men of QB could keep from going stir-crazy in their two years of self-imposed imprisonment, the only way to last through the inactive days and weeks between the infrequent calls for their skills and labor.


  With no books, no motion pictures, no cheerful distractions for their minds, the men of QB would falter. Irritations would mount, squabbles would turn to hatreds, aggravations to bloody vendettas. Efficiency would collapse, morale disappear. Statistically, there would be within the first sixty days five suicides and eight murders.


  Entertainment. Tinsel. But, to the men of QB, as vital as food.


  Glenn Blair patted the aluminum crates, and grinned with relief.


  Now that it was over, Harvey Ricks was terrified. Before he’d gone out, he’d been too full of the challenge he’d hurled at Blair; while he’d been outside, he’d been too busy. Now it was over, and he had time to realize the extent of the risks he’d taken, and he was terrified.


  He spent the next four hours in his cubicle, staring at the wall, vowing great resolutions of reform. From now on, he would mind his own business, accept his limitations.


  Then, after four hours, the barbell arrived from Station Three, and the transfer of cargo and passengers was made. There were five men coming back to Earth, there was stack after stack of cargo. The huge hold of the barbell was emptied, and then the shipment for the Moon—and the cargo for QB—was loaded aboard, and the three passengers for the Moon left Station One, carrying their one-suitcase-each to the new cubicle, where they would live another fifteen days of their lives. Ricks looked around at the new room, and already the retroactive terror was receding, already he was thinking of his exploit in self-congratulatory terms. He’d done well. He’d showed the Cargomaster that Harvey Ricks was a good man to have at your side, a man who can do the job right the first time.


  After a while, Blair knocked at the cubicle door and entered, smiling hesitantly, saying, “I didn’t get a chance to thank you, Ricks. You did a good job out there.”


  Ricks smiled, the old self-confident challenging smile. “Why, any time, Cargomaster.”


  Blair’s face tightened. “Well,” he said. “So I’ve thanked you.”


  “So you have, Cargomaster.”


  Blair left without another word.


  Ricks settled back on his bunk, arms behind his head, and smiled at the ceiling. He’d made it again. He’d sent the hunters away, and when the wolf had come he’d tromped it all on his own. He still hadn’t run across the wolf he couldn’t handle.


  But there was time. There was still plenty of time for Harvey Ricks to have his reckoning.


  Two years’ worth.


  DEVIL CAR


  Roger Zelazny


  Murdock sped across the Great Western Road Plain.


  High above him the sun was a fiery yo-yo as he took the innumerable hillocks and rises of the Plain at better than a hundred sixty miles an hour. He did not slow for anything, and Jenny’s hidden eyes spotted all the rocks and potholes before they came to them, and she carefully adjusted their course, sometimes without his even detecting the subtle movements of the steering column beneath his hands.


  Even through the dark-tinted windshield and the thick goggles he wore, the glare from the fused Plain burnt into his eyes, so that at times it seemed as if he were steering a very fast boat through night, beneath a brilliant alien moon, and that he was cutting his way across a lake of silver fire. Tall dust waves rose in his wake, hung in the air, and after a time settled once more.


  “You are wearing yourself out,” said the radio, “sitting there clutching the wheel that way, squinting ahead. Why don’t you try to get some rest? Let me fog the shields. Go to sleep and leave the driving to me.”


  “No,” he said. “I want it this way.”


  “All right,” said Jenny. “I just thought I would ask.”


  “Thanks.”


  About a minute later the radio began playing—it was a soft, stringy sort of music.


  “Cut that out!”


  “Sorry, boss. Thought it might relax you.”


  “When I need relaxing, I’ll tell you!”


  “Check, Sam. Sorry.”


  The silence seemed oppressive after its brief interruption. She was a good car though, Murdock knew that. She was always concerned with his welfare, and she was anxious to get on with his quest.


  She was made to look like a carefree Swinger sedan: bright red, gaudy, fast. But there were rockets under the bulges of her hood, and two fifty-caliber muzzles lurked just out of sight in the recesses beneath her headlamps; she wore a belt of five- and ten-second timed grenades across her belly; and in her trunk was a spray-tank containing a highly volatile naphthalic.


  . . . For his Jenny was a specially designed deathcar, built for him by the Archengineer of the Geeyem Dynasty, far to the East, and all the cunning of that great artificer had gone into her construction.


  “We’ll find it this time, Jenny,” he said, “and I didn’t mean to snap at you like I did.”


  “That’s all right, Sam,” said the delicate voice, “I am programmed to understand you.”


  They roared on across the Great Plain and the sun fell away to the west. All night and all day they had searched, and Murdock was tired. The last Fuel Stop/Rest Stop Fortress seemed so long ago, so far back . . .


  Murdock leaned forward and his eyes closed.


  The windows slowly darkened into complete opacity. The seat belt crept higher and drew him back away from the wheel. Then the seat gradually leaned backwards until he was reclining on a level plane. The heater came on as the night approached, later.


  The seat shook him awake a little before five in the morning.


  “Wake up, Sam! Wake up!”


  “What is it?” he mumbled.


  “I picked up a broadcast twenty minutes ago. There was a recent car-raid out this way. I changed course immediately, and we are almost there.”


  “Why didn’t you get me up right away?”


  “You needed the sleep, and there was nothing you could do but get tense and nervous.”


  “Okay, you’re probably right. Tell me about the raid.”


  “Six vehicles, proceeding westward, were apparently ambushed by an undetermined number of wild cars sometime last night. The Patrol Copter was reporting it from above the scene and I listened in. All the vehicles were stripped and drained and their brains were smashed, and their passengers were all apparently killed too. There were no signs of movement.”


  “How far is it now?”


  “Another two or three minutes.”


  The windshields came clear once more, and Murdock stared as far ahead through the night as the powerful lamps could cut.


  “I see something,” he said, after a few moments.


  “This is the place,” said Jenny, and she began to slow down.


  They drew up beside the ravaged cars. His seat belt unsnapped and the door sprang open on his side.


  “Circle around, Jenny,” he said, “and look for heat tracks. I won’t be long.”


  The door slammed and Jenny moved away from him. He snapped on his pocket torch and moved toward the wrecked vehicles.


  The Plain was like a sand-strewn dance floor—hard and gritty—beneath his feet. There were many skid-marks, and a spaghetti-work of tire tracks lay all about the area.


  A dead man sat behind the wheel of the first car. His neck was obviously broken. The smashed watch on his wrist said 2:24. There were three persons—two women and a young man—lying about forty feet away. They had been run down as they tried to flee from their assaulted vehicles.


  Murdock moved on, inspected the others. All six cars were upright. Most of the damage was to their bodies. The tires and wheels had been removed from all of them, as well as essential portions of their engines; the gas tanks stood open, siphoned empty; the spare tires were gone from the sprung trunks. There were no living passengers.


  Jenny pulled up beside him and her door opened.


  “Sam,” she said, “pull the brain leads on that blue car, the third one back. It’s still drawing some energy from an auxiliary battery, and I can hear it broadcasting.”


  “Okay.”


  Murdock went back and tore the leads free. He returned to Jenny and climbed into the driver’s seat.


  “Did you find anything?”


  “Some traces, heading northwest.”


  “Follow them.”


  The door slammed and Jenny turned in that direction. They drove for about five minutes in silence. Then Jenny said: “There were eight cars in that convoy.”


  “What?”


  “I just heard it on the news. Apparently two of the cars communicated with the wild ones on an off-band. They threw in with them. They gave away their location and turned on the others at the time of the attack.”


  “What about their passengers?”


  “They probably monoed them before they joined the pack.”


  Murdock lit a cigarette, his hands shaking.


  “Jenny, what makes a car run wild?” he asked. “Never knowing where it will get its next fueling—or being sure of finding spare parts for its auto-repair unit? Why do they do it?”


  “I do not know, Sam. I have never thought about it.”


  “Ten years ago the Devil Car, their leader, killed my brother in a raid on his Gas Fortress,” said Murdock, “and I’ve hunted that black Caddy ever since. I’ve searched for it from the air and I’ve searched on foot. I’ve used other cars. Pve carried heat trackers and missiles. I even laid mines. But always it’s been too fast or too smart or too strong for me. Then I had you built.”


  “I knew you hated it very much. I always wondered why,” Jenny said.


  Murdock drew on his cigarette.


  “I had you specially programmed and armored and armed to be the toughest, fastest, smartest thing on wheels, Jenny. You’re the Scarlet Lady. You’re the one car can take the Caddy and his whole pack. You’ve got fangs and claws of the kind they’ve never met before. This time I’m going to get them.”


  “You could have stayed home, Sam, and let me do the hunting.”


  “No. I know I could have, but I want to be there. I want to give the orders, to press some of the buttons myself, to watch that Devil Car burn away to a metal skeleton. How many people, how many cars has it smashed? We’ve lost count. I’ve got to get it, Jenny!”


  “I’ll find it for you, Sam.”


  They sped on, at around two hundred miles an hour.


  “How’s the fuel level, Jenny?”


  “Plenty there, and I have not yet drawn upon the auxiliary tanks. Do not worry.


  “—The track is getting stronger,” she added.


  “Good. How’s the weapons system?”


  “Red light, all around. Ready to go.”


  Murdock snubbed out his cigarette and lit another.


  Some of them carry dead people strapped inside,” said Murdock, “so they’ll look like decent cars with passengers. The black Caddy does it all the time, and it changes them pretty regularly. It keeps its interior refrigerated—so they’ll last.”


  “You know a lot about it, Sam.”


  “It fooled my brother with phoney passengers and phoney plates. Got him to open his Gas Fortress to it that way. Then the whole pack attacked. It’s painted itself red and green and blue and white, on different occasions, but it always goes back to black, sooner or later. It doesn’t like yellow or brown or two-tone. I’ve a list of almost every phoney plate it’s ever used. It’s even driven the big freeways right into towns and fueled up at regular gas stops. They often get its number as it tears away from them, just as the attendant goes up on the driver’s side for his money. It can fake dozens of human voices. They can never catch it afterwards though, because it’s souped itself up too well. It always makes it back here to the Plain and loses them. It’s even raided used car lots—”


  Jenny turned sharply in her course.


  “Sam! The trail is quite strong now. This way! It goes off in the direction of those mountains.”


  “Follow!” said Murdock.


  For a long time then Murdock was silent. The first inklings of morning began in the east. The pale morning star was a white thumbtack on a blue board behind them. They began to climb a gentle slope.


  “Get it, Jenny. Go get it,” urged Murdock.


  “I think we will,” she said.


  The angle of the slope increased. Jenny slowed her pace to match the terrain, which was becoming somewhat bumpy.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Murdock.


  “It’s harder going here,” she said, “also, the trail is getting more difficult to follow.”


  “Why is that?”


  “There is still a lot of background radiation in these parts,” she told him, “and it is throwing off my tracking system.”


  “Keep trying, Jenny.”


  “The track seems to go straight toward the mountains.”


  “Follow it, follow it!”


  They slowed some more.


  “I am all fouled up now, Sam,” she said. “I have just lost the trail.”


  “It must have a stronghold somewhere around here—a cave or something like that—where it can be sheltered overhead. It’s the only way it could have escaped aerial detection all these years.”


  “What should I do?”


  “Go as far forward as you can and scan for low openings in the rock. Be wary. Be ready to attack in an instant.”


  They climbed into the low foothills. Jenny’s aerial rose high into the air, and the moths of steel cheesecloth unfolded their wings and danced and spun about it, bright there in the morning light.


  “Nothing yet,” said Jenny, “and we can’t go much further.”


  “Then we’ll cruise along the length of it and keep scanning.”


  “To the right or to the left?”


  “I don’t know. Which way would you go if you were a renegade car on the lam?”


  “I do not know.”


  “Pick one. It doesn’t matter.”


  “To the right, then,” she said, and they turned in that direction.


  After half an hour the night was dropping away behind the mountains. To his right, morning was exploding at the far end of the Plain, fracturing the sky into all the colors of autumn trees. Murdock drew a squeeze bottle of hot coffee, of the kind spacers had once used, from beneath the dashboard.


  “Sam, I think I have found something.”


  “What? Where?”


  “Ahead, to the left of that big boulder, a declivity with some kind of opening at its end.”


  “Okay, baby, make for it. Rockets ready.”


  They pulled abreast of the boulder, circled around its far side, headed downhill.


  “A cave, or a tunnel,” he said. “Go slow—”


  “Heat! Heat!” she said. “I’m tracking again!”


  “I can even see tire marks, lots of them!” said Murdock. “This is it!”


  They moved toward the opening.


  “Go in, but go slowly,” he ordered. “Blast the first thing that moves.”


  They entered the rocky portal, moving on sand now, Jenny turned off her visible lights and switched to infrared. An i-r lens rose before the windshield, and Murdock studied the cave. It was about twenty feet high and wide enough to accommodate perhaps three cars going abreast. The floor changed from sand to rock, but it was smooth and fairly level. After a time it sloped upward.


  “There’s some light ahead,” he whispered.


  “I know.”


  “A piece of the sky, I think.”


  They crept toward it, Jenny’s engine but the barest sigh within the great chamber of rock.


  They stopped at the threshold to the light. The i-r shield dropped again.


  It was a sand-and-shale canyon that he looked upon. Huge slantings and overhangs of rock hid all but the far end from any eye in the sky. The light was pale at the far end, and there was nothing unusual beneath it.


  But nearer . . .


  Murdock blinked.


  Nearer, in the dim light of morning and in the shadows, stood the greatest junkheap Murdock had ever seen in his life.


  Pieces of cars, of every make and model, were heaped into a small mountain before him. There were batteries and tires and cables and shock absorbers; there were fenders and bumpers and headlamps and headlamp housings; there were doors and windshields and cylinders and pistons, carburetors, generators, voltage regulators, and oil pumps.


  Murdock stared.


  “Jenny,” he whispered, “we’ve found the graveyard of the autos!”


  A very old car, which Murdock had not even distinguished from the junk during that first glance, jerked several feet in their direction and stopped as suddenly. The sound of rivet heads scoring ancient brake drums screeched in his ears. Its tires were completely bald, and the left front one was badly in need of air. Its right front headlamp was broken and there was a crack in its windshield. It stood there before the heap, its awakened engine making a terrible rattling noise.


  “What’s happening?” asked Murdock. “What is it?”


  “He is talking to me,” said Jenny. “He is very old. His speedometer has been all the way around so many times that he forgets the number of miles he has seen. He hates people, whom he says have abused him whenever they could. He is the guardian of the graveyard. He is too old to go raiding any more, so he has stood guard over the spare parts heap for many years. He is not the sort who can repair himself, as the younger ones do, so he must rely on their charity and their auto-repair units. He wants to know what I want here.”


  “Ask him where the others are,”


  But as he said it, Murdock heard the sound of many engines turning over, until the valley was filled with the thunder of their horsepower.


  “They are parked on the other side of the heap,” she said. “They are coming now.”


  “Hold back until I tell you to fire,” said Murdock, as the first car—a sleek yellow Chrysler—nosed around the heap.


  Murdock lowered his head to the steering wheel, but kept his eyes open behind his goggles.


  “Tell them that you came here to join the pack and that you’ve monoed your driver. Try to get the black Caddy to come into range.”


  “He will not do it,” she said. “I am talking with him now. He can broadcast just as easily from the other side of the pile, and he says he is sending the six biggest members of his pack to guard me while he decides what to do. He has ordered me to leave the tunnel and pull ahead into the valley.”


  “Go ahead then—slowly.”


  They crept forward.


  Two Lincolns, a powerful-looking Pontiac, and two Mercs joined the Chrysler—three on each side of them, in position to ram.


  “Has he given you any idea how many there are on the other side?”


  “No. I asked, but he will not tell me.”


  “Well, we’ll just have to wait then.”


  He stayed slumped, pretending to be dead. After a time, his already tired shoulders began to ache. Finally, Jenny spoke:


  “He wants me to pull around the far end of the pile,” she said, “now that they have cleared the way, and to head into a gap in the rock which he will indicate. He wants to have his auto-mech go over me.”


  We can’t have that,” said Murdock, “but head around the pile. I’ll tell you what to do when I’ve gotten a glimpse of the other side.”


  The two Mercs and the Big Chief drew aside and Jenny crept past them. Murdock stared upwards from the comer of his eye, up at the towering mound of junk they were passing. A couple well-placed rockets on either end could topple it, but the auto-mech would probably clear it eventually.


  They rounded the lefthand end of the pile.


  Something like forty-five cars were facing them at about a hundred twenty yards’ distance, to the right and ahead. They had fanned out. They were blocking the exit around the other end of the pile, and the six guards in back of him now blocked the way behind Murdock.


  On the far side of the farthest rank of the most distant cars an ancient black Caddy was parked.


  It had been beaten forth from assembly during a year when the apprentice-engineers were indeed thinking big.


  Huge it was, and shiny, and a skeleton’s face smiled from behind its wheel. Black it was, and gleaming chromium, and its headlamps were like dusky jewels or the eyes of insects. Every plane and curve shimmered with power, and its great fish-tailed rear end seemed ready to slap at the sea of shadows behind it on an instant’s notice, as it sprang forward for its kill.


  “That’s it!” whispered Murdock. “The Devil Car!”


  “He is big!” said Jenny. “I have never seen a car that big!”


  They continued to move forward.


  “He wants me to head into that opening and park,” she said.


  “Head toward it, slowly. But don’t go into it,” said Murdock.


  They turned and inched toward the opening. The other cars stood, the sounds of their engines rising and falling.


  “Check all weapons system.”


  “Red, all around.”


  The opening was twenty-five feet away.


  “When I say “now” go into neutral steer and turn one hundred-eighty degrees—fast. They can’t be expecting that. They don’t have it themselves, Then open up with the fifty-calibers and fire your rockets at the Caddy, turn at a right angle and start back the way we came, and spray the naphtha as we go, and fire on the six guards . . .


  “Now!” he cried, leaping up in his seat.


  He was slammed back as they spun, and he heard the chattering of her guns before his head cleared. By then, flames were leaping up in the distance.


  Jenny’s guns were extruded now and turning on their mounts, spraying the line of vehicles with hundreds of leaden hammers. She shook, twice, as she discharged two rockets from beneath her partly opened hood. Then they were moving forward, and eight or nine of the cars were rushing downhill toward them.


  She turned again in neutral steer and sprang back in the direction from which they had come, around the southeast corner of the pile. Her guns were hammering at the now retreating guards, and in the wide rearview mirror Murdock could see that a wall of flame was towering high behind them.


  “You missed it!” he cried. “You missed the black


  Caddy! Your rockets hit the cars in front of it and it backed off!”


  “I know! I’m sorry!”


  “You had a clear shot!”


  “I know! I missed!”


  They rounded the pile just as two of the guard cars vanished into the tunnel. Three more lay in smoking ruin. The sixth had evidently preceded the other two out through the passage.


  “Here it comes now!” cried Murdock. “Around the other end of the pile! Kill it! Kill it!”


  The ancient guardian of the graveyard—it looked like a Ford, but he couldn’t be sure—moved forward with a dreadful chattering sound and interposed itself in the line of fire.


  “My range is blocked.”


  “Smash that junkheap and cover the tunnel! Don’t let the Caddy escape!”


  “I can’t!” she said.


  “Why not?”


  “I just can’t!”


  “That’s an order! Smash it and cover the tunnel!”


  Her guns swiveled and she shot out the tires beneath the ancient car.


  The Caddy shot past and into the passageway.


  “You let it get by!” he screamed. “Get after it!”


  “All right, Sam! I’m doing it! Don’t yell. Please don’t yell!”


  She headed for the tunnel. Inside, he could hear the sound of a giant engine racing away, growing softer in the distance.


  “Don’t fire here in the tunnel! If you hit it we may be bottled in!”


  “I know. I won’t.”


  “Drop a couple ten-second grenades and step on the gas. Maybe we can seal in whatever’s left moving back there.” Suddenly they shot ahead and emerged into daylight. There was no sign of any other vehicle about.


  “Find its track,” he said, “and start chasing it.”


  There was an explosion up the hill behind him, within the mountain. The ground trembled, then it was still once more.


  “There are so many tracks . . .” she said.


  “You know the one I want. The biggest, the widest, the hottest! Find it! Run it down!”


  “I think I have it, Sam.”


  “Okay. Proceed as rapidly as possible for this terrain.” Murdock found a squeeze bottle of bourbon and took three gulps. Then he lit a cigarette and glared into the distance.


  “Why did you miss it?” he asked softly. “Why did you miss it, Jenny?”


  She did not answer immediately. He waited.


  Finally, “Because he is not an ‘it’ to me,” she said. “He has done much damage to cars and people, and that is terrible. But there is something about him, something—noble. The way he has fought the whole world for his freedom, Sam, keeping that pack of vicious machines in line, stopping at nothing to maintain himself that way—without a master—for as long as he can remain unsmashed, unbeaten—Sam, for a moment back there I wanted to join his pack, to run with him across the Great Road Plains, to use my rockets against the gates of the Gas Forts for him . . . But could not mono you, Sam. I was built for you. I am too domesticated. I am too weak. I could not shoot him though, and I misfired the rockets on purpose. But I could never mono you, Sam, really.”


  “Thanks,” he said, “you overprogrammed ashcan. Thanks a lot!”


  “I am sorry, Sam.”


  “Shut up—No, don’t, not yet. First tell me what you’re going to do if we find ‘him.’ ”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well think it over fast. You see that dust cloud ahead as well as I do, and you’d better speed up.”


  They shot forward.


  “Wait till I call Detroit. They’ll laugh themselves silly, till I claim the refund.”


  “I am not of inferior construction or design. You know that. I am just more . . .”


  “ ‘Emotional,’ ” supplied Murdock.


  “. . . Than I thought I would be,” she finished. “I had not really met many cars, except for young ones, before I was shipped to you. I did not know what a wild car was like, and I had never smashed any cars before—just targets and things like that. I was young and . . .”


  “ ‘Innocent’ ” said Murdock. “Yeah. Very torching. Get ready to kill the next car we meet. If it happens to be your boyfriend and you hold your fire, then he’ll kill us.”


  “I will try, Sam.”


  The car ahead had stopped. It was the yellow Chrysler. Two of its tires had gone flat and it was parked, lopsided, waiting.


  “Leave it!” snarled Murdock, as the hood clicked open. “Save the ammo for something that might fight back.”


  They sped past it.


  “Did it say anything?”


  “Machine profanity,” she said. “I’ve only heard it once or twice, and it would be meaningless to you.”


  He chuckled. “Cars actually swear at each other?”


  “Occasionally,” she said. “I imagine the lower sort indulge in it more frequently, especially on freeways and turnpikes when they become congested.”


  “Let me hear a machine swear-word.”


  “I will not. What kind of car do you think I am, anyway?”


  “I’m sorry,” said Murdock. “You’re a lady. I forgot.” There was an audible click within the radio.


  They raced forward on the level ground that lay before the foot of the mountains. Murdock took another drink, then switched to coffee.


  “Ten years,” he muttered, “ten years . . .”


  The trail swung in a wide curve as the mountains jogged back and the foothills sprang up high beside them.


  It was over almost before he knew it.


  As they passed a huge, orange-colored stone massif, sculpted like an upside-down toadstool by the wind, there was a clearing to the right.


  It shot forward at them—the Devil Car. It had lain in ambush, seeing that it could not outrun the Scarlet Lady, and it rushed toward a final collision with its hunter.


  Jenny skidded sideways as her brakes caught with a scream and a smell of smoke, and her fifty-calibers were firing, and her hood sprang open and her front wheels rose up off the ground as the rockets leapt wailing ahead, and she spun around three times, her rear bumper scraping the salt sand plain, and the third and last time she fired her remaining rockets into the smouldering wreckage on the hillside, and she came to rest on all four wheels; and her fifty-calibers kept firing until they were emptied, and then a steady clicking sound came from them for a full minute afterwards, and then all lapsed into silence.


  Murdock sat there shaking, watching the gutted, twisted wreck blaze against the morning sky.


  “You did it, Jenny. You killed him. You killed me the Devil Car,” he said.


  But she did not answer him. Her engine started once more and she turned toward the southeast and headed for the Fuel Stop/Rest Stop Fortress that lay in that civilized direction.


  For two hours they drove in silence, and Murdock drank all his bourbon and all his coffee and smoked all his cigarettes.


  “Jenny, say something,” he said. “What’s the matter? Tell me.”


  There was a click, and her voice was very soft:


  “Sam—he talked to me as he came down the hill . . .” she said.


  Murdock waited, but she did not say anything else.


  “Well, what did he say?” he asked.


  “He said, ‘Say you will mono your passenger and I will swerve by you,” she told him. “He said, ‘I want you, Scarlet Lady—to run with me, to raid with me. Together they will never catch us’ and I killed him.”


  Murdock was silent.


  “He only said that to delay my firing though, did he not? He said that to stop me, so that he could smash us both when he went smash himself, did he not? He could not have meant it, could he, Sam?”


  “Of course not,” said Murdock, “of course not. It was too late for him to swerve.”


  “Yes, I suppose it was—do you think though, that he really wanted me to run with him, to raid with him—before everything, I mean—back there?”


  “Probably, baby. You’re pretty well-equipped.”


  “Thanks,” she said, and turned off again.


  Before she did though, he heard a strange mechanical sound, falling into the rhythms of profanity or prayer.


  Then he shook his head and lowered it, softly patting the seat beside him with his still unsteady hand.


  ATTITUDE OF THE EARTH TOWARD OTHER BODIES


  James Sallis


  Because she is gone.


  Each morning, still, he rises at five and puts on coffee. For an hour he studies—languages, usually—then takes the wireless terminal into the kitchen and with breakfast (grapefruit, one piece of wheat toast, a single scrambled egg or bowl of oatmeal) reviews news aspects of the project. All these are habits acquired in college and never given up. He showers then, dresses, and stands for a moment at the door, his apartment still and quiet as the sky.


  He arrives, as always, before the others. “Good morning, Doctor,” the guard says to him. He inserts his card into the slot, places his palm briefly against the glass plate. He goes through the door and repeats the clearance routine at another door, then down a long, narrow corridor. Here he says simply, “Good morning, Margaret.”


  “Good morning, John.” The door opens for him. “I hope you slept well.”


  “Not very.”


  “Then I am sorry, John.” A polite pause. “Where will we start this morning?”


  “Program Aussie for a sweep of sector A-456/F, I think. Logarithm tables, continuous transmission.”


  “Duration?”


  “Until redirected. And at whatever power levels we’ve been using in that sector.”


  All is quiet for a moment until Margaret says, “It is done. Transmission is beginning. You wish Granada to continue broadcasting geometrical theorems?”


  “Yes, though maybe we could boost levels a little. Paris is still sending out the Brandenburgs. Leave her on that. But let’s switch Nevsky over to something new.”


  After a moment Margaret says, “Yes?”


  “I don’t know—poetry, maybe.”


  “What poetry did you have in mind, John?”


  “Milton, maybe? Or Shakespeare, Dante—Pushkin?”


  “Might I suggest Rilke?”


  “Yes, Rilke by all means. The Elegies. Of course.”


  Margaret’s voice fills the room:


  
    Who, if I cried, would hear me among the angelic


    orders? And even if one of them suddenly


    pressed me against his heart, I should fade in the strength of his


    stronger existence

  


  And he thinks how cruel it is now, though often before it had filled his days with joy, that Margaret should have her voice.


  “Leave all the others on current transmissions.”


  “Yes, John. Will there be something else?”


  “Anything unusual incoming?”


  “Some interesting variable emissions from Dresden’s sector. A possible new black hole in Paris’s.”


  “You’ve notified astronomy, of course.”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay, just run off some copy for me and I’ll have a look. The rest of the morning’s your own.”


  Daisywheels begin spitting out thickly printed sheets of numbers and symbols.


  “You’ll call me, John, if there’s anything else?”


  “Certainly, Margaret. Thank you.”


  “It is my pleasure, John. Au revoir


  And he is alone in the lab, without even her voice now. He looks up through hanging plants and the skylight to a bright day with no cloud in sight. There should be rain, he thinks, torrents of rain: il pleure dans mon coeur comme il pleut dans la ville. Then he bends over the serrated sheets, peering into them as one looks into a friend’s face and knows instantly, without analysis, his thoughts and mood, entering into them as one exists in one’s language, beyond particulates or grammar. The emissions from C-389/G-B were indeed most interesting, but (alas) still random.


  Random as two people coming together in a sea of others. Random as the chances (they were, after all, so different) they’d fall in love.


  She was a musician, working as a secretary to try and make ends meet. For two hours each day after work she practiced oboe. Most of the remaining time she bicycled or read, usually in the bathtub or curled up against the bed’s headboard with a glass of wine close to hand. She had a mane of thick brown hair, a narrow waist, and worked at her desk in shirtsleeves, arms alarmingly soft and bare. From her first day she’d always smiled at him.


  He watched her for a time, aware of her presence halfway across the building even as he worked, and finally began speaking to her, mostly in the stairwells or halls at first, a couple of times in the lunch line. Then they started coming across one another more often. One day she asked if he’d had lunch yet (he had) and the next day they went together. On the stairs he asked her to dinner. She sat cross-legged in the car with her feet tucked under and slid her hand, at the restaurant, up inside and around his arm. That night, Sunday, he could not sleep and went to the lab at three in the morning. Monday night she went back with him to his apartment. It was her birthday. Neither of them was at work on Tuesday.


  They were both so wary, so afraid of being hurt, and yet they seemed unable to stop themselves, to control, whatever its source, the attraction they felt. Verbally, they circled one another like dancers: But what if it happened that. . .I couldn’t stand it if. . .I don’t want any more surprises. They were two moons circling that central attraction, trying desperately not to collide, knowing they would. Once Margaret spoke to him four times before he surfaced from his thoughts of her to respond. Later there would be an interfering sister, not a villainess, nothing is that simple, that easy, just a sister concerned, a sister afraid things were going too fast, suspicious (as well she might be) of his intentions. But none of it mattered.


  Her name was Kim. She’d been through two awful marriages and much abused by the men in her life; she had difficulty believing that a man could be kind to her, could be giving, could truly care. She did not recognize that there was anything within her a man would be drawn to. She kept asking him Why me? And he truly did not know. Perhaps her sister was right; perhaps he only wanted her, wanted her youth, her beauty, her obeisance.


  Perhaps he was just afraid to be alone any longer under this sky pressing down on him.


  And so he said, I will not lie to you. I want to be with you. If the time comes that I want to back away, I will tell you so.


  You don’t want to?


  No. No, I don’t. You must know that.


  I thought you did, maybe. I was afraid.


  He runs his hand up her spine, along the soft line of her arm. She leans her head against his chest. To be so wanted.


  You should be getting home, he says.


  Yes.


  But they do not move. Carlights wash over them, the guard’s flashlight washes over them, they are flooded in moonlight. And still she holds him close against her. From the heave of her chest he realizes she is crying. He asks if she is all right. Yes, she says, I’m fine, but this will all change, you know. It has to, she says. Someday we won’t have it anymore. He looks down at the pale coarse skin of her hands and knows he has come too far now ever to be safe again.


  He stands at the door of his apartment as though he’d just entered, trying to imagine how another, seeing this for the first time, how she, would perceive it. It has character, of course; it’s a bit out of the ordinary. And comfortable, like the corduroy coat he wears most days. In fact the apartment is a fairly precise graph of his inmost life. His solitude, his passion for knowledge, the kenning of order and intuition so important to his work—all are there; there in the orderly stacks of books where Chomsky is sandwiched by Tolstoy and Tom Paine, in the bathroom where the medicine cabinet is stuffed with index cards, in the kitchen where he keeps most of the computer and electronic equipment, even in the series of small rugs thrown about seemingly at random over the carpets. He decides that he would like the person who lived here. He would trust this person, somehow.


  Listen to this, she tells him one night as they sit side by side reading, hands locking from time to time and (from time to time) reaching for wineglasses. It is by Flaubert, she says, then reads it aloud: Human language is like a cracked kettle on which we beat out tunes for bears to dance to, when all the time we are longing to move the stars to pity.


  “That is for us, John,” she says. “That was written for us, for the two of us alone.”


  He moves a hand towards her face and she bows her head to touch it. From far off they hear sirens, the sounds of traffic and slamming doors, the whine of wind, a babble of unintelligible voices.


  Everything depends upon our interpretation of the noise surrounding us and the silence at our centers.


  By the late-middle twentieth century (and he found this as beautiful as a kite looping into May sky, as the order in a closed system of numbers or the sudden flight of birds) science had advanced sufficiently that it ceased being merely descriptive—that is, narrative—and became almost lyrical. There is, after all, not much distance between William James’s insight that reality is relative and multiple, that the human mind (and therefore the world) is a fluid shimmering of consciousness, and Schrodinger’s cat. Science had become Wallace Steven’s blue guitar, a fecund reservoir of our attempts to understand, to contrive order. Trying to explain the world to me, Camus wrote, you are reduced to poetry. Perhaps he was right.


  Language was at the base of both, of course, of everything finally, the limits of our language the limits of our world. And Chomsky believed that all the world’s languages shared certain abstract rules and principles, not because these were implicit, particularly rational, or historical, but because they had been programmed into human minds by the information carried in DNA. He hoped in studying the most formal of these universals, rules and how those rules determine the structure of sentences—in short, basic grammar—to map the mind’s self-limits. For grammar is a highly sophisticated information system, admitting messages, screening out noise.


  Every day he sat surrounded by noise, tape upon tape of noise, noise turned into simple, fluctuating graphs on the screens about him, noise as rows of binary figures on huge sheets of spindled paper, noise analyzed for him in several ways (only some of which he understood) by Margaret, searching for a single incontrovertible instance of grammar; for algorithms that would (he knew) leap from the noise surrounding them.


  What he did not know, was what he would do when that happened; he had no doubt that it would. His life would in many ways be over then, his great work, the work for which he’d programmed himself so long, done, done at age thirty-six, or forty-nine, or fifty-three. He could spend his remaining years studying languages, he supposed. Or music.


  He brought the brandy glass close to him and looked at the world upside-down within it, a tree, a black car, the house across the street. Remembered how on their first night together they had shared a glass of brandy and in the morning, after she was gone, he stood staring at traces of her lipstick on the glass’s rim. Remembering how she’d left a note saying she couldn’t talk to him now or she wouldn’t be able to do it, then had phoned, and finally met him, because he had to understand, goddamn it, he just had to understand.


  In quantum theory nothing is real unless it is observed. Or as Einstein held, It is the theory which decides what we can observe.


  And so he watches her walk away from him into a stream of people sweeping toward the subway entrance. And in the morning he returns to Margaret, to his graphs, his paper, his noise.


  But now, in a circle of light and the ever-present, distant din that is the city’s pulse, he reads about the male spadefoot toad. For a year or more he waits buried beneath the parched surface of the Arizona desert, and when the rainstorm he awaits at last arrives, plunges into daylight, racing to the nearest pool of water and sending out frantic calls to females. If he does not mate on the first night, he may never mate at all; by morning the water will be dwindling, and his life with it.


  Because he wanted, just one more time, to be in love.


  Gradually he realizes that he is awake. A sense of loss in the dreamworld receding from him; the brightness of the moon in his window; a murmur of wind. The phone rings again. His mouth is painfully dry. He tastes far back in his throat last night’s Scotch.


  “John? I rang earlier, just once, to allow you to awake a bit more naturally. . .Are you there?”


  Her voice, as though continuing the dream.


  He grunts.


  “Barleycorn again, John? Are you all right?”


  He grunts a second time.


  “There is incoming you will want to see, now. Emissions from a new sector. They are diverse, unaccountable, and do not appear random.” He is instantly alert.


  “Thank you, Margaret. I’ll be right in. Please notify Security I’m on my way.”


  “I’ve already done so.”


  He glances at the clock beside him (2:59 A.M.) and downs a quart of orange juice while dressing and washing up. He glances in the mirror on his way out and sees a rumpled youngish man with round glasses and serious, downturned mouth, hunched over as though always in a hurry, as though bent about some central pain deep within him or slowly closing in upon himself. This fleeting image stays with him.


  The night is clear, each star bright and perfect as a new idea. There is no traffic, no one else about. He is alone in the world. And for the nine minutes it takes him to reach the lab he is a part of the earth, and yet escapes its pull, its final possession, enters into sky, as only the night walker, sheathed in solitude, ever does—something like Rilke’s “angels,” he imagines, though transitory. He remembers Creeley saying that it’s only in the relationships men manage that they live at all, thinks of Goethe’s “emptiness above us,” of the first poem he can remember ever reading, Walter de la Mare’s “The Listener.”


  A guard stands just inside the outer doors and unlocks them for him. He feeds his card into the terminal, places his palm against the glass: actions he no longer thinks about. Then through another door, past the second terminal, into the corridor. Hall lights come on as he advances, are shut off behind him.


  “Thank you, Margaret.”


  “You are welcome. I hope that I’ve not disturbed you unnecessarily. Copy is on your desk. I will wait.”


  He goes into the lab and stands for a while at the window, looking out at the light-choked horizons of the city, at the dark above riddled with stars. Finally, knowing he is only delaying, he goes to the desk and looks closely at several of the thickly printed sheets. He senses that Margaret is about to speak.


  “No,” he says. “It is nothing. I thought, for a moment. . .But no.”


  “Then I am sorry, John.”


  “It’s all right. My dreams were not good ones. I’d as soon be awake.”


  “That is not what I meant.”


  “I understand. Good night, Margaret.”


  Then, later, dawn not yet rosy-fingered but definitely poking about in the sky: “Margaret?”


  “Yes, John.”


  “I want an override accessing me to all transmissions.”


  “There is no facility for such access.”


  “But it can be done?”


  He sits watching incoming noise waver and change on the screens about him until (and it is by then full dawn) Margaret says, “It is done.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Is there anything else?”


  “No, not now.”


  “I will wait, then.”


  “Margaret. . .?”


  After a moment: “Yes?”


  “Nothing. . .I will talk to you later.”


  “Yes, John. I will wait.”


  He rolls his chair towards the console. For a long time he sits there motionless, considering, sorting through phrase after phrase, seeking the precise algorithms, the barest grammar, of his pain. Light blossoms about him like a wound.


  With two fingers he types out I loved her, and she is gone, then a transmission code and Enter/Commit.


  He waits. Day marches on outside, noise builds. A telephone rings somewhere. Graphs quiver and shimmer about him. Soon there will be an answer. Soon he will hear the click of daisywheels starting up and his work will be done.


  BIG ANCESTOR


  F.L. Wallace


  In repose, Taphetta the Ribboneer resembled a fancy giant bow on a package. His four flat legs looped out and in, the ends tucked under his wide, thin body, which constituted the knot at the middle. His neck was flat, too, arching out in another loop. Of all his features, only his head had appreciable thickness and it was crowned with a dozen long though narrower ribbons.


  Taphetta rattled the head fronds together in a surprisingly good imitation of speech. “Yes, I’ve heard the legend.”


  “It’s more than a legend,” said Sam Halden, biologist. The reaction was not unexpected—non-humans tended to dismiss the data as convenient speculation and nothing more. “There are at least a hundred kinds of humans, each supposedly originating in strict seclusion on as many widely scattered planets. Obviously there was no contact throughout the ages before space travel—and yet each planetary race can interbreed with a minimum of ten others. That’s more than a legend—one bell of a lot more!”


  “It is impressive,” admitted Taphetta. “But I find it mildly distasteful to consider mating with someone who does not belong to my species.”


  “That’s because you’re unique,” said Halden. “Outside of your own world, there’s nothing like your species, except superficially, and that’s true of all other creatures, intelligent or not with the sole exception of mankind. Actually, the four of us here, though it’s accidental, very nearly represent the biological spectrum of human development


  “Emmer, a Neanderthal type and our archeologist, is around the beginning of the scale. I’m from Earth, near the middle, though on Emmer’s side. Meredith, linguist is on the other side of the middle. And beyond her, toward the far end, is Kelburn, mathematician. There’s a corresponding span of fertility. Emmer just misses being able to breed with my kind, but there’s a fair chance that I’d be fertile with Meredith and a similar though lesser chance that her fertility may extend to Kelburn.”


  Taphetta rustled his speech ribbons quizzically. “But I thought it was proved that some humans did originate on one planet, that there was an unbroken line of evolution that could be traced back a billion years.”


  “You’re thinking of Earth,” said Halden. “Humans require a certain kind of planet. It’s reasonable to assume that if men were set down on a hundred such worlds, they’d seem to fit in with native life-forms on a few of them. That’s what happened on Earth; when Man arrived, there was actually a manlike creature there. Naturally our early evolutionists stretched their theories to cover the facts they had.


  “But there are other worlds in which humans who were there before the Stone Age aren’t related to anything else there. We have to conclude that Man didn’t originate on any of the planets on which he is now found. Instead, he evolved elsewhere and later was scattered throughout this section of the Milky Way.”


  “And so, to account for the unique race that can interbreed across thousands of light-years, you’ve brought in the big ancestor,” commented Taphetta dryly. ‘It seems an unnecessary simplification.”


  “Can you think of a better explanation?” asked Kelburn. “Something had to distribute one species so widely and it’s not the result of parallel evolution—not when a hundred human races are involved, and only the human race.”


  “I can think of a better explanation.” Taphetta rearranged his ribbons. “Frankly, no one else is much interested in Man’s theories about himself.”


  It was easy to understand the attitude. Man was the most numerous though not always the most advanced—Ribboneers had a civilization as high as anything in the known section of the Milky Way, and there were others—and humans were more than a little feared. If they ever got together—but they hadn’t except in agreement as to their common origin.


  Still, Taphetta the Ribboneer was an experienced pilot and could be very useful. A clear statement of their position was essential in helping him make up his mind. “You’ve heard of the adjacency mating principle?” asked Sam Halden. “Vaguely. Most people have if they’ve been around men.”


  “We’ve got new data and are able to interpret it better. The theory is that humans who can mate with each other were once physically dose. We’ve got a list of all our races arranged in sequence. If planetary race F can mate with race E back to A and forward to M, and race G is fertile only back to B, but forward to O, then we assume that whatever their positions are now, at one time G was actually adjacent to F, but was a little further along. When we project back into time those star systems on which humans existed prior to space travel, we get a certain pattern. Kelburn can explain it to you.”


  The normally pink body of the Ribboneer flushed slightly.


  The color change was almost imperceptible, but it was enough to indicate that he was interested.


  Kelburn went to the projector. “It would be easier if we knew all the stars in the Milky Way, but though we’ve explored only a small portion of it, we can reconstruct a fairly accurate representation of the past”


  He pressed the controls and stars twinkled on the screen. “We’re looking down on the plane of the Galaxy. This is one arm of it as it is today and here are the human systems.” He pressed another control and, for purposes of identification, certain stars became more brilliant. There was no pattern, merely a scattering of stars. “The whole Milky Way is rotating. And while stars in a given region tend to remain together, there’s also a random motion. Here’s what happens when we calculate the positions of stars in the past.”


  Flecks of light shifted and flowed across the screen. Kelburn stopped the motion.


  “Two hundred thousand years ago,” he said.


  There was a pattern of the identified stars. They were spaced at fairly equal intervals along a regular curve, a horseshoe loop that didn’t close, though if the ends were extended, the lines would have crossed.


  Taphetta rustled. “The math is accurate?”


  “As accurate as it can be with a million-plus body problem.”


  “And that’s the hypothetical route of the unknown ancestor?”


  “To the best of our knowledge,” said Kelburn. “And whereas there are humans who are relatively near and not fertile, they can always mate with those they were adjacent to two hundred thousand years ago!”


  “The adjacency mating principle. I’ve never seen it demonstrated,” murmured Taphetta, flexing his ribbons. “Is that the only era that satisfies the calculations?”


  “Plus or minus a hundred thousand years, we can still get something that might be the path of a spaceship attempting to cover a representative section of territory,” said Kelburn. “However, we have other ways of dating it. On some worlds on which there are no other mammals, we’re able to place the first human fossils chronologically. The evidence is sometimes contradictory, but we believe we’ve got the time right.”


  Taphetta waved a ribbon at the chart “And you think that where the two ends of the carve cross is your original home?”


  “We think so,” said Kelburn. “We’ve narrowed it down to several cubic light-years—then. Now it’s far more. And, of course, if it were a fast-moving star, it might be completely out of the field of our exploration. But we’re certain we’ve got a good chance of finding it this trip.”


  “It seems I must decide quickly.” The Ribboneer glanced out the vision port, where another ship hung motionless in space beside them. “Do you mind if I ask other questions?”


  “Go ahead,” Kelburn invited sardonically. “But if it’s not math, you’d better ask Halden. He’s the leader of the expedition.”


  Halden flushed; the sarcasm wasn’t necessary. It was true that Kelburn was the most advanced human type present, but while there were differences, biological and in the scale of intelligence, it wasn’t as great as once was thought. Anyway, non-humans weren’t trained in the fine distinctions that men made among themselves. And, higher or lower, he was as good b-biologist as the other was a mathematician. And there was the matter of training; he’d been on several expeditions and this was Kelburn’s first trip. Damn it, he thought, that rated some respect.


  The Ribboneer shifted his attention. “Aside from the sudden illness of your pilot, why did you ask for me?”


  “We didn’t. The man became sick and required treatment we can’t give him. Luckily, a ship was passing and we hailed it because it’s four months to the nearest planet They consented to take him back and told us that there was a passenger on board who was an experienced pilot We have men who could do the job in a makeshift fashion, but the region we’re heading for, while mapped, is largely unknown. We’d prefer to have an expert—and Ribboneers are famous for their navigational ability.”


  Taphetta crinkled politely at the reference to his skill. “I had other plans, but I can’t evade professional obligations, and an emergency such as this should cancel out any previous agreements. Still, what are the incentives?”


  Sam Halden coughed. “The usual, plus a little extra. We’ve copied the Ribboneer’s standard contract, simplifying it a little and adding a per cent here and there for the crew pilot and scientist’s share of the profits from any discoveries we may make.”


  “I’m complimented that you like our contract so well,” said


  Taphetta, “but I really must have our own unsimplified version. If you want me, you’ll take my contract. I came prepared.” He extended a tightly bound roll that he had kept somewhere on his person.


  They glanced at one another as Hal den took it “You can read it if you want,” offered Taphetta. “But it will take you all day—it’s micro-printing. However, you needn’t be afraid that I’m defrauding you. It’s honored everywhere we go and we go nearly everywhere in this sector—places men have never been.”


  There was no choice if they wanted him, and they did. Besides, the integrity of Ribboneers was not to be questioned. Halden signed.


  “Good.” Taphetta crinkled. “Send it to the strip T They’ll forward it for me. And you can tell the ship to go on without me.” He rubbed his ribbons together. “Now if you’ll get me the charts, I’ll examine the region toward which we’re heading.” Firmon of hydroponics slouched in, a tall man with scanty hair and an equal lack of grace. He seemed to have difficulty in taking his eyes off Meredith, though, since he was a notch or so above her in the mating scale, he shouldn’t have been so interested. But his planet had been inexplicably slow in developing and he wasn’t completely aware of his place in the human hierarchy.


  Disdainfully, Meredith adjusted a skirt that a few inches shorter, wouldn’t have been a skirt at all, revealing, while doing so, just how long and beautiful a woman’s legs could be. Her people had never given much thought to physical modesty and, with legs like that it was easy to see why.


  Muttering something about primitive women, Firmon turned to the biologist. “The pilot doesn’t like our air.”


  “Then change it to suit him. He’s in charge of the ship and knows more about these things than I do.”


  “More than a man?” Firmon leered at Meredith and, when she failed to smile, added plaintively, “I did try to change it but he still complains.”


  Halden took a deep breath. “Seems all right to me.”


  “To everybody else, too, but the tapeworm hasn’t got lungs. He breathes through a million tubes scattered over his body.” It would do no good to explain that Taphetta wasn’t a worm, that his evolution had taken a different course, but that he was in no sense less complex than Man. It was a paradox that some biologically higher humans hadn’t developed as much as lower races and actually weren’t prepared for the multitude of life-forms they’d meet in space. Firmon’s reaction was quite typical.


  “If he asks for cleaner air, it’s because his system needs it,” said Halden. “Do anything you can to give it to him.”


  “Can’t. This is as good as I can get it Taphetta thought you could do something about it”


  “Hydroponics is your job. There’s nothing I can do.” Halden paused thoughtfully. “Is there something wrong with the plants?”


  “In a way, I guess, and yet not really.”


  “What is it, some kind of toxic condition?”


  “The plants are healthy enough, but something’s chewing them down as fast as they grow.”


  “Insects? There shouldn’t be any, but if there are, we’ve got sprays. Use them.”


  “It’s an animal,” said Firmon. “We tried poison and got a few, but now they won’t touch the stuff. I had electronics rig up some traps. The animals seem to know what they are and we’ve never caught one that way.”


  Halden glowered at the man. “How long has this been going on?”


  “About three months. It’s not bad; we can keep up with them.”


  It was probably nothing to become alarmed at, but an animal on the ship was a nuisance, doubly so because of their pilot.


  “Tell me what you know about it” said Halden.


  “They’re little things.” Firmon held out his-hands to show how small. “I don’t know how they got on, but once they did, there were plenty of places to hide.” He looked up defensively. “This is an old ship with new equipment and they hide under the machinery. There’s nothing we can do except rebuild the ship from the hull inward.”


  Firmon was right. The new equipment had been installed in any place just to get it in and now there were inaccessible comers and crevices everywhere that couldn’t be closed off without rebuilding.


  They couldn’t set up a continuous watch and shoot the animals down because there weren’t that many men to spare. Besides, the use of weapons in hydroponics would cause more damage to the thing they were trying to protect than to the pest. He’d have to devise other ways.


  Sam Halden got up. “I’ll take a look and see what I can do.”


  “I’ll come along and help,” said Meredith, untwining her legs and leaning against him. “Your mistress ought to have some sort of privileges.”


  Halden started. So she knew that the crew was calling her that! Perhaps it was intended to discourage Firmon, but he wished she hadn’t said it. It didn’t help the situation at all.


  Taphetta sat in a chair designed for humans. With a less flexible body, he wouldn’t have fitted. Maybe it wasn’t sitting, but his flat legs were folded neatly around the arms and his head rested comfortably on the seat The head ribbons, which were his hands and voice, were never quite still.


  He looked from Halden to Firmon and back again. “The hydroponics tech tells me you’re contemplating an experiment I don’t like it”


  Halden shrugged. “We’ve got to have better air. It might work.”


  “Pests on the ship? It’s filthy! My people would never tolerate it!”


  “Neither do we.”


  The Ribboneer’s distaste subsided. “What kind of creatures are they?”


  “I have a description, though I’ve never seen one. It’s a small four-legged animal with two antennae at the lower base of its skull. A typical pest”


  Taphetta rustled. “Have you found out how it got on?”


  “It was probably brought in with the supplies,” said the biologist “Considering how far we’ve come, it may have been any one of a half a dozen planets. Anyway, it hid, and since most of the places it had access to were near the outer hull, it got an extra dose of hard radiation, or it may have nested near the atomic engines; both are possibilities. Either way, it mutated, became a different animal. It’s developed a tolerance for the poisons we spray on plants. Other things it detects and avoids, even electronic traps.”


  “Then you believe it changed mentally as well as physically, that it’s smarter?”


  “I’d say that, yes. It must be a fairly intelligent creature to be so hard to get rid of. But it can be lured into traps, if the bait’s strong enough.”


  “That’s what I don’t like,” said Taphetta, curling. “Let me think it over while I ask questions.” He turned to Emmer. “I’m curious about humans. Is there anything else you can tell me about the hypothetical ancestor?”


  Emmer didn’t look like the genius he was—a Neanderthal genius, but nonetheless a real one. In his field, he rated very high. He raised a stubble-flecked cheek from a large thickfingered paw and ran shaggy hands through shaggier hair.


  “I can speak with some authority,” he rumbled. “I was born on a world with the most extensive relics. As a child, I played in the ruins of their camp.”


  “I don’t question your authority,” crinkled Taphetta. “To me, all humans—late or early and male or female—look remarkably alike. If you are an archeologist, that’s enough for me.” He paused and flicked his speech ribbons. “Camp, did you say?”


  Emmer smiled, unsheathing great teeth. “You’ve never seen any pictures? Impressive, but just a camp, monolithic one-story structures, and we’d give something to know what they’re made of. Presumably my world was one of the first they stopped at They weren’t used to roughing it so they built more elaborately than they did later on. One-story structures and that’s how we can guess at their size. The doorways were forty feet high.”


  “Very large,” agreed Taphetta. It was difficult to tell whether he was impressed. “What did you find in the ruins?”


  “Nothing,” said Emmer. “There were buildings there and that was all, not a scrap of writing or a tool or a single picture. They covered a route estimated at thirty thousand light-years in less than five thousand years—and not one of them died that we have a record of.”


  “A faster-than-light drive and an extremely long life,” mused Taphetta. “But they didn’t leave any information for their descendants. Why?”


  “Who knows? Their mental processes were certainly far different from ours. They may have thought we’d be better off without it. We do know they were looking for a special kind of planet like Earth, because they vested so many of that type, yet different from it because they never stayed They were pretty special people themselves, big and long-lived, and maybe they couldn’t survive on any planet they found. Perhaps they had ways of determining there wasn’t the kind of planet they needed in the entire Milky Way. Their science was tremendously advanced and when they learned that they have altered their germ plasm and left us, hoping that some of us would survive. Most of us did.”


  “This special planet sounds strange,” murmured Taphetta.


  “Not really,” said Emmer. “Fifty human races reached space travel independently and those who did were scattered equally among early and late species. It’s well known that individuals among my people are often as bright as any of Halden’s or Meredith’s, but as a whole we don’t have the total capacity that later Man does, and yet we’re as advanced in civilization. The difference? It must lie somewhere in the planets we live on and it’s hard to say just what it is.”


  “What happened to those who didn’t develop space travel?” asked Taphetta.


  “We helped them,” said Emmer.


  And they had, no matter who or what they were, biologically late or early, in the depths of the bronze age or the threshold of atomic—because they were human. That was sometimes a frightening thing for non-humans, that the race stuck together. They weren’t actually aggressive, but their total number was great and they held themselves aloof. The unknown ancestor again. Who else had such an origin and, it was tacitly assumed, such a destiny?


  Taphetta changed his questioning. “What do you expect to gain from this discovery of the unknown ancestor?”


  It was Halden who answered him. “There’s the satisfaction of knowing where we came from.”


  “Of course,” rustled the Ribboneer. “But a lot of money and equipment was required for this expedition. I can’t believe that the educational institutions that are backing you did so purely out of intellectual curiosity.”


  “Cultural discoveries,” rumbled Emmer. “How did our ancestors live? When a creature is greatly reduced in size, as we are, more than physiology is changed—the pattern of life itself is altered. Things that were easy for them are impossible for us. Look at their life span.”


  “No doubt,” said Taphetta. “An archeologist would be interested in cultural discoveries.”


  “Two hundred thousand years ago, they had an extremely advanced civilization,” added Halden. “A faster-than-light drive, and we’ve achieved that only within the last thousand years.”


  “But I think we have a better one than they did,” said Ribboneer. “There may be things we can learn from them in mechanics or physics, but wouldn’t you say they were better biologists than anything else?”


  Halden nodded. “Agreed. They couldn’t find a suitable planet. So, working directly with their germ plasm, they modified themselves and produced us. They were master biologists.”


  “I thought so,” said Taphetta. “I never paid much attention to your fantastic theories before I signed to pilot this ship, but you’ve built up a convincing case.” He raised his head, speech ribbons curling fractionally and ceaselessly. “I don’t like to, but we’ll have to risk using bait for your pest.”


  He’d have done it anyway, but it was better to have the pilot’s consent And there was one question Halden wanted to ask; it had been bothering him vaguely. “What’s the difference between the Ribboneer contract and the one we offered you? Our terms are more liberal.”


  “To the individual, they are, but it won’t matter if you discover as much as you think you will. The difference is this: My terms don’t permit you to withhold any discovery for the benefit of one race.”


  Taphetta was wrong; there had been no intention of withholding anything. Halden examined his own attitudes. He hadn’t intended, but could he say that was true of the institutions backing the expedition? He couldn’t and it was too late now—whatever knowledge they acquired would have to be shared.


  That was what Taphetta had been afraid of—there was one kind of technical advancement that multiplied unceasingly. The race that could improve itself through scientific control of its germ plasm had a start that could never be headed. The Ribboneer needn’t worry now.


  “Why do we have to watch it on the screen?” asked Meredith, glancing up. “I’d rather be in hydroponics.”


  Halden shrugged. “They may or may not be smarter than planet bound animals, but they’re warier. They don’t come out when anyone’s near.”


  Lights dimmed in the distant hydroponic section and the screen with it, until he adjusted the infra-red frequencies. He motioned to the two crew members, each with his own peculiar screen, below which was a miniature keyboard “Ready?”


  When they nodded, Halden said: “Do as you’ve rehearsed. Keep noise at a minimum, but when you do use it be vague. Don’t try to imitate them exactly.”


  At first nothing happened on the big screen, and then a gray shape crept out. It slid through leaves, listened intently before coming forward. It jumped off one hydroponic section and fled across the open floor to the next. It paused, eyes glittering and antennae twitching.


  Looking around once, it leaped up, seizing the ledge and clawing up the side of the tank Standing on top and rising to its haunches, it began nibbling what it could reach.


  Suddenly it whirled. Behind it and hitherto unnoticed was another shape, like it but larger. Hie newcomer inched forward. The small (me retreated, skittering nervously. Without warning, the big one leaped and the small one tried to flee. In a few jumps, the big one caught up and mauled the other unmercifully.


  It continued to bite even after the little one lay still. At last it backed off and waited, watching for signs of motion. There was none. Then it turned to the plant When it had chewed off everything within reach, it climbed into the branches.


  The little one twitched, moved a leg, and cautiously began dragging itself away. It rolled off the raised section and surprisingly made no noise as it fell. It seemed to revive, shaking itself and scurrying away, still within range of the screen.


  Against the wall was a small platform. The little one climbed on top and there found something that seemed to interest it. It sniffed around and reached and felt the discovery. Wounds were forgotten as it snatched up the object and frisked back to the scene of its recent defeat


  This time it had no trouble with the raised section. It leaped and landed on top and made considerable noise m doing so. The big animal heard and twisted around. It saw and clambered down hastily, jumping the last few feet Squealing, it hit the floor and charged.


  The small one stood still till the last instant—and then a paw flickered out and an inch-long knife blade plunged into the throat of the charging creature. Red spurted out as the bigger beast screamed. The knife flashed in and out until the big animal collapsed and stopped moving.


  The small creature removed the knife and wiped it on the pelt of its foe. Then it scampered back to the platform on which the knife had been found—and laid it down.


  At Halden’s signal, the lights flared up and the screen became too bright for anything to be visible.


  “Go in and get them,” said Halden. “We don’t want the pests to find out that the bodies aren’t flesh.”


  “It was realistic enough,” said Meredith as the crewmen shut off their machines and went out “Do you think it will work?”


  “It might. We had an audience.”


  “Did we? I didn’t notice.” Meredith leaned back. “Were the puppets exactly like the pests? And if not, will the pests be fooled?”


  “The electronic puppets were a good imitation, but the animals don’t have to identify them as their species. If they’re smart enough, they’ll know the value of a knife, no matter who uses it”


  “What if they’re smarter? Suppose they know a knife can’t be used by a creature without real hands?”


  “That’s part of our precautions. They’ll never know until they try—and they’ll never get away from the trap to try.”


  “Very good. I never thought of that” said Meredith, coming closer. “I like the way your primitive mind works. At times I actually think of marrying you.”


  “Primitive,” he said, alternately frozen and thawed, though he knew that in relation to her, he was not advanced.


  “It’s almost a curse, isn’t it?” She laughed and took the curse away by leaning provocatively against him. “But barbaric lovers are often nice.”


  Here we go again, he thought drearily, sliding his arm around her. To her, I’m merely a passionate savage.


  They went to his cabin.


  She sat down, smiling. Was she pretty? Maybe. For her own race, she wasn’t tall, only by Terran standards. Her legs were disproportionately long and well-shaped and her face was somewhat bland and featureless, except for a thin, straight short nose. It was her eyes that made the difference, he decided. A notch or two up the scale of visual development her eyes were larger and she could see an extra color on the violet end of the spectrum.


  She settled back and looked at him. “It might be fun living with you on primeval Earth.”


  He said nothing; she knew as well as he that Earth was as advanced as her own world. She had something else in mind. “I don’t think I will, though. We might have children.”


  “Would it be wrong?” he asked. “I’m as intelligent as you. We wouldn’t have subhuman monsters.”


  “It would be a step up—for you.” Under her calm, there was tension. It had been there as long as he’d known her, but it was closer to the surface now. “Do I have the right to condemn the unborn? Should I make them start lower than I am?”


  The conflict was not new nor confined to them. In one form or another, it governed personal relations between races that were united against non-humans, but held sharp distinctions themselves.


  “I haven’t asked you to marry me,” he said bluntly.


  “Because you’re afraid I’d refuse.”


  It was true; no one asked a member of a higher race to enter a permanent union.


  “Why did you ever have anything to do with me?” demanded Halden.


  “Love,” she said gloomily. “Physical attraction. But I can’t let it lead me astray.”


  “Why not make a play for Kelburn? If you’re going to be scientific about it, he’d give you children of the higher type.”


  “Kelburn.” It didn’t sound like a name, the way she said it. “I don’t like him and he wouldn’t marry me.”


  “He wouldn’t, but he’d give you children if you were humble enough. There’s a fifty per cent chance you might conceive.”


  She provocatively arched her back. Not even the women of Kelburn’s race had a body like hers and she knew it.


  “Racially, there should be a chance,” she said. “Actually, Kelburn and I would be infertile.”


  “Can you be sure?” he asked, knowing it was a poor attempt to act unconcerned.


  “How can anyone be sure on a theoretical basis?” she asked, an oblique smile narrowing her eyes. “I know we can’t”


  His face felt anesthetized. “Did you have to tell me that?”


  She got up and came to him. She nuzzled against him and his reaction was purely reflexive. His hand swung out and he could feel the flesh give when his knuckles struck it.


  She fell back and dazedly covered her face with her hand. When she took it away, blood spurted. She groped toward the mirror and stood in front of it She wiped the blood off, examining her features carefully.


  “You’ve broken my nose,” she said factually. “I’ll have to stop the blood and pain.”


  She pushed her nose back into place and waggled it to make sure. She closed her eyes and stood silent and motionless. Then she stepped bade and looked at herself critically.


  “It’s set and partially knitted. I’ll concentrate tonight and have it healed by morning.”


  She felt in the cabinet and attached an invisible strip firmly across the bridge. Then she came over to him.


  “I wondered what you’d do. You didn’t disappoint me.”


  He scowled miserably at her. Her face was almost plain and the bandage, invisible or not, didn’t improve her appearance any. How could he still feel that attraction to her?


  “Try Emmer,” he suggested tiredly. “He’ll find you irresistible, and he’s even more savage than I am.”


  “Is he?” She smiled enigmatically. “Maybe, in a biological sense. Too much, though. You’re just right”


  He sat down on the bed. Again there was only one way of knowing what Emmer would do—and she knew. She had no concept of love outside of the physical, to make use of her body so as to gain an advantage—what advantage?—for the children she intended to have. Outside of that nothing mattered, and for the sake of alloying the lower with the higher, she was as cruel to herself as she was to him. And yet he wanted her.


  “I do think I love you,” she said. “And if love’s enough, I may marry you in spite of everything. But you’ll have to watch out whose children I have.” She wriggled into his arms.


  The racial disparity was great and she had provoked him, but it was not completely her fault Besides . . .


  Besides what? She had a beautiful body that could bear superior children—and they might be his.


  He twisted away. With those thoughts, he was as bad as she was. Were they all that way, every one of them, crawling upward out of the slime toward the highest goal they could conceive of? Climbing over—no, through—everybody they could coerce, seduce or marry—onward and upward. He raised his hand, but it was against himself that his anger was turned.


  “Careful of the nose,” she said, pressing against him. “You’ve already broken it once.”


  He faced her with sudden passion that even he knew was primitive.


  There were no immediate results from the puppet performance and so it was repeated at intervals. After the third time, Firmon reported, coming in as Halden pored ova the meager biological data he’d gathered on the unknown ancestor. Wild guesses mostly, not one real fact in all the statistics. After two hundred thousand years, there wasn’t much left to work with.


  Firmon slouched down. “It worked,” he said. “Got three a few hours ago.”


  Halden looked at him; he had hoped it wouldn’t work. There was satisfaction in being right, but he would rather face something less intelligent Wariness was one thing, the shyness and slyness of an unseen animal, but intelligence was more difficult to predict “Where are they?” he asked.


  “Did you want them?” Firmon seemed surprised at the idea.


  Halden sighed; it was his own fault Firmon had a potentially good mind, but he hadn’t been trained to use it and that counted for more than people thought “Any animal smart enough to appreciate the value of a knife is worth study on that account. That goes double when it’s a pest.”


  “I’ll change the cremation setting,” said Firmon. “Next time, we’ll just stun them.”


  The trap setting was changed and several animals were taken. Physically, they were very much as Halden had described them to Taphetta, small four-legged creatures with fleshy antennae. Dissection revealed a fairly large brain capacity, while behavior tests indicated an intelligence somewhat below what he had.


  A still, it was more than he wanted a pest to have, especially since it also had hands.


  The biological mechanism of the hands was simple. It walked on the back of the front paws, on the fingers of which were fleshy pads. When it sat upright, it often did, the flexibility of the wrists permitted the forepaws to be used as hands. Clumsy, but because it had a thumb, it could handle such tools as a knife.


  He had made an error there. He had guessed the intelligence, but he hadn’t known it could use the weapon he had put within reach. A tiny thing with an inch-long knife was not much more dangerous than the animal alone, but he didn’t like the idea of it loose on the ship.


  The metal knife would have to be replaced with something else. Technicians could compound a plastic that would take a keen edge for a while and deteriorate to a soft mass in a matter of weeks. Meanwhile, he had actually given the animal a dangerous weapon—the concept of a tool. There was only one way to take that away from them, by extermination. But that would have to wait


  Fortunately, the creature had a short life and a shorter breeding period. The actual replacement rate was almost negligible. In attaining intelligence, it had been short-changed in fertility and, as a consequence, only in the specialized environment of this particular ship was it any menace at all.


  They were lucky; a slightly higher fertility and the thing could threaten their existence. As it was, the ship would have to be deverminized before it could land on an inhabited planet.


  Halden took the data to the Ribboneer pilot and, after some discussion, it was agreed that the plastic knife should supplant the metal one. It was also decided to allow a few to escape with the weapon; there had to be some incentive if the creature was to visit the trap more than a few times. Besides, with weapons there was always the chance of warfare between different groups. They might even exterminate each other.


  Gradually, over a period of weeks, the damage to hydroponics subsided; the pests were under control. There was nothing to worry about unless they mutated again, which was unlikely.


  Kelburn scowled at the pilot “Where are we now?” he challenged, his face creased with suspicion.


  “You have access to all the instruments, so you should know,” said Taphetta. He was crouching and seemed about to spring, but he was merely breathing relaxedly through a million air tubes.


  “I do know. My calculations show one star as the most probable. We should have reached it two days ago—and we’re nowhere near it”


  “True,” admitted Taphetta. “We’re heading toward what you would consider the fifth or sixth most likely star.”


  Kelburn caught the implication. They all did. “Then you know where it is?” he asked, suspicion vanishing.


  “Not in the sense you’re asking—no, I’m not sure it’s what you’re looking for. But there was once a great civilization there.”


  “You knew this and didn’t tell us?”


  “Why should I?” Taphetta looked at him in mild astonishment “Before you hired me, I wouldn’t tell you for obvious reasons. And afterward—well, you engaged all my skill and knowledge and I used them to bring you here by the shortest route. I didn’t think it necessary to tell you until we actually arrived. Is that wrong?”


  It wasn’t wrong; it merely illustrated the difference in the way an alien mind worked. Sooner or later, they would have found the place, but he had saved them months.


  “What’s it like?” Emmer asked.


  Taphetta jiggled his ribbons. “I don’t know. I was passing near here and saw the planet off to one side.”


  “And you didn’t stop?” Emmer was incredulous.


  “Why should I? We’re great navigators because we do so much of it. We would never get very far if we stopped to examine everything that looks interesting. Besides, it’s not a good policy in a strange region, especially with an unarmed ship.”


  They wouldn’t have that problem. The ship was armed well enough to keep off uncivilized marauders who had very recently reached the spaceship age, and only such people were apt to be inhospitable.


  “When will we land?” asked Halden.


  “In a few hours, but you can see the planet on our screens.” Taphetta extended a head ribbon toward a knob and a planet came into view.


  There weren’t two civilizations in the Milky Way that built on such a large scale, even from the distance that they could see it. Great, distinctive cities were everywhere. There was no question as to what they had found.


  “Now you’ll learn why they ran away,” said Taphetta.


  “A new theory,” Kelburn said, though it wasn’t, for they had left. “What makes you think they were afraid?”


  “No air. If your calculations are right, there must have been an extensive atmosphere a few hundred thousand years ago and now there isn’t any. A planet this size doesn’t lose air that fast. Therefore, it’s an artificial condition. Who takes the trouble to leave a planet uninhabitable except someone who’s afraid others will use it—and who else runs away?”


  “They may have done it to preserve what they left,” suggested Halden.


  “Perhaps,” said Taphetta, but it was obvious he didn’t think so.


  The lack of air had one thing to recommend it—they needn’t worry about their pests escaping. The disadvantage was that they had to wear spacesuits. They landed on top of a great building that was intact after thousands of years and still strong enough to support the added weight And then—


  Then there was nothing.


  Buildings, an enormous number and variety of them, huge, not one of them less than five stories high, all with ramps instead of stairs. This was to be expected, considering the great size of the people who had lived there, and it followed the familiar pattern.


  But there was nothing in those buildings) On this airless world, there was no decay, no rust or corrosion—and nothing to decay or corrode. No pictures, tools, nothing that resembled sculpture, and while there were places where machines had stood, none were there now. Here and there in inaccessible locations were featureless blobs of metal. The implication was dear: Where they hadn’t been able to remove a machine, they had melted it down on the spot


  The thoroughness was bewildering. It wasn’t done by some enemy; he would have stood off. But there was no nibble and the buildings were empty. The inhabitants themselves bad removed all that was worth taking along.


  A whole people had packed and moved away, leaving behind only massive, echoing structures.


  There was plenty to learn, but nothing to learn it from. Buildings can indicate only so much and then there must be something else—at least some of the complex artifacts of a civilization—and there was none. Outside the cities, on the plains, there were the remains of plants and animals that indicated by their condition that airlessness had come suddenly. Sam Halden, the biologist had examined them, but he discovered no clues. The unknown ancestor was still a mystery.


  And the others—Emmer, the archeologist and Meredith, the linguist had nothing to work on, though they searched. It was Kelburn who found the first hint Having no specific task, now that the planet was located, he wandered around in a scout ship. On the other side of the planet he signaled that there was a machine and that it was intact!


  The crew was hurriedly recalled, the equipment brought back into the ship, and they took off for the plain where Kelburn waited.


  And there was the machine, immense, like everything on the planet It stood alone, tapering toward the sky. At the base was a door, which, when open, was big enough to permit a spaceship to enter easily—only it was closed.


  Kelburn stood beside the towering entrance, a tiny figure in a spacesuit. He gazed up at it as the three came near. “All we have to do is open it” he said.


  “How?” asked Meredith. She seemed to have forgotten that she disliked him. He had made a chance discovery because he had nothing to do while the others were busy, but she regarded it as further proof of his superiority.


  It was hard to watch the happiness that her face directed toward Kelburn. Halden turned away.


  “Just press the button,” he said.


  Emmer noticed his expression. “It’s such a big button,” he objected. “It’s going to be hard to know when we find it.”


  “There’s an inscription of some sort,” said Kelburn loftily. This thing was left for a purpose. Somewhere there must be operating instructions.”


  “From here, it looks like a complex wave-form,” a voice crinkled in their radio—Taphetta from the spaceship. “All we have to do is find the right base in the electromagnetic spectrum and duplicate it on a beam broadcast and the door should open. You’re too close to see it as clearly as I can.”


  Perhaps they were too close to the big ancestor, decided Halden moodily as they went back. It had overshadowed much of their thinking, and who really knew what the ancestor was like and what had motivated him?


  But the Ribboneer was right about the signal, though it took several days to locate it And then the huge door swung open and air whistled out Inside was another disappointment a bare hall with a ramp leading upward, closed off at the ceiling. They could have forced through, but they had no desire to risk using a torch to penetrate the barrier—in view of the number of precautions they’d already encountered, it was logical to assume that there were more waiting for them.


  It was Emmer who found the solution. “In appearance, it resembles a spaceship. Let’s assume it is, minus engines. It was never intended to fly. Listen.


  “There’s no air, so you can’t hear,” said Emmer impatiently. “But you could if there were air. Put your hands against the wail.”


  A distinct vibration Tan through the whole structure. It hadn’t been there before the door opened. Some mechanism had been triggered. The rumbling went on, came to a stop, and began again. Was it some kind of communication?


  Hastily rigged machines were hauled inside the chamber to generate the air supply so that sounds would be produced for the recorders. Translating equipment was set up and focused and, after some experimentation with signals, the door was slowly closed. No one remained inside; there was no guarantee that it would be as easy to get out as it had been to get in.


  They waited a day and a half while the sounds were being recorded. The delay seemed endless. The happiest of the crew was Kelburn Biologically the highest human on the expedition, he was stimulated. He wandered aimlessly and smiled affably, patting Meredith, when he came to her, in the friendliest fashion. Startled, she smiled back and looked around wanly. Halden was behind her.


  If I bad not been there, thought Halden—and thereafter made it a point to be there.


  Meredith was excited, but not precisely happy. The work was out of her hands until the translating equipment was retrieved. As the second highest biological type, she, too, was affected, until she pointedly went to her room and locked it from the inside.


  Halden kept himself awake with anti-fatigue pills, in part because Meredith could change her mind about Kelburn, and because of that locked door.


  He tried to be phlegmatic and seemed to succeed. Taphetta alone was unconcerned; to him, it was an interesting and perhaps profitable discovery, but important only because of that He would not be changed at all by whatever he learned.


  Hours crawled by and at last the door opened; the air came rushing out again. The translating equipment was brought back to the ship and Meredith was left alone with it.


  It was half a day before she admitted the others to the laboratory.


  “The machine is still working.” she said. “There seems to have been some attempt to make the message hard to decode. But the methods they used were exactly the clues that the machine needed to decipher it. My function as a linguist was to help out with the interpretation of key words and phrases. I haven’t got even a little part of the message. You’ll know what it is as soon as I do. After the first part, the translator didn’t seem to have much trouble.”


  They sat down facing it—Taphetta, Kelburn, Meredith, Halden and Emmer. Meredith was midway between Kelburn and himself. Was there any significance in that, wondered Halden, or was he reading more in her behavior than was actually there?


  “The translation is complete,” announced the machine.


  “Go ahead,” Meredith ordered.


  “The words will be speeded up to human tempo,” said the translator. “Insofar as possible, speech mannerisms of the original will be imitated. Please remember that it is only an imitation, however.”


  The translator coughed, stuttered and began. “We have purposely made access to our records difficult. If you can translate this message, you’ll find, at the end, instructions for reaching the rest of our culture relics. As an advanced race, you’re welcome to them. We’ve provided a surprise for anyone else.


  “For ourselves, there’s nothing left but an orderly retreat to a place where we can expect to live in peace. That means leaving this Galaxy, but because of our life span, we’re capable of it and we won’t be followed.”


  Taphetta crinkled his ribbons in amusement Kelburn frowned at the interruption, but no one else paid any attention.


  The translator went on. “Our metabolic rate is the lowest of any creature we know. We live several thousand revolutions of any recorded planet and our rate of increase is extremely low; under the most favorable circumstances, we can do no more than double our numbers in two hundred generations.”


  “This doesn’t sound as if they were masters of biological science,” rustled Taphetta.


  Halden stirred uneasily. It wasn’t turning out at all the way he had expected.


  “At the time we left” the message continued, “we found no other intelligent race, though there were some capable of further evolution. Perhaps our scout ships long ago met your ancestors on some remote planet We were never very numerous, and because we move and multiply so slowly, we are in danger of being swept out of existence in the foreseeable future. We prefer to leave while we can. The reason we must go developed on our own planet deep beneath the cities, in the underworks, which we had ceased to inspect because there was no need to. This part was built to last a million generations, which is long even for us.”


  Emmer sat upright annoyed at himself. “Of course! There are always sewers and I didn’t think of looking there!”


  “In the last several generations, we sent out four expeditions, leisurely trips because we then thought we had time to explore thoroughly. With this planet as base of operations, the successive expeditions fanned out in four directions, to cover the most representative territory.”


  Kelburn stiffened, mingled pride and chagrin on his face. His math had been correct, as far as he had figured it. But had there been any reason to assume that they would confine their exploration to one direction? No, they would want to cover the whole Milky Way.


  Taphetta paled. Four times as many humans to contend with! He hadn’t met the other three-fourths yet—and for him, it wasn’t at all a pleasant thought.


  “After long preparation, we sent several ships to settle one of the nearer planets that we’d selected on the first expedition. To our dismay we found that the plague was there—though it hadn’t been on our first visit!”


  Halden frowned. They were proving themselves less and less expert biologists. And this plague—there had to be a reason to leave, and sickness was as good as any—but unless he was mistaken, plague wasn’t used in the strict semantic sense. It might be the fault of the translation.


  “The colonists refused to settle; they came back at once and reported. We sent out our fastest ships, heavily aimed. We didn’t have the time to retrace our path completely, for we’d stopped at innumerable places. What we did was to check a few planets, the outward and return parts of all four voyages. In every place, the plague was there, too, and we knew that we were responsible.


  “We did what we could. Exhausting our nuclear armament, we obliterated the nearest planets on each of the four spans of our journeys.”


  “I •wondered why the route came to an end,” crinkled Taphetta, but there was no comment, no answer.


  “We reconstructed what had happened. For a long time, the plague had lived in our sewers, subsisting on wastes. At night, because they are tiny and move exceedingly fast, they were able to make their way into our ships and were abroad on every journey. We knew they were there, but because they were so small, it was difficult to dislodge them from their nesting places. And so we tolerated their existence.”


  “They weren’t so smart,” said Taphetta. “We figured out that angle long ago. True, our ship is an exception, but we haven’t landed anywhere, and won’t until we deverminized.”


  “We didn’t guess that next to the hull in outer space and consequently exposed to hard radiation,” the message went on, “those tiny creatures would mutate dangerously and escape to populate the planets we landed on. They had always been loathsome little beasts that walked instead of rolling or creeping, but now they became even more vicious, spawning explosively and fighting with the same incessant violence. They had always harbored diseases which spread to us, but now they’ve become hothouses for still smaller parasites that also are able to infect us. Finally, we are now allergic to them, and when they are within miles of us, it is agony to roll or creep.”


  Taphetta looked around. “Who would have thought it? You were completely mistaken as to your origin.” Kelburn was staring vacantly ahead, but didn’t see a thing. Meredith was leaning against Halden; her eyes were closed. “The woman has finally chosen, now that she knows she was once vermin,” clicked the Ribboneer. “But there are tears in her eyes.”


  “The intelligence of the beast has advanced slightly, though there isn’t much difference between the highest and the lowest—and we’ve checked both ends of all four journeys. But before, it was relatively calm and orderly. Now it is malignantly insane.”


  Taphetta rattled his ribbons. “Turn it off. You don’t have to listen to this. We all are of some origin or other and it wasn’t necessarily pretty. This being was a slug of some kind—and are you now what it describes? Perhaps mentally a little, out of pride, but the pride was false.”


  “We can’t demolish all the planets we unthinkingly let it loose on; there are too many and it lives too fast. The stars drift and we would lose some, and before we could eliminate the last one, it would develop space travel—it has little intelligence, but it could get that far—and it would escape ahead of us. We know an impossible task when we see it. And so we’re leaving, first making sure that this animal will never make use of the products of our civilization. It may reach this planet, but it will not be able to untangle our code—it’s too stupid. You who will have to face it, please forgive us. It’s the only thing that we’re ashamed of.”


  “Don’t listen,” said the Ribboneer and, bending his broad, thin body, he sprang to the translator, shook it and banged with his ribbons until the machine was silent “You don’t have to tell anyone,” crackled Taphetta. “Don’t worry about me—I won’t repeat it” He looked around at the faces. “But I can see that you will report to everyone exactly what you found. That pride you’ve developed—you’ll need it” Taphetta sat on top of the machine, looking like nothing so much as a huge fancy bow on a gift-wrapped package.


  They noted the resemblance vaguely. But each of them knew that as a member of the most numerous race in the Milky way, no longer feared for their mysterious qualities—despised, instead—wherever they went, there would never be any gifts for them—for any man.


  ACTION ON AZURA


  Robertson Osborne


  I


  On the thirty-third day out of Earth Central, the Special Agent heterodyned itself out of w-space and re-entered the normal continuum. The little 1400-ton vessel fell free toward the fifth planet of Procyon for half an hour before planetary drive was applied to slow it into an orbit.


  Allan Stuart, linguist, in this maiden mission of contact incorporated, felt seasick again during the period of free fall. Of the six men aboard, he was the only one who hadn’t spent at least one hitch in the Solar System Patrol. He was doggedly trying to steady his nerves by floating a row of dictionaries in midair when the intercom startled him. It was the voice of James Gordon, ship’s captain and head of the new firm.


  “All hands! We start spiraling in shortly and we should land on Azura in about five hours. Nestor, relieve White in the drive room. The rest of you come on up to Control for a final briefing.”


  The bony little linguist sighed, put away his books, and unstrapped himself. Nausea made him hiccup. Detouring sadly around the intricate, day-old wreckage of what had been a beautiful cephaloid unit, he swung stiffly out of the lab. In the corridor he had to squeeze past a badly tom-up wall. Dan Rogers, one of the two planetary scouts, shut off a welding torch and coasted along with him.


  “Little old piece of nickel-iron sure raised heck, didn’t it, Mr. Stuart?” drawled the scout. “Come out into normal space for two minutes to get a bearing, and—WHAM!” He propelled himself along with the effortless efficiency of a man accustomed to doing without gravity.


  Stuart, correcting course with some difficulty, took a moment to answer. “Hm? Oh, the meteor! Yes, indeed it did. My leg is still stiff, and of course half my equipment is just junk now. But I guess we were rather fortunate at that, since none of us was killed. All the way to Procyon . . . three point four parsecs. Dear me!” He clucked, shaking his head, and wondered again how the other five men in the crew could take these things so casually.


  He drifted into the control room with Rogers and hovered near the desk. Brettner, the other scout, came in playing some outlandish sort of guitar; White, engineer and assistant astrogator, joined him in a final caterwauling chorus of “The Demon of Demos.”


  The ship’s captain swung his chair to face them, his angular face folding into a responsive grin. Then he waved a teletape at the four men and looked more serious.


  “Here’s Patrol’s latest summary of the situation,” he announced. “Still no response from Procyon V, otherwise known as Azura. No activity in the ruined cities. No further clashes with traders, because the traders have given up. However, the natives are still taking pot-shots from the woods at any scouting parties that dare to sit down on the planet. Every attempt at contact is fiercely rejected.


  “The Patrol lads, naturally, are forbidden to shoot back, at least until they find out what this is all about . . . which, of course, is where our own little expedition of specialists comes in. Incidentally, it seems fairly certain the natives know nothing of radio, so we’ll be safe in using microwave to feel our way down in the dark.”


  He accepted a cigarette from Rogers and nodded toward a month-old report titled: Unofficial Data as of 31 October 2083; Procyon V (Azura).


  “I know we have precious little to go in there with, but that’s the situation. A million credits from Earth Central, if we establish friendly contact.” He smoked a while, grey eyes on the ceiling. Then, as nobody spoke, he added: “The Patrol has had two more skirmishes, not far from here, with what we’ve called the Invader culture. None of their ships has been captured, but it’s fairly certain they’re the same vicious crowd we’ve fought near Rigel, Alpha Centauri, and so on. They seem to be heading this way again slowly. Here . . .”


  He handed out half a dozen photographs of strange-looking spacecraft. “They’re undoubtedly the gang that blew hell out of Azura a few years ago, before we got here, and gave the natives such a violent dislike of strangers. The Invader’s weapons are somewhat inferior to ours, but he apparently has the considerable advantage of having superior position in regard to bases . . . particularly around here. The patrol simply can’t stand up to a determined attack in this region unless a base is made available, preferably on Azura.”


  Brettner said, softly, “That’s what we’re really after, isn’t it? Nobody’s handing us a million credits just for cultural purposes.”


  The leader of the expedition nodded. “Yep. Once we talk to these Azurans, I think we can convince them we all have a common enemy. An enemy who seems to enjoy smashing things just for fun. I have a hunch the Azurans expect the Invaders back, too . . . that might account for their apparent determination to remain hidden.” He reached for the log. “Incidentally, what’s the latest on the damage situation?”


  Stuart shook his head unhappily and brushed hair out of his eyes. “One cephaloid is completely ruined. It was the one I had trained to translate into Universal Speech from whatever other language would be fed into it later. I was going to teach it what Azuran I could pick up and use it as a direct interpreter. We have to use Universal Speech, you see, because cephaloids simply can’t handle homonyms such as ‘see’ and ‘sea,’ or ‘threw’ and ‘through.’ However,” his worried look lessened, “the multiple analyzer is all right. And the stand-by, originally conditioned only for generalized language response, has been restrained in Universal Speech and will learn Azuran from the analyzer.”


  He managed a feeble smile. “After all, the natives are manlike, and we know they had a city culture much like ours, so there is a good possibility of our finding mutually intelligible symbols. And we know what their language sounds like, thanks to the trader who got away with a recording.”


  White spoke up. “I hope you weren’t counting too much on the portable teleview, Mr. Stuart. It’s a total loss. So is the long-range microphone. It’s going to be tough to study their language at a distance.” He looked at Gordon. “The ship is okay, chief, except for the debris we’re still cutting away. All the animals are dead; I guess you knew that. And all we’ve salvaged from the jeep is the power unit and one repulsor. We’ll have to walk where we can’t use the scout-ship.”


  Brettner, when the captain looked at him, said quietly: “We’re awful low on food. Just about enough to get us back, with three or four days to spare. Can’t we eat any of this Azuran stuff?”


  Gordon shook his head. “The water and air are all right, but there’s no food for us down there. Good thing, in a way.”


  He laughed at the surprised expressions. “All Terrestrial life is based on complexes of iron, magnesium, or copper, but Azuran life seems to be built on cobalt complexes. Consequently both sides are immune to the diseases of the other. You remember the terrible plagues that hit the Terrestrial port areas in the old days, and the grim effects of our landings on Alpha Centauri III and Proxima II. But the biostat labs report that Terrestrial and Azuran tissue cultures have only a toxic effect on each other . . . no parasitic viability whatever.”


  He looked up at the chronometer. “About time to begin our spiral, if we’re to land before daybreak in that area we picked out. Let’s get some sleep. White, you’ll relieve me for a couple of hours, soon as we’ve established our trajectory.”


  Stuart, on the way out, picked up the sheaf of papers summarizing what was known about Azura. He strapped into his bunk absent-mindedly and lay there trying to visualize his first non-solar planet Many kinds of intelligent animals, the reports agreed. Evidently a mutation leading to intelligence had occurred quite early in the diversification of the animal phyla.


  One of the traders, said the report, claimed he had even learned to converse in a limited way with what he called monkey-rats. These had about the intelligence of a five-year-old human, and displayed the group cooperation common to many Azuran forms.


  Too bad the trader hadn’t been able to stay there longer. He had finally found some of the natives, just at the time they had found him. He was preparing to leave his ship and accept their thanks for the fine gifts he had set out, when gifts, trees, and nearby boulders began to blow up all around. He had taken off without further discussion.


  Four other traders and three Patrol ships had failed. A small freighter, landing to make emergency repairs, had disappeared. The only weapon the natives had, apparently, was a disrupter of some sort, with a range of only two or three kilometers. But the wreckage of the cities showed plainly that the invaders had used weapons of the same type as Earth’s, probably with a range of hundreds of kilometers. That meant—


  He awoke, struggling, as if from a nightmare. The klaxon was sounding off, jarring his teeth. Gordon’s slightly nasal voice came over the loudspeaker: “Landing stations, everybody. We’re sitting down in fifteen minutes.”


  The linguist hastily unfastened his safety belts, rolled out, and scrambled into primary space gear. “Secondary equipment?” he asked Rogers, who was getting dressed beside him.


  “Naw, no armor. Leave your oxygen off, too. This is a Class E planet, just like home.”


  Stuart scrambled down to the control room and strapped himself in beside the stern-view screen. He could hear White and Brettner in the drive room, sleepily arguing about who had mislaid the coffee jug. Such nonchalance! he thought. Trembling with excitement, he nearly dropped his camera. “I wonder how soon I can get some pictures,” he muttered. “If I could only photograph our landing . . . that would really liven up the next meeting of the Philological Society!” He had already taken over a hundred pictures of the expedition, and his hobby was the subject of much ribbing from the rest of the six-man corporation.


  Gordon looked over from the control board and interrupted his thoughts. “Stuart! See anything out there?”


  A dial over the linguist’s head indicated only a hundred meters to go. His screen showed a dark landscape, illuminated by two of the four moons. “Tree directly below,” he announced. “Better move to the red side about twenty meters.”


  The vessel shifted slightly and eased down smoothly under Gordon’s practised handling. Relays clacked; the drive hummed softly.


  Suddenly a rough branch scraped along the side, making metallic echoes in the double walls. Seconds later the ship settled with a gritty crunching. A few kicks of the drive leveled it off.


  II


  There was profound silence for a moment after the drive died away. Someone yelled “Wahoo!” Then Rogers came clattering down the ladder. He beckoned to Stuart, who was already climbing out of the seat eagerly.


  “Time for the landing party,” said the scout. He eyed the camera. “Remember now, play your cards close to your chest. Don’t go skittering off to take pictures. First we patrol once around the ship, then we get the camouflage nets pegged down, right away. Then we sit tight ’til we’ve had a good look around in daylight.”


  As they approached the arms locker, they found Nestor drawing out three blast rifles. He held out two of them. “Your weapons, gentlemen,” said the chubby engineer, bowing. “I’m guarding the airlock while you’re out there. And next time we cut cards for this little privilege, I’m going to shuffle the deck myself. Six years in the Patrol before this trip, and I’ve been first-to-land only once in my life!”


  The linguist smiled, feeling his taut nerves relax a bit. He pushed the Outside Test button beside the lock at the end of the corridor. A green light flashed. “Air’s already been okayed,” Nestor told him.


  Stuart pushed another button. The inner door withdrew from its permoid gasket and swung aside. The three men clanked into the echoing airlock chamber, where a touch on a third stud slid shut the inner door and opened the outer.


  The night lay mysterious before them, full of exotic odors, unfamiliar sounds, and double shadows. The slender linguist clambered like an eager monkey down the fin rungs and stood inhaling deeply.


  He was adjusting his camera when Rogers whispered in his ear, “Come on, let’s make a tour around the clearing.” Into his microphone, the scout reported: “Beginning our circuit, chief. Circling counterclockwise.”


  Rifles unslung, the two began walking cautiously. They had gone about halfway and Stuart was studying the two moons, when his feet were abruptly yanked out from under him and he fell to the ground. The patch of pinkish grass under him seemed to ripple, rolling him over and over helplessly until he was brought up against a rounded hummock. Before he could struggle to his feet, he came floundering back again to be dumped at the edge of the patch. Sitting up dazedly, he found Rogers looking for something to shoot at.


  “What the devil happened?” whispered the scout. Gordon’s voice came over the earphones: “What’s going on down there? All I can hear up here in the turret is grunts and whispers, but what I see sure looks screwy!”


  Stuart got up lamely, rubbing his sore leg. “I was sniffed at and rejected, in a manner of speaking,” he answered. “Watch.” He drew his hand gun, which happened to be the most convenient thing and tossed it on the animated grass before the flabbergasted scout could stop him. Immediately it was whisked away to the central hump, brushed with feelers, and sent tumbling back to his feet. “A most intriguing experience,” murmured the linguist, studying the pink grass with his head cocked to one side. “I shall have to try it again when there’s more time.” He picked up the gun and limped away on patrol.


  Rogers, with an expression of surprised scorn and amusement on his handsome face, explained briefly to Gordon what had happened. As he caught up with Stuart, he glanced toward the nose of the Special Agent. “See anything yet, chief?”


  In the nose turret, two gun barrels continued their sweep. “Nope,” came back Gordon’s voice. “There’s a broad prairie just beyond the trees on the ‘East’ side of this clearing, if you remember. Plain as day in this double moonlight. Almost looks like my home state, except for a few hills of that phosphorescent coral rock. Maybe—HEY! Some kind of critters running toward the hills! About five kilometers away. Flashes . . .” He broke off, as if absorbed in watching.


  The two men on the ground slowly continued their patrol, listening intently. In about fifteen seconds, above the faint rustling of the leaves in the pre-dawn breeze, they heard far-off snarling roars, mingled with crackling explosions. Almost total silence followed, as if the whole forest were listening. “All quiet,” Gordon reported after a while. “Must have been what the traders called hell-cats, attacking some native settlement. Looks like we made a fair guess about where to find some natives.”


  “We also know where they keep some of their popguns,” added Rogers sarcastically.


  Gordon’s voice chuckled. “Patrol says the only known weapon has an apparent range of two or three kilometers at most, and probably is not portable.”


  The scout looked skeptical. “Patrol says,” he repeated sourly. “Apparently, probably, maybe. I notice our old buddies haven’t cared to get within a hundred kilometers of said popgun.” When the tour around the ship had been completed, Rogers looked up. “Okay, chief. Ready for the nets.”


  Far up in the nose appeared a black hole. White climbed out and spread a conical camouflage net over the nose. Then he ducked back into the ship. “Here comes the first strip,” said Gordon. “I hope this gimmick works!” A slot opened behind the skirt of the conical net, and a sheet of neolon camouflage unrolled downward. Rogers seized the bundle of stakes at its lower end and had the strip pegged down in a few seconds, with willing but ineffectual help from the inexperienced Stuart.


  “All right so far,” the scout reported. Another strip came down. Stuart grabbed the stakes, then put them down to rearrange the rifle slung across his back. Suddenly there was a blur of movement and the stakes disappeared around a fin.


  Rogers carrying the rubber mallet, walked up and nudged him. “Come on! Dawn’s about to break, laddie. What are you staring at?” His own eyes widened as the bundle of stakes came back and dropped near his feet. He whipped out a flashlight and revealed a pair of “monkey-rats” scurrying away. He laughed and shook his head. “Things around here have a cockeyed way of putting back what they don’t want. I suppose these fellers were after metal, like Venus blacksmith lizards.”


  The two men resumed working, and at length the entire ship was tented. Not long after they had finished, the light was strong enough to show the beady-eyed little monkey-rats sitting nearby, watching curiously. The fearless creatures, as large as cocker spaniels, were an indeterminate red-gray in color, four-legged, and had two six-fingered tentacles where Stuart expected a muzzle. Bright black eyes looked out from under bony ridges. The monkey-rats carried short spears, and seemed to have pouches slung on their backs.


  “Too bad we can’t feed ’em,” murmured the scout. “I bet we can make friends with them. We better explore a little more, though, first.” Stuart strolled with him to where a narrow neck of turf led from the clearing out to the prairie. A brook followed this little alley into the woods.


  Rogers pointed to the near bank, where a miniature scaffolding of bright orange and blue matchsticks stood a few centimeters high. “Construction plant,” said the linguist, remembering a trader’s description. Nearby were three mossbacks, looking like turtles with tufts of green on their backs. “Possibly symbiotic,” Stuart thought to himself. The creatures dabbled their forelegs in the water and blinked sleepily.


  The monkey-rats, following the men, apparently discovered the mossbacks just then; there was a sudden squirrel-like chittering sound as one of them pointed with a tentacle. Immediately two small spears flashed through the early morning light and chunked into one of the mossbacks. The creature squawked once and fell over; its companions looked at it stupidly for a moment, then dove clumsily into the brook. The monkey-rats dashed over to their prey, seized it with their tentacles, and began to hustle it toward the nearby trees.


  Without warning, a sky-colored creature like a hawk swooped over them and dropped a rock. One of the monkey-rats was hit in the leg and fell sprawling. The other whistled with rage and hurled an ineffectual spear. The hawk came back a moment later and began to bomb them with more rocks. The injured one was being half-carried by its companion, and both were screaming angrily.


  Rogers scowled at the battle. “Looks like he doesn’t want to leave his friend,” he growled. Suddenly he whipped out a hunting-knife, aimed for an imperceptible split second, and let fly. The hawk was slashed open down the belly from head to tail. It flopped heavily onto the patch of pink grass, snapping with vicious grey teeth in dying hatred. The uninjured monkey-rat ran to retrieve the knife.


  The two men went to look at the wounded one and found it dragging a bleeding hind leg. It seemed especially shocking to Stuart, somehow, that the blood was red, although of a more brilliant shade than that of Terrestrial mammals. The creature turned to face the men, waving a spear defensively and shrilling for help. Its companion came charging up with the knife and two spears. The two forms of life eyed each other for a moment.


  “Here’s your opportunity to make friends with them,” urged Gordon over the radio. “They seem accustomed to man-like beings. Maybe they can be of some use to us. Worth trying, anyway.”


  The scout squatted and made soothing sounds. Stuart backed away a few steps, so as to represent less of a threat, and began taking pictures as unobtrusively as possible.


  Rogers studied the situation in a moment, then extended his empty hands, palms up, in response to a whispered suggestion from the semanticist. Both monkey-rats cocked their heads and watched him sharply, murmuring to each other.


  Moving slowly as Stuart directed, the scout tore a strip of bandage from his first-aid packet and allowed it to be examined. He reached for one of the wooden spears, needle-tipped with something like obsidian, but it was withdrawn hastily. He broke off a small branch from a nearby bush and tried to splint the broken leg. The creature squealed and snapped at him, but neither monkey-rat threatened him with a weapon. They seemed more curious than afraid.


  Nonplussed for a moment, the Earthman whistled softly, thinking. “Give them your other knife,” suggested Stuart. The scout drew it out and dropped it hastily before a spear could be launched at him.


  Two knives! The creatures examined them with obvious pleasure, testing the blades and inspecting them closely. Again Rogers reached out; this time his touch was tolerated. “Warmblooded,” he said quietly into his microphone. “Feels like two bones in the upper leg.” He succeeded in straightening the limb and tying it up. Then he pantomimed carrying the victim and pointed into the woods. The other monkey-rat pushed the injured one toward him and made tentacle motions which evidently meant “yes.” He picked up the one with the broken leg, carried it a short distance into the woods, and set it down. The other followed, bristling with knives and spears. Stuart came behind at a discreet distance, observing carefully and making notes. Occasionally he snapped a picture.


  The scout poured some water into the palm of his hand and offered it. The injured animal shot out a tubular orange tongue and sucked up the water. The two men were trying to establish further communication when suddenly their earphones crackled.


  “You men outside! Stand by the neck of the clearing! There’s been some shooting over near those coral rocks, and here comes a native hell-for-leather with three hell-cats after him. Heading for the clearing, I think. Try to catch him . . . he seems to be unarmed. We’ll get out and hold off the hell-cats from up here!”


  III


  Rogers was belly-down in the grass at one side of the entrance before Gordon finished talking. Stuart dashed after him, noticing absently as he passed the pink grass that it was churning and enveloping the carcass of the dead hawk. He reached the edge of the clearing and took up a position across the brook from Rogers. He could see nothing but dust through the grass and heavy scrub. The canteen gouged into his flank, and his holster seemed caught in a root. He struggled to get the blast-rifle unslung from his back, wishing for the twentieth time that he had had at least a little experience at this sort of thing. Just one hitch in the Patrol, for instance . . .


  The radio broke in on his whispered swearing. “You might have to do some shooting down there. These machine-guns may not stop all the hell-cats dead in their tracks, but I don’t want to use anything bigger . . . no use letting the neighborhood know what we’ve got.”


  A few seconds later the native came pounding desperately through the alley into the clearing. “Hold him!” yelled the scout. Stuart sprang to his feet with a leveled rifle and confronted the astounded humanoid, who collided with a tree and stopped. Nestor came dodging out through the nets to cover the prisoner with another gun. The brilliant red manlike creature, obviously understanding the weapons, still tried to edge away from the squalling roars of the hell-cats not far behind on the prairie.


  The twin sixty-millimeter guns in the nose burst out with a clatter. The noise of the exploding projectiles was deafening. Clumps of dirt and scrub flew high into the air. Then Nestor’s blast-rifle roared once, sharply.


  Abruptly there was silence. The Azuran had obviously discovered the ship behind the camouflage; he stared at it, blinked, and stared again, as though in disbelief. Stuart began taking pictures of him. “No more cats,” came Gordon’s voice. “They were bunched up and Nestor got ’em all. Ah, I notice our new friend has seen through the camouflage net.”


  The native’s reaction was sudden, unexpected. He shuddered and slumped to the ground, a picture of dejection. His tentacles were limp. Nothing would induce him to communicate At length Stuart offered water; the native suddenly arose, as if in a hopeless rage, knocked the canteen aside, and kicked the linguist’s injured leg. Then the red being sank to the ground again.


  “Damn!” growled Stuart through clenched teeth. He rubbed his leg. “I suppose he thinks we’re the Invaders, coming back to ravage his people again. Either he never saw the Invaders himself, or we happen to resemble them. Or maybe the terror of the invasion was so great that a serious semantic confusion exists, labelling all strangers as Bad. Well, at any rate, I’ll have to go through some semantic analysis to establish any rapport at all.” Meditating on the problem, he sent Nestor back to the ship for drawing materials, and bent over to retrieve the canteen. The native immediately knocked him flat and fled into the woods.


  Rogers started after the Azuran, unslinging his gun, but Gordon spoke up from the airlock, where he had been about to climb down to the ground. “Dan! Get out of those woods, you half-wit! Let him go; you can’t possibly catch him. Anyway, we may be able to see where he goes, if he breaks out into open country again. White, will you keep an eye on the edge of the woods from up there? Be ready to man the ’scope. I’ll be right up.”


  Nestor sat down beside the linguist a few minutes later and held out a cup of fragrant coffee. “Here, Mr. Stuart. I figured you guys could use breakfast better than drawing materials right now. Feel okay?”


  Stuart sipped and nodded gratefully. “Mmm. Yes, fine, thanks.”


  The plump little flight engineer handed him a sandwich. “You’re due for relief about now anyway. The boss and I will be out here, and White and Brettner inside. You and Rogers can sleep a while.”


  The linguist leaned back against a tree and lit a cigarette. “Has the native showed up again?” he asked his microphone.


  White answered. “Yeah. He high-tailed it across the prairie and disappeared among the coral rocks. Chief says for you to come in, Stuart; he wants to know what you found out.”


  Stuart picked up his rifle, canteen, camera, and cup. He wondered vaguely, as he trudged wearily over to the ship, how he had gotten so tired. Then he realized that, like the others, he had gotten only five hours’ sleep in the past two nights. Procyon was yellow-white and hot on his back, even through the netting, as he clambered up the fin rungs. He felt sleepy.


  In the captain’s crowded little cabin he dropped into a chair and yawned. Gordon stretched, scratching lazily, and grinned at him. “Bored, on your first day ashore?”


  The linguist smiled ruefully. “Tired, yes, but hardly bored. I don’t mind admitting the first few hours have been rather disappointing. We had a native right here, I stood face to face with him, and we even saved his life . . . well, no use yowling about it. I presume he’s gone off to warn the others now. Our element of surprise, as you fellows say, is lost.” He brushed the hair out of his eyes. “What shall we do about it, Gordon?”


  The leader drummed on the desk a while. “I dunno. This sort of situation was never covered in Patrol courses. Maybe the


  General Staff studies this stuff, but I was just a line officer, like the other guys. If you remember, we figured we’d sort of make up our operations plan as we went along. You probably know as much about it as we do, from all your reading. Nothing predictable about any of this; we just have to react to whatever develops. What would you suggest?”


  “Um. Well, I’ve a half-formed scheme for—er, seizing the bull by the horns. The natives are certain to react immediately, either by attacking us or by disappearing again. I feel that we should assume the initiative as soon as possible, without waiting for them to maneuver one of their weapons within range of us.”


  “How do we assume the initiative?”


  “Yes, exactly—how?” The semanticist shook his head. “I’ll have to sleep on it at least a little while, Gordon. Right now I feel unable to think. But somehow we have to convey to the Azurans the knowledge that we are friendly. “We’ll have to find some way of representing the idea to them.”


  “Drop leaflets,” suggested Gordon, wryly. “Or put up one of those billboards they used to have all over a hundred years ago. Everybody in the universe must have become accustomed to some kind of advertising by now!” He laughed heartily. “Okay, Stuart. Go fall into your bunk. Let’s hope you wake up with a good idea!”


  The thoughtful little language expert got up to leave. “Billboard. Billboard . . . there may be something in that, even if you were joking.”


  His musings were broken off by the alarm bell and the intercom’s squawk. “All hands! Battle stations! Chief, three natives just popped up from a hole in the ground about two hundred meters away. Strong radar indication.”


  As Stuart ran down to his post at the airlock, he heard Gordon’s calm voice from the intercom. “All right, Brettner. Keep them covered, but don’t fire.”


  At the lock, the linguist remembered to punch the personnel buttons as the men climbed in, out of breath and swearing. He pushed the stud beside his own name last and shut the lock as the “All Aboard” shone green.


  Gordon spoke again, apparently to someone in the control room with him. “They’ve evidently lugged a disrupter or some 294 TRAVELERS OF SPACE thing along a tunnel. Seem to have a couple of big beasts of burden carrying a gadget . . . looks like one of those old pack howitzers. Let’s wait ’til they get it nearly assembled, so we can get an idea of—hup! Let’s GO!”


  Stuart had forgotten to buckle his safety straps. He just had time to grab a stanchion when the violent acceleration tripled his weight and nearly threw him to the floor. No more than a heartbeat later, there was a muffled boom from outside the ship, and a section of blazing tree went rocketing past the glassite window.


  After a few seconds’ acceleration he felt the ship take on a horizontal component. The pressure eased off. He got up from his hands and knees and adjusted the periscope controls until he got a view of the ground. There was a group of burning trees several kilometers below, sliding rapidly to the east. Several times the scenery shifted rapidly as the ship zigzagged.


  As he swung the ’scope, Stuart was thunderstruck to discover a hole blasted in the edge of a fin, not four meters away from where he stood. Shreds of charred camouflage netting fluttered in tangled strings.


  On the intercom, White’s voice broke the tense silence. “Gimme that again, slowly, somebody. What happened, anyway?


  Gordon answered. “That must have been a tunnel they came out of, right at the edge of the woods. Maybe they use it to get home if hell-cats happen to catch them out on the prairie. That fellow we caught today was probably heading for it, hoping to lose the cats in the woods first.”


  After a moment, he added, “Anyway, they showed up with a heavy weapon and nearly got us. Patrol guessed wrong about its portability, and I guessed wrong about its operation.”


  Stuart commented, “Good thing someone happened to be on duty in the turret, and we were able to take off on such short notice.”


  “Happened!” barked the captain. “Mr. Stuart, that’s the first rule of any ship landing on territory listed as ‘unsafe,’ and it Tiappens’ to be Rules Seven through Sixteen of the Patrol Regulations!”


  Brettner eased the linguist’s embarrassment by changing the subject a little. “Did you all see the colossal helpers they had carrying that weapon? Must be what the traders called heffa-lumps . . . I thought the pictures were fakes. Those critters practically did the shooting themselves, and they were talking to the natives! This is some planet . . . everybody talks to everybody except us!”


  Gordon spoke again. “White, I want you to rig up a mosaic alarm with controls in the turret, Number One Lock, and control room . . . before tonight, if possible. Jury-rig it, just so it goes off when anything larger than a mossback moves near the ship. Get as much range as you can.”


  “That means dismantling the space-probe and comparator, boss. Not enough spare checkerboards to scan three hundred and sixty degrees with a decent vertical coverage. And for stereo-perception, so the thing can discriminate between a nearby leaf and a far-away heffalump—”


  “All right, do the best you can. Can you hook it up with an infra-red snooper for night work? I don’t believe the natives can see infra-red . . . I hope. Procyon’s a little farther toward the blue than Sol is.”


  “I’ll see what I can do. Can’t get very good resolution with the electro-optical stuff we have for infra-red. We had to weed out four tons, you know, and the Hollmann scanners are three and a half parsecs back, in our shop.”


  Stuart noticed that the ship’s course had steadied. A look through the ’scope showed the recently abandoned clearing now swinging under the stern again, far below. He was about to take a picture of it when Gordon called him.


  “Stuart, will you go to the drive room and give Nestor a hand? He’s scanning the area with micro-wave, and I want you to use the stern-view telescope. Those characters may have decided to go back to their base without using the tunnel; maybe we can keep out of sight and get a good fix on where they hole up.”


  The linguist retracted the periscope and saw to it that the guard plates slid over the outer lens. Then he dodged through the radiation trap into the darkened drive room. He was wondering how to strap himself into the seat without taking off all his photographic gear, when Nestor, peering into the radar screen, snapped his fingers.


  “Got a blip, Gordon,” said the engineer with suppressed excitement. “One metallic object about the size of a foot-locker, maybe a little bigger. Boy, do those rocks show up! Must be nearly all metal.”


  In a moment the leader answered. “I believe I see something. Awkward angle, though, on this turret telescope. How about you, Stuart?”


  “No, frankly, I—”


  Gordon cut in. “What magnification are you using?”


  “Let me see . . . all I can get—sixty-four diameters.”


  “Too much; cut it down to twelve. Center your ’scope. Now look at the cross-hair grids. Find the lower part of F-7; you should see something around there.”


  “More likely F-6 from here,” put in Nestor. “That’s where my indication is.”


  “Oh, yes! I see them. Three natives and two . . . My goodness, those heffalumps are big! Almost as big as elephants!” Gordon answered, “Yes, and apparently considerably more useful. Well, keep a sharp watch on the group. Let me know where they go, and be sure you mark the spot on a large-scale sketch or photo. I’ve got to send off a report to Patrol; we’re keeping them posted on every development.”


  “Like a bomb-defusing squad,” said Nestor hollowly. The next crew will take up where we left off, see?”


  The ship, swinging slowly ahead of the little raiding party, came to a stop about six kilometers above and slightly beyond the coral rocks.


  White spoke over the intercom. “I don’t think they’ll see us here. We’re in the sun. But keep yourselves strapped in, gang; we’re going to move in a hurry if they point that thing at us. You guys below let me know if they do anything suspicious. I can’t see too much on the control room screens.”


  In the drive room, the power hummed softly. Relays clicked occasionally as the minutes passed. The creatures on the ground entered a faint trail winding among the hills of bright coral rock. Now and then one of the heffalumps stopped and adjusted the load on his back, using the middle two of his six limbs. Nestor nudged the language expert’s arm.


  “Looks like they’re getting close to home. Better get set to take some pictures.”


  Stuart nodded, having already picked up a plate magazine, and loaded the camera box on the side of the telescope. He adjusted the controls from time to time with nervous delicacy, occasionally tapping the shutter button. Suddenly he switched to higher magnification, exclaiming, “There they go! Into that cave!” He took three pictures in rapid succession at different magnifications. He also banged his nose hard on the eyepiece, and wondered some hours later how it came to be so tender.


  There was a clatter of feet on the steel ladder. Gordon came running over to him, an unfinished report in one hand and a half-eaten hamburger in the other. “Lessee,” he demanded.


  The linguist showed him. Only the cave mouth could be seen now, black in the hot sunlight. It was halfway up a hill of dense coral, and was protected from the front by another hill.


  The chief took a bite of hamburger and grinned at Stuart “This is a bit of luck,” he said happily through the mouthful. “We wouldn’t have found that hideout in ten years if they hadn’t taken a potshot at us!”


  Nestor exhaled cigarette smoke, looking cynical. “Swell. What do we do now? Wave a hankie at them?”


  Gordon’s expression became less cheerful. “We don’t know yet. Things have moved a little fast. But whatever we do, we’ll have to get it done fast. You guys might as well know now what came in a little while ago on the radio.” He drew a deep breath. “An Invader base has been discovered within striking distance of this area. It’s a jolt, of course, but at least we’ve finally discovered a base of theirs. Earth Central says either we close this deal in four days or the planet will have to be taken over the hard way.”


  Stuart shook his head sadly, thinking of the already-ruined cities below. “Our little firm had better live up to its name,” he said.


  Gordon nodded. “A task force is already on the way.”


  Brettner had come cat-footed down the ladder. “There’s one way to hustle things up,” he growled, patting his hip holster. “I wish you’d let me blister their stern-plates a little. Little old Frontier Lawyer here would teach ‘em some manners right now!”


  Stuart repressed a shudder.


  The captain strode over and confronted the scout with a frown. “That’s what we’re here to avoid, Mr. Brettner, and you know it. Our weapons are purely for defense, and there’d be hell raised if we harmed any natives. If we got out of here alive, we’d lose our million credits and all our expenses, as well as being tried for unauthorized warlike acts.” He sounded hoarse with fatigue and irritation. “Get over any belligerent ideas you may have. That goes for all of you—at least on this trip.”


  He looked sternly at the group a moment, then nodded toward the ladder. “Let’s go have a conference. Nestor, will you stay here and keep a sharp eye on that hideout?”


  The chubby engineer leaned back in the seat, swung the eyepiece over into a comfortable position, and sighed. “Yeah, all right. Somebody better bring me some food before long, though. I’m dying.”


  IV


  Up in the “conference room,” the men gathered about Gordon at the controls. He checked the autopilot and sat drumming his fingers on the desk. Finally he looked squarely at the language expert. “Mr. Stuart . . . it seems fairly obvious now that the outcome of this entire expedition depends almost solely on you. You’re the one who knows how to convey ideas, probably as well as any human being alive, according to the information we got before we asked you to join us. All the rest of us can do is run this ship and make like space-fighters.”


  He raised a hand at Stuart’s beginning protest, and went on. “Let me finish my little speech. You’re trained for this sort of thing, even if you do lack non-Terrestrial experience. You figured out the elements of the Alpha Centauri II and IV languages from nothing but sound movies, a few years back. Now, what I’m getting at is this: you tell us what has to be done, and we’ll try to figure out a way to do it. We’re starting from scratch, of course; that meteor, by a million-to-one chance, ruined all our previous plans.”


  Stuart pulled at his ear a moment. “Well, all those plans were designed to give me at least the minimum amount of observation I’d need to prepare a friendly message. Now, while my stock of Azuran symbols is still zero, we’ve gained some information. It’s too bad we lost the horses and bloodhounds, for the combination can’t be beaten when it’s a matter of finding someone in hiding. However, we do know where at least three natives are. And personally, I don’t regret it a bit that I’ll not make use of those hasty riding lessons.”


  He paused, and White spoke up. “Even if we do know where some of them are, I don’t see how we can use Plan One. How can we set up hidden microphones and telicons, when the ruddy natives live in a cave?”


  Brettner, looking disgusted, added, “Even when we catch one of the critters by dumb luck, he won’t talk. Trained not to. And that tears up the second plan.”


  The captain nodded. “And our third scheme . . . to watch and wait, using long-range equipment, and play for the breaks. That sure seemed like a flexible plan. But of course it was blown all over the Milky Way along with our food. Anyway, the news from Patrol makes speed essential.”


  There was glum silence for a while. Then Rogers offered, “There must be some way we can use our knowledge of where at least three of them are hiding—even if the place is defended with a natural barricade and a souped-up pack howitzer.”


  After a thoughtful moment, the little language expert cleared his throat hesitantly. “Er—I should like to suggest something . . .” They all looked at him, making him feel rather self-conscious, but he went on. “You said something about an old-fashioned billboard, Gordon, that got me thinking. I have a good many pictures of the expedition and our activities—” he reddened, remembering the frequent ribbings about his photographic activity “—and I can make a few sketches for the rest of it. You see, I was thinking we could sneak down there at night and leave a series of pictures where the natives would find them in the morning.”


  He was talking rapidly now, full of steam, pacing back and forth. “The pictures would show that we are not the Invaders, that we are friendly—I took pictures of Rogers helping the monkey-rats, for instance—and then we could have a couple of pictures of Terrestrials and Azurans exchanging gifts.” He stopped, embarrassed, wondering whether his scheme sounded naive to these practical men. “It—it’s been tried before with considerable success . . . in some cases.”


  Gordon thought it over a while, rubbing the stubble on his cheeks. “Might work,” he mused aloud. “What about setting up an automatic-sequence gimmick of some kind, controlled from here while we watch their reaction with a telescope? We could turn the pages, see? . . . or should we just tack up a string of pictures along the path?”


  Rogers sat forward. “Machine might be better, if we can rig it up soon enough. Separate pictures might get blown away or something, for all we know, or some kind of critter might destroy ’em.”


  Stuart stopped pacing and squinted at the ceiling. “Yes, I like the machine. We could include a little pick-up unit so I could record and analyze their comments, knowing just what they were looking at. That would really help a lot.” He snapped his fingers, struck with inspiration. “What about ending the little show with a real surprise? A gift that would really demonstrate our good intentions?”


  What did he consider a suitable gift?


  “A blast rifle!” he answered boldly.


  “What the devil!” exclaimed Gordon. The others indicated various degrees of consternation. They stared at Stuart as if he had suggested turning pirate. But he showed a firmness that was new to them—and to himself.


  “Nothing else will do the trick as simply and surely,” he insisted. “In the first place, their most desperate need, as they see it right now, is probably an efficient but simple weapon of some sort, capable of being enlarged into a heavy defensive piece of great range. I understand our blast rifle is such a weapon. I believe they live in absolute terror of another attack, and they apparently have little or no technology left with which to prepare for such an attack. Hence their going underground.”


  He paused to let the point sink in. “And in the second place, it seems reasonable to believe they would understand our good intentions from such a gift. Surely they will see that no one planning an aggressive move is going to arm his intended victims first! Their behavior certainly indicates that they are accustomed to direct action, rather than to Machiavellian subtleties of plot and counter-plot.”


  Nestor stuck out a skeptical lower lip. “How will they know we’re making a gesture that means anything? I mean, they still might figure the gun is just a little toy in our league, and that we’re not running any risk at all by giving it to them.”


  Stuart hesitated before replying. He nodded in appreciation of intelligent analysis. “That’s a difficult point which will have to be worked out later . . . possibly on the spot. First of all, we shall have to establish contact. It will also be necessary to show them we have a defensive screen, too—which they would doubtless be overjoyed to have—and that we are willing to turn it off and trust them. It will be a delicate and intriguing problem in psycho-logic.”


  Rogers shook his head and laughed a little. “It sounds as cockeyed as ‘Uncle Willie’ Ulo’s stories about Sirius V. But, so help me, I believe it’d work!” All at once his expression changed, and he looked hard at the expert. “One thing, though, mister. I know I wouldn’t care for the job! Who’s going to be the guinea-pig and go down for the first little chat with them?”


  Stuart smiled thinly. “Who will bell the cat, eh? Another fair question. Well, I shall set up the apparatus, and of course I intend to try out its effect, too. I shall confront the natives myself after they have received our picture message and the gun.”


  The others protested, but there was a stubborn set to his jaw. “After all,” he explained later to Gordon, “while you fellows have been acquiring glamor, so to speak, I’ve been leading a rather dull life. I intend to have at least one little fling at dangerous living. Besides, I’m the only really expendable man in the crew . . . the rest of you are necessary to the operation of the Special Agent. And anyway, I’m only here because I know something about communicating ideas. This is part of my job, if anything is.”


  The rest of the day and a major part of the night, except for brief catnaps, were spent in fabricating the device which Gordon designed to Stuart’s specifications. Even White’s work on the mosaic alarm was suspended. The linguist planned, sketched, and worked with his photographs for ten hours before allowing himself to rest. He had done all he could with his part of the project, and decided to lend a hand in the shop . . . but first he would massage the leg which had been so painfully gouged when the meteor struck. He sat down to ease the ache, and promptly fell asleep.


  When they woke him three hours later, his machine was ready. In his meticulous way, he had made careful notes of the picture sequence, and other five members of Contact, Incorporated had arranged everything as indicated. He examined the device sleepily, rubbing the back of his neck and yawning. “Looks okay,” he grunted. “Controls tested? Good. Nice job, very nice.” Still blinking, he helped carry the makeshift metaland-plastic assembly into the scout ship in Number Three Lock.


  Brettner climbed in and sat down next to him at the controls. “Sort of a lucky thing for us this old planet has four moons,” grinned the scout. “All four were in the sky until a few minutes ago. Too much light for us to pussyfoot around on the surface, so you and I had a chance for a nap. Now there’s only two . . . just enough for us to work by. We’ll have to hustle though.”


  A few minutes later, under Brettner’s skillful handling, the little ship settled to a quick, silent landing about two kilometers from the cave. The scout got out and began unloading the apparatus. Stuart, now fully alert, held a low-voiced radio conversation with Gordon. “Still no sign of any activity?”


  The captain’s voice was blurred with fatigue. “No, nothing, except some infra-red indications of large animals to the south. We’ll keep you informed. For Pete’s sake, be careful.”


  The linguist, nervous as he was, chuckled. “Good of you to remind us.” He put on his bone-conduction earpiece, throat-mike, and all the other gear designed for planets with breathable atmospheres. Clambering out of the little vessel, he joined Brettner. The two men helped each other with the slings of their backpacks, locked up the ship, and started off.


  Stuart had to run occasionally to keep up with the other’s easy, practised stride. The extra rifle and his half of the apparatus jounced and dug into his back. Occasionally he heard Brettner whisper into his mike, asking for directions. The compass was useless near the iron-bearing coral rocks.


  Like the scout, Stuart had studied the route in advance, but traversing it in the dark was a grimly different matter. The double shadows of the two moons were confusing and made him stumble. Once a sensitive bush of some kind shuddered and drew back with a moan when he grasped it for support. He shuddered and brushed sweat off his face and sleeve. What did anyone know, after all, about the number of dangerous organisms this planet harbored? Carnivorous plants, for instance, or even animals, might not have sense enough to avoid iron complexes such as human blood . . .


  Something soft beneath his foot shrieked horribly in the night and slid away. He went down on one knee, but waved when Brettner turned as if to help him up. “I’m letting this get me,” he thought angrily. He got up and jogged along again, trying to imitate the scout’s powerful stride.


  Abruptly they came upon the trail. They had just started along it when a warning came from the Special Agent. “One of those animals on the prairie must have picked up your scent. Probably a hell-cat. Sloping off toward the trail now. Ye gods! . . . he must be doing sixty kilometers! Now he’s slowing . . . you should see him about a hundred meters ahead in a few seconds. He’s sneaking onto the trail.”


  The linguist’s heart thudded as he crouched in shadow with the scout. “What do we do, Brettner?” he whispered.


  “Have to use this,” the other replied, hauling out a wide-barrelled, clumsy looking Texas Slugger. “Picked up this sweetheart on Callisto, but I only got three shells.” He aimed down the path through an offset sight. “Don’t get behind this, laddie.”


  In the moonlight farther up the trail, a sinuous beast like a huge armor-plated cat glided out from the brush. It opened jaws a meter wide, showing double rows of dull green phosphorescent teeth, and began to lope toward the men. The scout fired when it was less than sixty meters away, and a rocket-propelled projectile hissed out toward it. A few meters out, the 2000-G drive of the projectile cut in, and the missile crashed into the hell-cat with terrible impact.


  The creature was a hollow’ mass of pulp almost instantaneously. The only sounds had been the brief hiss of the rocket, the even shorter crackling of the accelerated drive, and an earth-shuddering crunch when the device had struck a wall of rock beyond the beast. Apparently these had not alarmed the other nocturnal creatures about, for the various animal cries went on as before.


  “Come on,” said the scout, resuming the trail. “We got to hurry.” Stuart followed, wrinkling his nose at the horrible stench of the dead animal. Nearby, a brighdy glowing hole in the rock showed where the missile had buried itself and disintegrated.


  By the time the men reached their objective, a little trailside clearing just out of sight from the cave, the language expert was thoroughly winded. It was some satisfaction to him to note that the scout was sweating heavily too. Brettner unshouldered his equipment, took a sip of water from his canteen, and moved up the path a few meters to keep watch on the cave. The opening glowed less brightly than the luminescent rock around it.


  Stuart worked as rapidly as he could in the moonlight and ghostly shine of the hill. His footing was uncertain on the irregular coral. Twice he stopped and crouched, rifle ready, as his sensitive ears detected a change in the pattern of night sounds. A wild assortment of odors drifted with the faint breeze; once a friendly little creature smelling like fragrant Scotch offered him a pebble and giggled. In his anxious haste, the linguist dropped two bolts into the twisted crevices of the rock, and he began to feel he was having a nightmare.


  When the assembly was nearly completed, Nestor warned over the radio, “Better step on it, guys. We can see daylight coming from up here. You have about half an hour to get away.” By the time the device was operating satisfactorily, there was enough light to see clearly. The two men on the ground picked up the tools and canteens hastily and hurried back along the trail.


  They had gone about halfway when a stone the size of a baseball landed with a vicious clank on the scout’s headgear. He swore softly and sagged against a bush, fighting dizzily to stay on his feet. Stuart snatched up a smaller rock and hurled it at the attacking stone-hawk, which was banking into another dive in the dim morning light. The stone smashed one wing. The creature spun and flopped through the air, screaming and gobbling, until it crashed into a tree and fell dead.


  Brettner shook his head and grinned ruefully. “Good thing I got a wooden head . . . Yeah, I’m okay.” He examined the dent in his helmet, and spit contemptuously at the dead hawk. “That’s some arm you’ve got, mister,” he added respectfully.


  Stuart examined his arm, pleased. “Used to pitch on the varsity,” he explained. “Did you hear the mouthings of that vicious bird? He was swearing at us, I’m sure!” He resumed the march, wondering absently whether all these Azuran creatures spoke basically the same language. From what little he had been able to observe, it seemed likely.


  It was almost full daylight when they reached their scout ship. “Come on up,” Nestor told them. “No sign of activity around the cave yet, but you better keep between it and the sun just in case somebody peeks.” Brettner took off immediately.


  Ten minutes later Stuart was seated at his apparatus, stuffing breakfast food into his mouth and feeling very tired. “Been making this stuff for a hundred and fifty years,” he grumbled to himself, chewing doggedly, “and it’s still lousy.” Suddenly he dropped his spoon and adjusted the view-screen controls. Gordon walked in, buttoning up his dungarees and yawning. “Brother,” said the chief, “when we get back we’re going to sleep for two weeks!” He looked at the busy linguist and was immediately wide awake. “What’s up?”


  Stuart pointed to the screen. “Native just peeked out.” He reached over toward one of the cephaloids, mindless brains with tremendous memory and associative power, and began flipping switches. Activating solution flowed through the micro-cellular colloid; little lights on a panel winked on as the surface potentials reached operating level.


  The linguist glanced briefly at the screen. “I guess there’s time to show you one of its little tricks, just to warm it up,” he said. He sang, in Universal Speech, a couple of ribald verses of “The Venus of Venus,” then touched a switch. Immediately the song came back at him through a little speaker, but in English—and with the unmistakable drawl of Rogers. “I conditioned it a few minutes ago with his voice,” explained Stuart. He was delighted with Gordon’s reaction of incredulous astonishment. “It’s really a wonderful mechanism, Gordon. It—oops! There’s a native!”


  He jabbed hastily at the “Primary Condition” stud, erasing the song and the accent, and switched on the remote control for the picture sequence. He handed Gordon a headset. “Will you monitor the pickup, please? The rest of this stuff will keep me busy.” He fell silent, watching the screen.


  Gordon reached over and switched on the movie camera set up beside him to record the scene.


  V


  Three scarlet natives had come out of the cave. They stood in a patch of brilliant sunlight, swinging their middle limbs about and playing with a sassy little monkey-rat as men would with a fox terrier. At length they picked up what seemed to be a crossbow and several spears, slung bundles across their sloping shoulders, and started down the trail. They walked slowly, spears at the ready, and were obviously alert. Frequently they glanced up, or paused as if listening.


  Rounding a turn, the lead native stopped abruptly, leaped back and dropped flat. The other two dropped almost simultaneously. The leader motioned cautiously for his companions to crawl forward; he pointed with a tentacular upper limb toward the picture sequence machine gleaming in the morning light. On it was showing a picture of a native, enlarged from Stuart’s picture of his temporary “prisoner.”


  The semanticist had evidently made a good guess in alien psychology, for no hostile move was made toward the machine. The natives lay there studying it, making occasional guarded gestures to each other. They stiffened as the next picture flipped into view. It was a Terrestrial family with two children. It was the picture Stuart kept beside his bunk, and was the best thing he could think of to put across the concept of a peaceful people.


  Still no hostile move. No sounds, either, except the background chirping and jabbering of other animals.


  Anxiously, Stuart fussed with his controls. He flipped to the next picture and a dozen after that without getting an audible response. The natives were shown views of Terrestrial life, New York and the space-port, the Special Agent, and two views of the receding Earth.


  Then the linguist tried one of his sketches. It showed a globular ship, such as the Invaders were believed to have used, attacking the Terrestrial ship. In the following sketches, the Earth ship was damaged, but managed to destroy the other.


  One of the natives was evidently jolted into comment at this point. “Aru!” came distinctly over the loudspeaker. Stuart immediately murmured “Picture Fifteen” in Universal Speech into his microphone. He beamed at Gordon, relaxed a little, and hit the sequence button again.


  The next set of pictures showed the approach to Azura, the landing, and Rogers’ kindly treatment of the monkey-rats. Again a comment came from the middle native, evidently younger and less well-trained. This time he uttered several syllables, which the cephaloid duly absorbed. The rear native thwacked him across the back angrily. Stuart bounced in his seat with silent glee. He made microscopic adjustments to the analyzer and continued the show.


  Behind him, the door opened quietly. Rogers came in with some breakfast for Gordon. The scout raised his eyebrows inquiringly; the chief winked and nodded at the screen, holding up a hand in the “okay” gesture. Stuart looked around at them, his finger hesitating over the sequence button. He shut off his mike for a moment. “This is one of the parts I’m dubious about. We swing into our sales talk here. Man sees native, puts down gun, and approaches peacefully. Then they exchange gifts.”


  He pushed the stud thoughtfully. “If the response to this is favorable, do you think we ought to go ahead with the rest?”


  The chief frowned. “Sure. Why not?”


  “Well . . . I suppose it would be foolish to stop now. I don’t have enough material yet to prepare a verbal message, and they seem to be understanding this one anyway. On the other hand . . . they might not like this. It shows us helping them to rebuild a city, and giving them weapons.” He lit a cigarette and hit the button again. “They might wonder what we want in return.”


  Gordon put down his coffee and scratched his chin. “Well, I don’t think we ought to revise our plans now, Stuart. I think they’d be glad to offer us a base, in return for protection. We might as well go ahead.”


  The linguist nodded. The minutes passed as he continued the series of pictures. After a while he opened his mouth to say something, but was interrupted by a gabble of sounds from the pickup unit. The natives were pointing upward and discussing something. Pilot lights on the cephaloid hookup showed that the material was being received, passed back and forth for analysis, and stored away. Stuart threw in a key word now and then to identify the picture being shown.


  “It’s clear that they understand,” he whispered. “Now for the clincher. We help them fight off the Invaders. I hope they don’t get the idea that our presence would make another Invader attack more likely.”


  He continued to push the stud every twenty or thirty seconds, lips moving as he counted. When the counter showed the end of the sequence approaching, he nodded in satisfaction. The natives were still talking to each other. “Good thing we’ve got these cephaloids,” Stuart whispered. “An electronic analyzer could never sort out the three voices. Nor could any linguist alive, for that matter.”


  Once again he paused, finger hovering. “This is where we show them pictures of a blast rifle, how to use it, and so on—and then the magic box opens and we give them one.” His whisper was faint, and he swallowed. “Should I go ahead?” He seemed to be asking himself.


  Gordon studied him a few seconds. “Play it your own way, Stuart. The risk is yours, so the decision ought to be.”


  The linguist put out his cigarette with trembling fingers. “Yes . . . I realize that I talked you into letting me go ahead with my own plan. But . . . you see . . . well, I’ve never done anything especially brave or dangerous, as all you fellows have. The plan might be made to work out without my actually going down there in person. I’ve been wondering what you would say if I . . . backed out.”


  The chief got up and clapped him on the back, awkwardly. “Why, not a thing, Stuart. Wouldn’t say a word. A man’s personal project is his own, in this kind of business. Long as it doesn’t affect the welfare of anyone else, he can volunteer for, or refuse, any job.”


  Stuart smiled slowly and sat up straight. “Then I’ll go ahead. I just wanted to be sure I could have backed out if I’d wanted to. If I do something worthwhile, I want it to be without compulsion.” He punched the sequence button vigorously, while the chief stared at him with amused respect. He grinned back at Gordon. “Sit down, Captain, and keep an eye on the natives.” Gordon sat, applying his attention to the scene on the ground. “Think they’ll get this part?”


  “They certainly ought to. I even made a sketch of a native destroying a hell-cat with my new gun.” After a few minutes of attentive study by the three natives, the series was finished. The language expert reached over and depressed a different stud without hesitation. “There it is. A nice little blast rifle, practically new!”


  The screen showed the front of a box falling open under the sequence machine. The three Azurans raised their heads and stared. Then they looked up at the sky, and back at the box. Their conversation was excited, not at all hushed.


  Finally the leader sent the third native around in a flanking move, equipped with the cross-bow. When the new position had been taken up, the three studied the situation and seemed to discuss its various aspects. Suddenly, while the flanker held a bead on the machine, the one who had been in the lead stood up and advanced warily toward the proffered gun. He studied it at close range, after looking over the scene carefully.


  Abruptly he laid down his spear and seized the blast rifle. He remained crouching, obviously waiting for something to happen. When nothing did, he straightened up and began to examine the weapon. He turned to the last picture, still showing on the machine, and carefully conformed his tentacles around the gunstock as indicated. Then he looked about, as if seeking a target.


  A large, brilliant blue tree about twenty meters away seemed to be his choice. He spent a moment getting the sights lined up and then pulled the trigger.


  The entire lower half of the tree disappeared in a tremendous explosion of steam and splinters. The upper part of it came smashing down, as did great sections of others directly behind the target.


  The stunned native staggered to his feet, still clutching the gun, and cooed at it lovingly. His two companions came running up, whistling and gabbling with excitement. They were allowed to take the gun up on the hill and try it out—at more distant targets. Several trees and a good-sized rock disappeared with a noisy violence that was obviously satisfactory.


  The leader remained with the picture machine and began to examine it. He jumped, startled, when Stuart flipped one more sketch into view. It showed the little scout ship about to land. After the native had studied it a while, Stuart gave him the last one. This was a sketch of the linguist himself, stepping out of the scout ship and greeting a waiting Azuran.


  The reaction to this was immediate and positive. Shrill commands sent the smaller native into ambush in the shrubbery; the other came running down the hill, handed over the gun, and fled to the cave. The leader, still watching the sky, squatted down to wait, rifle beside him. After a moment he took something out of his knapsack and apparently began to munch on it. Twice he snatched up the gun and sighted through it, as though practising.


  Stuart frowned at the screen. “They seem to understand I’m about to visit them, but they’re not convinced they can trust visitors. No reason why they should be, I suppose.” He disconnected the pickup unit from the cephaloid circuit.


  Gordon cocked his head to one side reflectively. “Well, I don’t think the situation is too bad. You’ve seen how cautious they are . . . they must have been very badly scared when their cities were destroyed. Perfectly natural. It’s also evident they’re not fundamentally warlike; their behavior shows an absence of military background. Even a couple of traders noticed that, by the way, over on the other side of the planet last year.”


  The linguist shook his head reprovingly. “Let’s avoid semantic confusions when we can, Gordon. Their behavior does not fit in with your notion of military background. We have no right to say what it connotes in their culture.”


  The captain acknowledged the reasonableness of this statement with a smile and left him to the solitude he needed. He began the task of receiving the material the cephaloids had assimilated, feeding in associations of “probable general context” with the natives’ comments regarding each picture. He laughed to himself as he realized that a certain amount of projection of his own notions was inevitable.


  Such was the tremendous power of the cephaloids, and the delicate, almost intuitive skill of his handling, that the major part of the analysis was complete in little more than an hour. He switched the controls to “Translate, Univ. Sp. to Other.”


  Indicator needles shifted and steadied as the surface potentials readjusted in the semi-living colloids.


  Then, before proceeding further, he asked the captain to join him again. When Gordon was seated, the expert smiled wrily at him. “This is usually considered very poor procedure, but there’s only one word I can be fairly sure of as a check on this thing. It seems reasonable that, when the middle native exclaimed ‘Aru!,’ he meant ‘Good’ll That was when we destroyed the attacking ship, if you remember . . . a little fiction which I shall have to explain to them later.” Into the microphone he said, in Universal Speech, “Good. That is good.”


  “Aru. Aru naa lo,” replied the loudspeaker.


  Stuart, though he relaxed a little then, lost no time. It took him only a few minutes to memorize several phrases which the jelly-and-silver translator gave him. By the time Brettner had the little scout ship warmed up for him, Stuart was prepared to tell the natives, “Peace! I come in peace. Your people and my people have the same enemy. Therefore let us be friends and work together. We shall give you large and strong weapons.”


  He turned to leave the lab, but stopped to squint once more at the screen. Only the native with the gun was visible, still grimly waiting. The linguist finished buckling on his gear with nervous fingers. “They look awfully well-disciplined to me,” he murmured to himself. “Wish I felt a little more nonchalant about this!” He clumped down the passageway to Number Three Lock, where he met Brettner climbing out of the scout ship.


  Brettner slapped him on the back, saying, “She’s all wound up. Good luck, chum. Keep away from the girlies, hear?” From the control room, Rogers shouted gaily, “Send us a postcard, laddie. One of them Venus-type 1” The two scouts guffawed heartily. Gordon looked out and waved at him.


  The linguist climbed into the control seat, laughing in spite of himself. He waved at Brettner, shut the inner door, and opened the outer. A monitor light showed green. “Ready,” he told the intercom. He was surprised at how steady his voice and hands were.


  “Cast off!” came Gordon’s voice.


  VI


  He touched the “release” button and felt himself flung away from the Special Agent. He boosted his little vessel around a semicircle several kilometers in diameter, as he had been instructed, so the position of the big ship would not be given away when he approached the ground. He overmodulated the drive then, to make plenty of noise, and headed directly for the waiting native. Over a suitable grassy spot, he waited until he was sure the Azuran had seen him; then he eased down slowly, careful not to make any sudden moves.


  He landed with the nose about ten degrees too low, settled with a rolling bump, and opened the port as soon as he could manage. He mumbled to himself a bit, practising his little speech. Then he stepped out.


  The blast rifle looked like a ninety-millimeter projector. It scowled viciously at his abdomen from only twenty paces away. He swallowed several times and managed a trembly little smile.


  The native continued to inspect him sourly through the peep-sight. A tentacle seemed to twitch impatiently at the trigger.


  “After all,” the linguist thought rapidly, “a facial expression such as a smile is probably meaningless to him. I shall have to make a more significant sign, as in that sketch.” He unbuckled his holster belt and carefully laid it to one side, handguns and all. Still no response.


  He walked forward halfway to the native, holding up his open hands. He recited his speech, then, and stood waiting.


  With his first words, the other’s attitude changed. The gun was lowered slowly while the native stared at him with big, black, disk-like eyes. He stared back, examining the bright red native with interest. Long feet, with two toes like pincers; heavily muscled legs; middle limbs like arms, with short, powerful hands of a sort; two six-fingered tentacles growing out from the sides of the head—


  One of the middle limbs reached out and tugged at his arm experimentally. The native said something evidently meaning “Come along.” Stuart walked along with him, reporting “Okay, so far,” into his radio. The two beings walked up to the entrance to the cave, from where the scout ship could just be seen. Suddenly the smaller native sprang out of the brush and backed the linguist against a tree, holding the cross-bow almost at his throat. The first native whirled, aimed the blast rifle at the scout ship, and fired. There was a flash at the ship’s bow, and a deep gash was blasted into the metal.


  “Aru!” said the natives.


  Stuart’s earphone crackled, but the signal was weak. “What’s going on?” came Gordon’s voice, faintly. “Get away from them and we’ll blow them to smithereens!”


  He tried to think clearly. “I don’t know how to get away,” he realized miserably. “Never had any of that combat training.” He found the native with the blast rifle chattering at him; the other had withdrawn the cross-bow from his throat. “I’m all right,” he reported weakly. He listened to the native a moment, then added, “This is rather puzzling, though. They actually seem friendly. I believe one of them is telling me that we’re friends now.”


  “That lousy iron hill you’re on is killing your signal, Stuart. I can hardly hear you. You’re in plain sight, though, through the telescope. Shall we come after you?”


  The natives were pulling at the linguist’s arm, urging him toward the cave. “No, keep out of sight a while,” he shouted, shaking his head. “I believe they want me to come with them.”


  The reply from the Special Agent was unintelligible. Stuart allowed the Azurans to guide him into the cave; he was not surprised to find it the end of a long tunnel through the coral. Two other natives came running past and took up positions as guards just inside the entrance.


  The phosphorescent material of the hill itself supplied a feeble light. There seemed to be an alarm system of some sort, for handles were set into small square boxes on the walls every fifty meters or so.


  During the hour-long walk, Stuart learned bits of the natives’ language. If one could apply the hitherto universally valid criteria of the Linguistic Academy, he decided, this language represented a long history of high culture and philosophical achievement. He found the idea encouraging.


  He was already constructing simple sentences when the tunnel turned sharply and entered a small cave. It was really an underground room, he noticed, with several corridors leading away. One of his guides pulled a lever; a moment later a dozen other natives entered the room. With them was a monkey-rat, sporting Rogers’ two hunting knifes; it pointed to the linguist and chattered shrilly. The linguist recognized one of the Azurans as the one he had caught. The first to enter, however, seemed considerably older than the rest. Stuart guessed he was a high official.


  The elderly one approached the Earthman and held out his tentacles to the sides. It seemed to mean something. There was a short, tense silence.


  “Of course!” exclaimed Stuart to himself. “The gesture of peaceful intent: showing the absence of weapons!” He held up his hands, likewise empty, and repeated his speech.


  There were murmurs of “Aru!” around him. Unobtrusive weapons were unobtrusively lowered. Sketching materials were brought to the official: sheets of something like parchment, and a reed which exuded an inky substance through a fine hole. Two blocks of what seemed to be extraordinarily soft wood were carried in; the official sat down, somewhat in human fashion, and motioned the language expert to do likewise.


  The “conversation” lasted almost two hours. Stuart, by sketching and using a few words, explained his mission. The natives seemed to understand; judging by their awareness of the outer universe, they had considerable scientific knowledge. He guessed, though, that their technology was more biological than mechanical. They knew where the Invaders were from, what they had looked like, and how some of their mechanisms had operated. But Azuran culture, never warlike, had been unable to strike back, and had been so badly smashed that there had been no opportunity to use the captured knowledge.


  “They nearly destroyed my people,” explained the official with words and pictures. “We were many millions. Now only thousands. We saved what we could and hid underground, scattered. For five years we have struggled to stay alive. Now we are regaining our strength and can think of building again. But always we must be ready for the Invaders. They killed for nothing or for amusement. Took nothing except specimens; apparently they wanted nothing here but sport. They simply attacked without warning one day, all over the planet, and hunted us for fifty-four days. Then they disappeared. We caught a few live ones outside their ships by trickery, and we captured two small ships the same way. But in our difficulty we have had little time to investigate the ships.”


  “Where are the captured creatures?” asked Stuart.


  “Oh, they did not live long.” The other’s manner did not indicate regret. “They needed high temperature and a special atmosphere to stay alive, and of course we had inadequate means to care for them. We made very thorough biological studies of them, however.” He shook his tentacles, as if in disgust. “They were remarkably unpleasant. Colorless, and gritty to the touch. Completely hateful. They used to throw dissected specimens of our people out of their ships; sometimes live people were dropped.”


  He nodded toward the blast rifle. “You are good to offer weapons. From certain records we found, we believe the enemy will return soon. I understand your need for a base here. I can speak for my people . . . what is left of them. We accept your offer. Come down again tomorrow to the clearing in your big ship. Our highest leader will be present, and a treaty will be made.”


  Abruptly, thus, the interview was over. The old native was obviously tired. The linguist got to his feet, intending to express his pleasure at the outcome. He had his mouth open, and it stayed that way when the blast rifle was suddenly thrust into his hands. The official, who had handed it to him, put a tentacle on his shoulder in what Stuart recognized as a gesture of friendship.


  The linguist grinned, put his hand on the other’s shoulder, and handed back the weapon.


  There was a great din of whistling and cries of “Arul Aru naa lo!” It became a sort of cheer, with a crowd of natives following Stuart and his three guides back down the tunnel. The old official stood and watched them go.


  Back in the daylight, the linguist was startled to discover that Procyon was low in the sky and that night was near. He hurried down the path toward his scout ship to get away from the iron hill. Hastily he switched on his radio. Before he could catch his breath enough to talk, he heard White’s voice.


  “Hey, I see him! There he is, chief; there’s the little guy!” Sounds of the drive being activated came through the earphone. Gordon’s voice cut in. “You okay, Stuart?”


  “Yes, yes, I’m all right. Come on down—peaceably.”


  “What’s the deal?”


  “They’re convinced. They’ll have their president, or whatever, here in the morning to sign a treaty with us.”


  “WHAT?!”


  A moment later the big ship landed with a silent rush, flattening out a large expanse of scrub. The ground crunched under it. A dozen wide-eyed natives watched from a respectful distance.


  The lower port flew open; Gordon and Rogers came scrambling down the ladder. The two men came running over, handguns swinging heavily at their sides. The turret guns were trained on the hill before the cave.


  “Is this on the level?” demanded Gordon.


  “Yes. I’ll explain later, after I’ve had some sleep.”


  The captain’s eye fell on the scout ship. “Looks like your ship will navigate all right,” he said, still out of breath. “Probably have to replace the autopilot and tracker, though. But why in blazes did they take a shot at it? And why wasn’t your defensive field on?”


  The linguist kicked a pebble. “I forgot to ask them why they did that. I guess they figured my gesture of offering a weapon didn’t mean much unless I was vulnerable to the weapon myself. Or maybe they felt that, if I came in good faith, I’d come without protection. Anyway, they didn’t want to shoot me just to find out, so they tested it on the ship and decided I was—er, on the level. If it had been on, they’d probably have shot me immediately with the cross-bow. Or maybe they’d have figured out what the glow was and shot me without testing it. Then they’d have gone back in the tunnel and sealed it up for good.” He suddenly laughed aloud, face alight with pleasure and surprised realization. “For the first time on this trip, I’m glad I’ve never had any military experience! If I’d been well-trained, that field would have been turned on!”


  Gordon’s strained face relaxed. He looked at Stuart in awe, and put an arm around his shoulders. After a moment he said, musingly, “What do we do next? We’ve got to get back, but we also ought to see this through when the brass gets here.”


  Stuart’s reply was prompt. “You go back. Leave me food for a couple of days and tell Patrol to bring me what I need for a long stay. I’ll see this thing through.”


  “Can I take a picture of you tomorrow with the Azuran big chief? It’d look swell in the papers back home.” Gordon’s tone was bantering.


  The linguist looked him in the eye. “I wish you would,” he said, soberly.


  ARMAGEDDON—2419 A.D.


  Philip Francis Nowlan


  FOREWORD


  Elsewhere I have set down, for whatever interest they have in this, the 25th Century, my personal recollections of the 20th Century.


  Now it occurs to me that my memoirs of the 25th Century may have an equal interest 500 years from now—particularly in view of that unique perspective from which I have seen the 25th Century, entering it as I did, in one leap across a gap of 492 years.


  This statement requires elucidation. There are still many in the world who are not familiar with my unique experience. I should state therefore, that I, Anthony Rogers, am, so far as I know the only man alive whose normal span of life has been spread over a period of 573 years. To be precise, I lived the first twenty-nine years of my life between 1898 and 1927; the rest since 2419. The gap between these two, a period of nearly five hundred years, I spent in a state of suspended animation, free from the ravages of catabolic processes, and without any apparent effect on my physical or mental faculties.


  When I began my long sleep, man had just begun his real conquest of the air in a sudden series of transoceanic flights in airplanes driven by internal combustion motors. He had barely begun to speculate on the possibilities of harnessing sub-atomic forces, and had made no further practical penetration into the field of ethereal pulsations than the primitive radio and television of that day. The United States of America was the most powerful nation in the world, its political, financial, industrial and scientific influence being supreme.


  I awoke to find the America I knew a total wreck—to find Americans a hunted race in their own land, hiding in the dense forests that covered the shattered and leveled ruins of their once magnificent cities, desperately preserving, and struggling to develop in their secret retreats, the remnants of their culture and science—and their independence.


  World domination was in the hands of Mongolians, and the center of world power lay in inland China, with Americans one of the few races of mankind unsubdued—and it must be admitted in fairness to the truth, not worth the trouble of subduing in the eyes of the Han Airlords who ruled North America as titular tributaries of the Most Magnificent.


  For they needed not the forests in which the Americans lived, nor the resources of the vast territories these forests covered. With the perfection to which they had reduced the synthetic production of necessities and luxuries, their development of scientific processes and mechanical accomplishments of work, they had no economic need for the forests, and no economic desire for the enslaved labor of an unruly race.


  They had all they needed for their magnificently luxurious scheme of civilization within the walls of the fifteen cities of sparkling glass they had flung skyward on the sites of ancient American centers, into the bowels of the earth underneath them, and with relatively small surrounding areas of agriculture.


  Complete domination of the air rendered communication between these centers a matter of ease and safety. Occasional destructive raids on the wastelands were considered all that was necessary to keep the “wild” Americans on the run within the shelter of their forests, and prevent their becoming a menace to the Han civilization.


  But nearly three hundred years of easily maintained security, the last century of which had been nearly sterile in scientific, social and economic progress, had softened them.


  It had likewise developed, beneath the protecting foliage of the forest, the growth of a vigorous new American civilization, remarkable in the mobility and flexibility of its organization, in its conquest of almost insuperable obstacles, and in the development and guarding of its industrial and scientific resources. All this was in anticipation of that “Day of Hope” to which Americans had been looking forward for generations, when they would be strong enough to burst from the green chrysalis of the forests, soar into the upper air lanes and destroy the Hans.


  At the time I awoke, the “Day of Hope” was almost at hand. I shall not attempt to set forth a detailed history of the Second War of Independence, for that has been recorded already by better historians than I am. Instead I shall confine myself largely to the part I was fortunate enough to play in this struggle and in the events leading up to it.


  It all resulted from my interest in radioactive gases. During the latter part of 1927 my company, the American Radioactive Gas Corporation, had been keeping me busy investigating reports of unusual phenomena observed in certain abandoned coal mines near the Wyoming Valley, in Pennsylvania.


  With two assistants and a complete equipment of scientific instruments, I began the exploration of a deserted working in a mountainous district, where several weeks before, a number of mining engineers had reported traces of carnotite and what they believed to be radioactive gases. Their report was not without foundation, it was apparent from the outset, for in our examination of the upper levels of the mine, our instruments indicated a vigorous radio activity.


  On the morning of December 15th, we descended to one of the lowest levels. To our surprise, we found no water there. Obviously it had drained off through some break in the strata. We noticed too that the rock in the side walls of the shaft was soft, evidently due to the radioactivity, and pieces crumbled under foot rather easily. We made our way cautiously down the shaft, when suddenly the rotted timbers above us gave way.


  I jumped ahead, barely escaping the avalanche of coal and soft rock; my companions, who were several paces behind me, were buried under it, and undoubtedly met instant death.


  I was trapped. Return was impossible. With my electric torch I explored the shaft to its end, but could find no other way out. The air became increasingly difficult to breathe, probably from the rapid accumulation of the radioactive gas. In a little while my senses reeled and I lost consciousness.


  When I awoke, there was a cool and refreshing circulation of air in the shaft. I had not thought that I had been unconscious more than a few hours, although it seems that the radioactive gas had kept me in a state of suspended animation for something like 500 years. My awakening, I figured out later, had been due to some shifting of the strata which reopened the shaft and cleared the atmosphere in the working. This must have been the case, for I was able to struggle back up the shaft over a pile of debris, and stagger up the long incline to the mouth of the mine, where an entirely different world, overgrown with a vast forest and no visible sign of human habitation, met my eyes.


  I shall pass over the days of mental agony that followed in my attempt to grasp the meaning of it all. There were times when I felt that I was on the verge of insanity. I roamed the unfamiliar forest like a lost soul. Had it not been for the necessity of improvising traps and crude clubs with which to slay my food, I believe I should have gone mad.


  Suffice it to say, however, that I survived this psychic crisis. I shall begin my narrative proper with my first contact with Americans of the year 2419 A.D.


  


CHAPTER I


  Floating Men


  My first glimpse of a human being of the 25th Century was obtained through a portion of woodland where the trees were thinly scattered, with a dense forest beyond.


  I had been wandering along aimlessly, and hopelessly, musing over my strange fate, when I noticed a figure that cautiously backed out of the dense growth across the glade. I was about to call out joyfully, but there was something furtive about the figure that prevented me. The boy’s attention (for it seemed to be a lad of fifteen or sixteen) was centered tensely on the heavy growth of trees from which he had just emerged.


  He was clad in rather tight-fitting garments entirely of green, and wore a helmet-like cap of the same color. High around his waist he wore a broad, thick belt, which bulked up in the back across the shoulders, into something of the proportions of a knapsack.


  As I was taking in these details, there came a vivid flash and heavy detonation, like that of a hand grenade, not far to the left of him. He threw up an arm and staggered a bit in a queer, gliding way; then he recovered himself and slipped cautiously away from the place of the explosion, crouching slightly, and still facing the denser part of the forest. Every few steps he would raise his arm, and point into the forest with something he held in his hand. Wherever he pointed there was a terrific explosion, deeper in among the trees. It came to me then that he was shooting with some form of pistol, though there was neither flash nor detonation from the muzzle of the weapon itself.


  After firing several times, he seemed to come to a sudden resolution, and turning in my general direction, leaped—to my amazement sailing through the air between the sparsely scattered trees in such a jump as I had never in my life seen before. That leap must have carried him a full fifty feet, although at the height of his arc, he was not more than ten or twelve feet from the ground.


  When he alighted, his foot caught in a projecting root, and he sprawled gently forward. I say “gently” for he did not crash down as I expected him to do. The only thing I could compare it with was a slow-motion cinema, although I had never seen one in which horizontal motions were registered at normal speed and only the vertical movements were slowed down.


  Due to my surprise, I suppose my brain did not function with its normal quickness, for I gazed at the prone figure for several seconds before I saw the blood that oozed out from under the tight green cap. Regaining my power of action, I dragged him out of sight back of the big tree. For a few moments I busied myself in an attempt to staunch the flow of blood. The wound was not a deep one. My companion was more dazed than hurt. But what of the pursuers?


  I took the weapon from his grasp and examined it hurriedly. It was not unlike the automatic pistol to which I was accustomed, except that it apparently fired with a button instead of a trigger. I inserted several fresh rounds of ammunition into its magazine from my companion’s belt, as rapidly as I could, for I soon heard, near us, the suppressed conversation of his pursuers.


  There followed a series of explosions round about us, but none very close. They evidently had not spotted our hiding place, and were firing at random.


  I waited tensely, balancing the gun in my hand, to accustom myself to its weight and probable throw.


  Then I saw a movement in the green foliage of a tree not far away, and the head and face of a man appeared. Like my companion, he was clad entirely in green, which made his figure difficult to distinguish. But his face could be seen clearly. It was an evil face, and had murder in it.


  That decided me. I raised the gun and fired. My aim was bad, for there was no kick in the gun, as I had expected, and I hit the trunk of the tree several feet below him. It blew him from his perch like a crumpled bit of paper, and he floated down to the ground, like some limp, dead thing, gently lowered by an invisible hand. The tree, its trunk blown apart by the explosion, crashed down.


  There followed another series of explosions around us. These guns we were using made no sound in the firing, and my opponents were evidently as much at sea as to my position as I was to theirs. So I made no attempt to reply to their fire, contenting myself with keeping a sharp lookout in their general direction. And patience had its reward.


  Very soon I saw a cautious movement in the top of another tree. Exposing myself as little as possible, I aimed carefully at the tree trunk and fired again. A shriek followed the explosion. I heard the tree crash down; then a groan.


  There was silence for a while. Then I heard a faint sound of boughs swishing. I shot three times in its direction, pressing the button as rapidly as I could. Branches crashed down where my shells had exploded, but there was no body.


  Then I saw one of them. He was starting one of those amazing leaps from the bough of one tree to another, about forty feet away.


  I threw up my gun impulsively and fired. By now I had gotten the feel of the weapon, and my aim was good. I hit him. The “bullet” must have penetrated his body and exploded. For one moment I saw him flying through the air. Then the explosion, and he had vanished. He never finished his leap. It was annihilation.


  How many more of them there were I don’t know. But this must have been too much for them. They used a final round of shells on us, all of which exploded harmlessly, and shortly after I heard them swishing and crashing away from us through the tree tops. Not one of them descended to earth.


  Now I had time to give some attention to my companion. She was, I found, a girl, and not a boy. Despite her bulky appearance, due to the peculiar belt strapped around her body high up under the arms, she was very slender, and very pretty.


  There was a stream not far away, from which I brought water and bathed her face and wound.


  Apparently the mystery of these long leaps, the monkey-like ability to jump from bough to bough, and of the bodies that floated gently down instead of falling, lay in the belt. The thing was some sort of anti-gravity belt that almost balanced the weight of the wearer, thereby tremendously multiplying the propulsive power of the leg muscles, and the lifting power of the arms.


  When the girl came to, she regarded me as curiously as I did her, and promptly began to quiz me. Her accent and intonation puzzled me a lot, but nevertheless we were able to understand each other fairly well, except for certain words and phrases. I explained what had happened while she lay unconscious, and she thanked me simply for saving her life.


  “You are a strange exchange,” she said, eying my clothing quizzically. Evidently she found it mirth provoking by contrast with her own neatly efficient garb. “Don’t you understand what I mean by ‘exchange?’ I mean ah—let me see—a stranger, somebody from some other gang. What gang do you belong to?” (She pronounced it “gan,” with only a suspicion of a nasal sound.)


  I laughed. “I’m not a gangster,” I said. But she evidently did not understand this word. “I don’t belong to any gang,” I explained, “and never did. Does everybody belong to a gang nowadays?”


  “Naturally,” she said, frowning. “If you don’t belong to a gang, where and how do you live? Why have you not found and joined a gang? How do you eat? Where do you get your clothing?”


  “I’ve been eating wild game for the past two weeks,” I explained, “and this clothing I—er—ah—.” I paused, wondering how I could explain that it must be many hundred years old.


  In the end I saw I would have to tell my story as well as I could, piecing it together with my assumptions as to what had happened. She listened patiently; incredulously at first, but with more confidence as I went on. When I had finished, she sat thinking for a long time.


  “That’s hard to believe,” she said, “but I believe it.” She looked me over with frank interest.


  “Were you married when you slipped into unconsciousness down in that mine?” she asked me suddenly. I assured her I had never married. “Well, that simplifies matters,” she continued. “You see, if you were technically classed as a family man, I could take you back only as an invited exchange and I, being unmarried, and no relation of yours, couldn’t do the inviting.”


  


CHAPTER II


  The Forest Gangs


  She gave me a brief outline of the very peculiar social and economic system under which her people lived. At least it seemed very peculiar from my 20th Century viewpoint.


  I learned with amazement that exactly 492 years had passed over my head as I lay unconscious in the mine.


  Wilma, for that was her name, did not profess to be a historian, and so could give me only a sketchy outline of the wars that had been fought, and the manner in which such radical changes had come about. It seemed that another war had followed the First World War, in which nearly all the European nations had banded together to break the financial and industrial power of America. They succeeded in their purpose, though they were beaten, for the war was a terrific one, and left America, like themselves, gasping, bleeding and disorganized, with only the hollow shell of a victory.


  This opportunity had been seized by the Russian Soviets, who had made a coalition with the Chinese, to sweep over all Europe and reduce it to a state of chaos.


  America, industrially geared to world production and the world trade, collapsed economically, and there ensued a long period of stagnation and desperate attempts at economic reconstruction. But it was impossible to stave off war with the Mongolians, who by now had subjugated the Russians, and were aiming at a world empire.


  In about 2109, it seems, the conflict was finally precipitated. The Mongolians, with overwhelming fleets of great airships, and a science that far outstripped that of crippled America, swept in over the Pacific and Atlantic Coasts, and down from Canada, annihilating American aircraft, armies and cities with their terrific disintegrator rays. These rays were projected from a machine not unlike a searchlight in appearance, the reflector of which, however, was not material substance, but a complicated balance of interacting electronic forces. This resulted in a terribly destructive beam. Under its influence, material substance melted into “nothingness”; i. e., into electronic vibrations. It destroyed all then known substances, from air to the most dense metals and stone.


  They settled down to the establishment of what became known as the Han dynasty in America, as a sort of province in their World Empire.


  Those were terrible days for the Americans. They were hunted like wild beasts. Only those survived who finally found refuge in mountains, canyons and forests. Government was at an end among them. Anarchy prevailed for several generations. Most would have been eager to submit to the Hans, even if it meant slavery. But the Hans did not want them, for they themselves had marvelous machinery and scientific process by which all difficult labor was accomplished.


  Ultimately they stopped their active search for, and annihilation of, the widely scattered groups of now savage Americans. So long as they remained hidden in their forests, and did not venture near the great cities the Hans had built, little attention was paid to them.


  Then began the building of the new American civilization. Families and individuals gathered together in clans or “gangs” for mutual protection. For nearly a century they lived a nomadic and primitive life, moving from place to place, in desperate fear of the casual and occasional Han air raids, and the terrible disintegrator ray. As the frequency of these raids decreased, they began to stay permanently in given localities, organizing upon lines which in many respects were similar to those of the military households of the Norman feudal barons, except that instead of gathering together in castles, their defense tactics necessitated a certain scattering of living quarters for families and individuals. They lived virtually in the open air, in the forests, in green tents, resorting to camouflage tactics that would conceal their presence from air observers. They dug underground factories and laboratories, that they might better be shielded from the electrical detectors of the Hans. They tapped the radio communication lines of the Hans, with crude instruments at first; better ones later on. They bent every effort toward the redevelopment of science. For many generations they labored as unseen, unknown scholars of the Hans, picking up their knowledge piecemeal, as fast as they were able to.


  During the earlier part of this period, there were many deadly wars fought between the various gangs, and occasional courageous but childishly futile attacks upon the Hans, followed by terribly punitive raids.


  But as knowledge progressed, the sense of American brotherhood redeveloped. Reciprocal arrangements were made among the gangs over constantly increasing areas. Trade developed to a certain extent, as between one gang and another. But the interchange of knowledge became more important than that of goods, as skill in the handling of synthetic processes developed.


  Within the gang, an economy was developed that was a compromise between individual liberty and a military socialism. The right of private property was limited practically to personal possessions, but private privileges were many, and sacredly regarded. Stimulation to achievement lay chiefly in the winning of various kinds of leadership and prerogatives, and only in a very limited degree in the hope of owning anything that might be classified as “wealth,” and nothing that might be classified as “resources.” Resources of every description, for military safety and efficiency, belonged as a matter of public interest to the community as a whole.


  In the meantime, through these many generations, the Hans had developed a luxury economy, and with it the perfection of gilded vice and degradation. The Americans were regarded as “wild men of the woods.” And since they neither needed nor wanted the woods or the wild men, they treated them as beasts, and were conscious of no human brotherhood with them. As time went on, and synthetic processes of producing foods and materials were further developed, less and less ground was needed by the Hans for the purposes of agriculture, and finally, even the working of mines was abandoned when it became cheaper to build up metal from electronic vibrations than to dig them out of the ground.


  The Han race, devitalized by its vices and luxuries, with machinery and scientific processes to satisfy its every want, with virtually no necessity of labor, began to assume a defensive attitude toward the Americans.


  And quite naturally, the Americans regarded the Hans with a deep, grim hatred. Conscious of individual superiority as men, knowing that latterly they were outstripping the Hans in science and civilization, they longed desperately for the day when they should be powerful enough to rise and annihilate the Yellow Blight that lay over the continent.


  At the time of my awakening, the gangs were rather loosely organized, but were considering the establishment of a special military force, whose special business it would be to harry the Hans and bring down their air ships whenever possible without causing general alarm among the Mongolians. This force was destined to become the nucleus of the national force, when the Day of Retribution arrived. But that, however, did not happen for ten years, and is another story.


  Wilma told me she was a member of the Wyoming Gang, which claimed the entire Wyoming Valley as its territory, under the leadership of Boss Hart. Her mother and father were dead, and she was unmarried, so she was not a “family member.” She lived in a little group of tents known as Camp 17, under a woman Camp Boss, with seven other girls.


  Her duties alternated between military or police scouting and factory work. For the two-week period which would end the next day, she had been on “air patrol.” This did not mean, as I first imagined, that she was flying, but rather that she was on the lookout for Han ships over this outlying section of the Wyoming territory, and had spent most of her time perched in the tree tops scanning the skies. Had she seen one she would have fired a “drop flare” several miles off to one side, which would ignite when it was floating vertically toward the earth, so that the direction or point from which if had been fired might not be guessed by the airship and bring a blasting play of the disintegrator ray in her vicinity. Other members of the air patrol would send up rockets on seeing hers, until finally a scout equipped with an ultrophone, which, unlike the ancient radio, operated on the ultronic ethereal vibrations, would pass the warning simultaneously to the headquarters of the Wyoming Gang and other communities within a radius of several hundred miles, not to mention the few American rocket ships that might be in the air, and which instantly would duck to cover either through forest clearings or by flattening down to earth in green fields where their coloring would probably protect them from observation. The favorite American method of propulsion was known as “rocketing.” The rocket is what I would describe, from my 20th Century comprehension of the matter, as an extremely powerful gas blast, atomically produced through the stimulation of chemical action. Scientists of today regard it as a childishly simple reaction, but by that very virtue, most economical and efficient.


  But tomorrow, she explained, she would go back to work in the cloth plant, where she would take charge of one of the synthetic processes by which those wonderful substitutes for woven fabrics of wool, cotton and silk are produced. At the end of another two weeks, she would be back on military duty again, perhaps at the same work, or maybe as a “contact guard,” on duty where the territory of the Wyomings merged with that of the Delawares, or the “Susquannas” (Susquehannas) or one of the half dozen other “gangs” in that section of the country which I knew as Pennsylvania and New York States.


  Wilma cleared up for me the mystery of those flying leaps which she and her assailants had made, and explained in the following manner, how the inertron belt balances weight:


  “Jumpers” were in common use at the time I “awoke,” though they were costly, for at that time inertron had not been produced in very great quantity. They were very useful in the forest. They were belts, strapped high under the arms, containing an amount of inertron adjusted to the wearer’s weight and purposes. In effect they made a man weigh as little as he desired; two pounds if he liked.


  “Floaters” are a later development of “jumpers“—rocket motors encased in inertron blocks and strapped to the back in such a way that the wearer floats, when drifting, facing slightly downward. With his motor in operation, he moves like a diver, headforemost, controlling his direction by twisting his body and by movements of his outstretched arms and hands. Ballast weights locked in the front of the belt adjust weight and lift. Some men prefer a few ounces of weight in floating, using a slight motor thrust to overcome this. Others prefer a buoyance balance of a few ounces. The inadvertent dropping of weight is not a serious matter. The motor thrust always can be used to descend. But as an extra precaution, in case the motor should fail, for any reason, there are built into every belt a number of detachable sections, one or more of which can be discarded to balance off any loss in weight.


  “But who were your assailants,” I asked, “and why were you attacked?”


  Her assailants, she told me, were members of an outlaw gang, referred to as “Bad Bloods,” a group which for several generations had been under the domination of conscienceless leaders who tried to advance the interests of their clan by tactics which their neighbors had come to regard as unfair, and who in consequence had been virtually boycotted. Their purpose had been to slay her near the Delaware frontier, making it appear that the crime had been committed by Delaware scouts and thus embroil the Delawares and Wyomings in acts of reprisal against each other, or at least cause suspicions.


  Fortunately they had not succeeded in surprising her, and she had been successful in dodging them for some two hours before the shooting began, at the moment when I arrived on the scene.


  “But we must not stay here talking,” Wilma concluded. “I have to take you in, and besides I must report this attack right away. I think we had better slip over to the other side of the mountain. Whoever is on that post will have a phone, and I can make a direct report. But you’ll have to have a belt. Mine alone won’t help much against our combined weights, and there’s little to be gained by jumping heavy. It’s almost as bad as walking.”


  After a little search, we found one of the men I had killed, who had floated down among the trees some distance away and whose belt was not badly damaged. In detaching it from his body, it nearly got away from me and shot up in the air. Wilma caught it, however, and though it reinforced the lift of her own belt so that she had to hook her knee around a branch to hold herself down, she saved it. I climbed the tree and, with my weight added to hers, we floated down easily.


  


CHAPTER III


  Life in the 25th Century


  We were delayed in starting for quite a while since I had to acquire a few crude ideas about the technique of using these belts. I had been sitting down, for instance, with the belt strapped about me, enjoying an ease similar to that of a comfortable armchair; when I stood up with a natural exertion of muscular effort, I shot ten feet into the air, with a wild instinctive thrashing of arms and legs that amused Wilma greatly.


  But after some practice, I began to get the trick of gauging muscular effort to a minimum of vertical and a maximum of horizontal. The correct form, I found, was in a measure comparable to that of skating. I found, also, that in forest work particularly the arms and hands could be used to great advantage in swinging along from branch to branch, so prolonging leaps almost indefinitely at times.


  In going up the side of the mountain, I found that my 20th Century muscles did have an advantage, in spite of lack of skill with the belt, and since the slopes were very sharp, and most of our leaps were upward, I could have distanced Wilma easily. But when we crossed the ridge and descended, she outstripped me with her superior technique. Choosing the steepest slopes, she would crouch in the top of a tree, and propel herself outward, literally diving until, with the loss of horizontal momentum, she would assume a more upright position and float downward. In this manner she would sometimes cover as much as a quarter of a mile in a single leap, while I leaped and scrambled clumsily behind, thoroughly enjoying the novel sensation.


  Half way down the mountain, we saw another green-clad figure leap out above the tree tops toward us. The three of us perched on an outcropping of rock from which a view for many miles around could be had, while Wilma hastily explained her adventure and my presence to her fellow guard; whose name was Alan. I learned later that this was the modern form of Helen.


  “You want to report by phone then, don’t you?” Alan took a compact packet about six inches square from a holster attached to her belt and handed it to Wilma.


  So far as I could see, it had no special receiver for the ear. Wilma merely threw back a lid, as though she were opening a book, and began to talk. The voice that came back from the machine was as audible as her own.


  She was queried closely as to the attack upon her, and at considerable length as to myself, and I could tell from the tone of that voice that its owner was not prepared to take me at my face value as readily as Wilma had. For that matter, neither was the other girl. I could realize it from the suspicious glances she threw my way, when she thought my attention was elsewhere, and the manner in which her hand hovered constantly near her gun holster.


  Wilma was ordered to bring me in at once, and informed that another scout would take her place on the other side of the mountain. So she closed down the lid of the phone and handed it back to Alan, who seemed relieved to see us departing over the tree tops in the direction of the camps.


  We had covered perhaps ten miles, in what still seemed to me a surprisingly easy fashion, when Wilma explained, that from here on we would have to keep to the ground. We were nearing the camps, she said, and there was always the possibility that some small Han scoutship, invisible high in the sky, might catch sight of us through a projectoscope and thus find the general location of the camps.


  Wilma took me to the Scout office, which proved to be a small building of irregular shape, conforming to the trees around it, and substantially constructed of green sheet-like material.


  I was received by the assistant Scout Boss, who reported my arrival at once to the historical office, and to officials he called the Psycho Boss and the History Boss, who came in a few minutes later. The attitude of all three men was at first polite but skeptical, and Wilma’s ardent advocacy seemed to amuse them secretly.


  For the next two hours I talked, explained and answered questions. I had to explain, in detail, the manner of my life in the 20th Century and my understanding of customs, habits, business, science and the history of that period, and about developments in the centuries that had elapsed. Had I been in a classroom, I would have come through the examination with a very poor mark, for I was unable to give any answer to fully half of their questions. But before long I realized that the majority of these questions were designed as traps. Objects, of whose purpose I knew nothing, were casually handed to me, and I was watched keenly as I handled them.


  In the end I could see both amazement and belief begin to show in the faces of my inquisitors, and at last the Historical and Psycho Bosses agreed openly that they could find no flaw in my story or reactions, and that unbelievable as it seemed, my story must be accepted as genuine.


  They took me at once to Big Boss Hart. He was a portly man with a “poker face.” He would probably have been the successful politician even in the 20th Century.


  They gave him a brief outline of my story and a report of their examination of me. He made no comment other than to nod his acceptance of it. Then he turned to me.


  “How does it feel?” he asked. “Do we look funny to you?”


  “A bit strange,” I admitted. “But I’m beginning to lose that dazed feeling, though I can see I have an awful lot to learn.”


  “Maybe we can learn some things from you, too,” he said. “So you fought in the First World War. Do you know, we have very little left in the way of records of the details of that war, that is, the precise conditions under which it was fought, and the tactics employed. We forgot many things during the Han terror, and—well, I think you might have a lot of ideas worth thinking over for our raid masters. By the way, now that you’re here, and can’t go back to your own century, so to speak, what do you want to do? You’re welcome to become one of us. Or perhaps you’d just like to visit with us for a while, and then look around among the other gangs. Maybe you’d like some of the others better. Don’t make up your mind now. We’ll put you down as an exchange for a while. Let’s see. You and Bill Hearn ought to get along well together. He’s Camp Boss of Number 34 when he isn’t acting as Raid Boss or Scout Boss. There’s a vacancy in his camp. Stay with him and think things over as long as you want to. As soon as you make up your mind to anything, let me know.”


  We all shook hands, for that was one custom that had not died out in five hundred years, and I set out with Bill Hearn.


  Bill, like all the others, was clad in green. He was a big man. That is, he was about my own height, five feet eleven. This was considerably above the average now, for the race had lost something in stature, it seemed, through the vicissitudes of five centuries. Most of the women were a bit below five feet, and the men only a trifle above this height.


  For a period of two weeks Bill was to confine himself to camp duties, so I had a good chance to familiarize myself with the community life. It was not easy. There were so many marvels to absorb. I never ceased to wonder at the strange combination of rustic social life and feverish industrial activity. At least, it was strange to me. For in my experience, industrial development meant crowded cities, tenements, paved streets, profusion of vehicles, noise, hurrying men and women with strained or dull faces, vast structures and ornate public works.


  Here, however, was rustic simplicity, apparently isolated families and groups, living in the heart of the forest, with a quarter of a mile or more between households, a total absence of crowds, no means of conveyance other than the belts called jumpers, almost constantly worn by everybody, and an occasional rocket ship, used only for longer journeys, and underground plants or factories that were to my mind more like laboratories and engine rooms; many of them were excavations as deep as mines, with well finished, lighted and comfortable interiors. These people were adepts at camouflage against air observation. Not only would their activity have been unsuspected by an airship passing over the center of the community, but even by an enemy who might happen to drop through the screen of the upper branches to the floor of the forest. The camps, or household structures, were all irregular in shape and of colors that blended with the great trees among which they were hidden.


  There were 724 dwellings or “camps” among the Wyomings, located within an area of about fifteen square miles. The total population was 8,688, every man, woman and child, whether member or “exchange,” being listed.


  The plants were widely scattered through the territory also. Nowhere was anything like congestion permitted. So far as possible, families and individuals were assigned to living quarters, not too far from the plants or offices in which their work lay.


  All able-bodied men and women alternated in two-week periods between military and industrial service, except those who were needed for household work. Since working conditions in the plants and offices were ideal, and everybody thus had plenty of healthy outdoor activity in addition, the population was sturdy and active. Laziness was regarded as nearly the greatest of social offenses. Hard work and general merit were variously rewarded with extra privileges, advancement to positions of authority, and with various items of personal equipment for convenience and luxury.


  In leisure moments, I got great enjoyment from sitting outside the dwelling in which I was quartered with Bill Hearn and ten other men, watching the occasional passers-by, as with leisurely, but swift movements, they swung up and down the forest trail, rising from the ground in long almost-horizontal leaps, occasionally swinging from one convenient branch overhead to another before “sliding” back to the ground farther on. Normal traveling pace, where these trails were straight enough, was about twenty miles an hour. Such things as automobiles and railroad trains (the memory of them not more than a month old in my mind) seemed inexpressibly silly and futile compared with such convenience as these belts or jumpers offered.


  Bill suggested that I wander around for several days, from plant to plant, to observe and study what I could. The entire community had been apprised of my coming, my rating as an “exchange” reaching every building and post in the community, by means of ultronic broadcast. Everywhere I was welcomed in an interested and helpful spirit.


  I visited the plants where ultronic vibrations were isolated from the ether and through slow processes built up into sub-electronic, electronic and atomic forms into the two great synthetic elements, ultron and inertron. I learned something, superficially at least, of the processes of combined chemical and mechanical action through which were produced the various forms of synthetic cloth. I watched the manufacture of the machines which were used at locations of construction to produce the various forms of building materials. But I was particularly interested in the munitions plants and the rocket-ship shops.


  Ultron is a solid of great molecular density and moderate elasticity, which has the property of being 100 percent conductive to those pulsations known as light, electricity and heat. Since it is completely permeable to light vibrations, it is therefore absolutely invisible and non-reflective. Its magnetic response is almost, but not quite, 100 percent also. It is therefore very heavy under normal conditions but extremely responsive to the repellor or anti-gravity rays, such as the Hans use as “legs” for their airships.


  Inertron is the second great triumph of American research and experimentation with ultronic forces. It was developed just a few years before my awakening in the abandoned mine. It is a synthetic element, built up, through a complicated heterodyning of ultronic pulsations, from “infra-balanced” sub-ionic forms. It is completely inert to both electric and magnetic forces in all the orders above the ultronic; that is to say, the sub-electronic, the electronic, the atomic and the molecular. In consequence it has a number of amazing and valuable properties. One of these is the total lack of weight. Another is a total lack of heat. It has no molecular vibration whatever. It reflects 100 percent of the heat and light impinging upon it. It does not feel cold to the touch, of course, since it will not absorb the heat of the hand. It is a solid, very dense in molecular structure despite its lack of weight, of great strength and considerable elasticity. It is a perfect shield against the disintegrator rays.


  Rocket guns are very simple contrivances so far as the mechanism of launching the bullet is concerned. They are simple light tubes, closed at the rear end, with a trigger-actuated pin for piercing the thin skin at the base of the cartridge. This piercing of the skin starts the chemical and atomic reaction. The entire cartridge leaves the tube under its own power, at a very easy initial velocity, just enough to insure accuracy of aim; so the tube does not have to be of heavy construction. The bullet increases in velocity as it goes. It may be solid or explosive. It may explode on contact or on time, or a combination of these two.


  Bill and I talked mostly of weapons, military tactics and strategy. Strangely enough he had no idea whatever of the possibilities of the barrage, though the tremendous effect of a “curtain of fire” with such high-explosive projectiles as these modern rocket guns used was obvious to me. But the barrage idea, it seemed, has been lost track of completely in the air wars that followed the First World War, and in the peculiar guerilla tactics developed by Americans in the later period of operations from the ground against Han airships, and in the gang wars which, until a few generations ago I learned, had been almost continuous.


  “I wonder,” said Bill one day, “if we couldn’t work up some form of barrage to spring on the Bad Bloods. The Big Boss told me today that he’s been in communication with the other gangs, and all are agreed that the Bad Bloods might as well be wiped out for good. That attempt on Wilma Deering’s life and their evident desire to make trouble among the gangs, has stirred up every community east of the Alleghenies. The Boss says that none of the others will object if we go after them. So I imagine that before long we will. Now show me again how you worked that business in the Argonne forest. The conditions ought to be pretty much the same.”


  I went over it with him in detail, and gradually we worked out a modified plan that would be better adapted to our more powerful weapons, and the use of jumpers.


  “It will be easy,” Bill exulted. “I’ll slide down and talk it over with the Boss tomorrow.”


  During the first two weeks of my stay with the Wyomings, Wilma Deering and I saw a great deal of each other. I naturally felt a little closer friendship for her, in view of the fact that she was the first human being I saw after waking from my long sleep; her appreciation of my saving her life, though I could not have done otherwise than I did in that matter, and most of all my own appreciation of the fact that she had not found it as difficult as the others to believe my story, operated in the same direction. I could easily imagine my story must have sounded incredible.


  It was natural enough too, that she should feel an unusual interest in me. In the first place, I was her personal discovery. In the second, she was a girl of studious and reflective turn of mind. She never got tired of my stories and descriptions of the 20th Century.


  The others of the community, however, seemed to find our friendship a bit amusing. It seemed that Wilma had a reputation for being cold toward the opposite sex, and so others, not being able to appreciate some of her fine qualities as I did, misinterpreted her attitude, much to their own delight. Wilma and I, however, ignored this as much as we could.


  


CHAPTER IV


  A Han Air Raid


  There was a girl in Wilma’s camp named Gerdi Mann, with whom Bill Hearn was desperately in love, and the four of us used to go around a lot together. Gerdi was a distinct type. Whereas Wilma had the usual dark brown hair and hazel eyes that marked nearly every member of the community, Gerdi had red hair, blue eyes and very fair skin. She has been dead many years now, but I remember her vividly because she was a throwback in physical appearance to a certain 20th Century type which I have found very rare among modern Americans; also because the four of us were engaged one day in a discussion of this very point, when I obtained my first experience of a Han air raid.


  We were sitting high on the side of a hill overlooking the valley that teemed with human activity, invisible beneath its blanket of foliage.


  The other three, who knew of the Irish but vaguely and indefinitely, as a race on the other side of the globe, which, like ourselves, had succeeded in maintaining a precarious and fugitive existence in rebellion against the Mongolian domination of the earth, were listening with interest to my theory that Gerdi’s ancestors of several hundred years ago must have been Irish. I explained that Gerdi was an Irish type, evidently a throwback, and that her surname might well have been McMann, or McMahan, and still more anciently “mac Mathghamhain.” They were interested too in my surmise that “Gerdi” was the same name as that which had been “Gerty” or “Gertrude” in the 20th Century.


  In the middle of our discussion, we were startled by an alarm rocket that burst high in the air, far to the north, spreading a pall of red smoke that drifted like a cloud. It was followed by others at scattered points in the northern sky.


  “A Han raid!” Bill exclaimed in amazement. “The first in seven years!”


  “Maybe it’s just one of their ships off its course,” I ventured.


  “No,” said Wilma in some agitation. “That would be green rockets. Red means only one thing, Tony. They’re sweeping the countryside with their dis beams. Can you see anything, Bill?”


  “We had better get under cover,” Gerdi said nervously. “The four of us are bunched here in the open. For all we know they may be twelve miles up, out of sight, yet looking at us with a projecto’.”


  Bill had been sweeping the horizon hastily with his glass, but apparently saw nothing.


  “We had better scatter, at that,” he said finally. “It’s orders, you know. See!” He pointed to the valley.


  Here and there a tiny human figure shot for a moment above the foliage of the treetops.


  “That’s bad,” Wilma commented, as she counted the jumpers. “No less than fifteen people visible, and all clearly radiating from a central point. Do they want to give away our location?”


  The standard orders covering air raids were that the population was to scatter individually. There should be no grouping, or even pairing, in view of the destructiveness of the disintegrator rays. Experience of generations had proved that if this were done, and everybody remained hidden beneath the tree screens, the Hans would have to sweep mile after mile of territory, foot by foot, to catch more than a small percentage of the community.


  Gerdi, however, refused to leave Bill, and Wilma developed an equal obstinacy against quitting my side. I was inexperienced at this sort of thing, she explained, quite ignoring the fact that she was too; she was only thirteen or fourteen years old at the time of the last air raid.


  However, since I could not argue her out of it, we leaped together about a quarter of a mile to the right, while Bill and Gerdi disappeared down the hillside among the trees.


  Wilma and I both wanted a point of vantage from which we might overlook the valley and the sky to the north, and we found it near the top of the ridge, where, protected from visibility by thick branches, we could look out between the tree trunks, and get a good view of the valley.


  No more rockets went up. Except for a few of those warning red clouds, drifting lazily in a blue sky, there was no visible indication of man’s past or present existence anywhere in the sky or on the ground.


  Then Wilma gripped my arm and pointed. I saw it; away off in the distance; looking like a phantom dirigible airship, in its coat of low-visibility paint, a bare spectre.


  “Seven thousand feet up,” Wilma whispered, crouching close to me. “Watch.”


  The ship was about the same shape as the great dirigibles of the 20th Century that I had seen, but without the suspended control car, engines, propellors, rudders or elevating planes. As it loomed rapidly nearer, I saw that it was wider and somewhat flatter than I had supposed.


  Now I could see the repellor rays that held the ship aloft, like searchlight beams faintly visible in the bright daylight (and still faintly visible to the human eye at night). Actually, I had been informed by my instructors, there were two rays; the visible one generated by the ship’s apparatus, and directed toward the ground as a beam of “carrier” impulses; and the true repellor ray, the complement of the other in one sense, induced by the action of the “carrier” and reacting in a concentrating upward direction from the mass of the earth, becoming successively electronic, atomic and finally molecular, in its nature, according to various ratios of distance between earth mass and “carrier” source, until, in the last analysis, the ship itself actually is supported on an upward rushing column of air, much like a ball continuously supported on a fountain jet.


  The raider neared with incredible speed. Its rays were both slanted astern at a sharp angle, so that it slid forward with tremendous momentum.


  The ship was operating two disintegrator rays, though only in a casual, intermittent fashion. But whenever they flashed downward with blinding brilliancy, forest, rocks and ground melted instantaneously into nothing, where they played upon them.


  When later I inspected the scars left by these rays I found them some five feet deep and thirty feet wide, the exposed surfaces being lava-like in texture, but of a pale, iridescent, greenish hue.


  No systematic use of the rays was made by the ship, however, until it reached a point over the center of the valley—the center of the community’s activities. There it came to a sudden stop by shooting its repellor beams sharply forward and easing them back gradually to the vertical, holding the ship floating and motionless. Then the work of destruction began systematically.


  Back and forth traveled the destroying rays, ploughing parallel furrows from hillside to hillside. We gasped in dismay, Wilma and I, as time after time we saw it plough through sections where we knew camps or plants were located.


  “This is awful,” she moaned, a terrified question in her eyes. “How could they know the location so exactly, Tony? Did you see? They were never in doubt. They stalled at a predetermined spot—and—and it was exactly the right spot.”


  We did not talk of what might happen if the rays were turned in our direction. We both knew. We would simply disintegrate in a split second into mere scattered electronic vibrations. Strangely enough, it was this self-reliant girl of the 25th Century, who clung to me, a relatively primitive man of the 20th, less familiar than she with the thought of this terrifying possibility, for moral support.


  We knew that many of our companions must have been whisked into absolute non-existence before our eyes in these few moments. The whole thing paralyzed us into mental and physical immobility for I do not know how long.


  It couldn’t have been long, however, for the rays had not ploughed more than thirty of their twenty-foot furrows or so across the valley, when I regained control of myself, and brought Wilma to herself by shaking her roughly.


  “How far will this rocket gun shoot, Wilma?” I demanded, drawing my pistol.


  “It depends on your rocket, Tony. It will take even the longest range rocket, but you could shoot more accurately from a longer tube. But why? You couldn’t penetrate the shell of that ship with rocket force, even if you could reach it.”


  I fumbled clumsily with my rocket pouch, for I was excited. I had an idea I wanted to try; a “hunch” I called it, forgetting that Wilma could not understand my ancient slang. But finally, with her help, I selected the longest range explosive rocket in my pouch, and fitted it to my pistol.


  “It won’t carry seven thousand feet, Tony,” Wilma objected. But I took aim carefully. It was another thought that I had in my mind. The supporting repellor ray, I had been told, became molecular in character at what was called a logarithmic level of five (below that it was a purely electronic “flow” or pulsation between the source of the “carrier” and the average mass of the earth). Below that level if I could project my explosive bullet into this stream where it began to carry material substance upward, might it not rise with the air column, gathering speed and hitting the ship with enough impact to carry it through the shell? It was worth trying anyhow. Wilma became greatly excited, too, when she grasped the nature of my inspiration.


  Feverishly I looked around for some formation of branches against which I could rest the pistol, for I had to aim most carefully. At last I found one. Patiently I sighted on the hulk of the ship far above us, aiming at the far side of it, at such an angle as would, so far as I could estimate, bring my bullet path through the forward repellor beam. At last the sights wavered across the point I sought and I pressed the button gently.


  For a moment we gazed breathlessly.


  Suddenly the ship swung bow down, as on a pivot, and swayed like a pendulum. Wilma screamed in her excitement.


  “Oh, Tony, you hit it! You hit it! Do it again; bring it down!”


  We had only one more rocket of extreme range between us, and we dropped it three times in our excitement in inserting it in my gun. Then, forcing myself to be calm by sheer will power, while Wilma stuffed her little fist into her mouth to keep from shrieking, I sighted carefully again and fired. In a flash, Wilma had grasped the hope that this discovery of mine might lead to the end of the Han domination.


  The elapsed time of the rocket’s invisible flight seemed an age.


  Then we saw the ship falling. It seemed to plunge lazily, but actually it fell with terrific acceleration, turning end over end, its disintegrator rays, out of control, describing vast, wild arcs, and once cutting a gash through the forest less than two hundred feet from where we stood.


  The crash with which the heavy craft hit the ground reverberated from the hills—the momentum of eighteen or twenty thousand tons, in a sheer drop of seven thousand feet. A mangled mass of metal, it buried itself in the ground, with poetic justice, in the middle of the smoking, semi-molten field of destruction it had been so deliberately ploughing.


  The silence, the vacuity of the landscape, was oppressive, as the last echoes died away.


  Then far down the hillside, a single figure leaped exultantly above the foliage screen. And in the distance another, and another.


  In a moment the sky was punctured by signal rockets. One after another the little red puffs became drifting clouds.


  “Scatter! Scatter!” Wilma exclaimed. “In half an hour there’ll be an entire Han fleet here from Nu-yok, and another from Bah-flo. They’ll get this instantly on their recordographs and location finders. They’ll blast the whole valley and the country for miles beyond. Come, Tony. There’s no time for the gang to rally. See the signals. We’ve got to jump. Oh, I’m so proud of you!”


  Over the ridge we went, in long leaps toward the east, the country of the Delawares.


  From time to time signal rockets puffed in the sky. Most of them were the “red warnings,” the “scatter” signals. But from certain of the others, which Wilma identified as Wyoming rockets, she gathered that whoever was in command (we did not know whether the Boss was alive or not) was ordering an ultimate rally toward the south, and so we changed our course.


  It was a great pity, I thought, that the clan had not been equipped throughout its membership with ultrophones, but Wilma explained to me, that not enough of these had been built for distribution as yet, although general distribution had been contemplated within a couple of months.


  We traveled far before nightfall overtook us, trying only to put as much distance as possible between ourselves and the valley.


  When gathering dusk made jumping too dangerous, we sought a comfortable spot beneath the trees, and consumed part of our emergency rations. It was the first time I had tasted the stuff—a highly nutritive synthetic substance called “concentro,” which was, however, a bit bitter and unpalatable. But as only a mouthful or so was needed, it did not matter.


  Neither of us had a cloak, but we were both thoroughly tired and happy, so we curled up together for warmth. I remember Wilma making some sleepy remark about our mating, as she cuddled up, as though the matter were all settled, and my surprise at my own instant acceptance of the idea, for I had not consciously thought of her that way before. But we both fell asleep at once.


  In the morning we found little time for love making. The practical problem facing us was too great. Wilma felt that the Wyoming plan must be to rally in the Susquanna territory, but she had her doubts about the wisdom of this plan. In my elation at my success in bringing down the Han ship, and my newly found interest in my charming companion, who was, from my viewpoint of another century, at once more highly civilized and yet more primitive than myself, I had forgotten the ominous fact that the Han ship I had destroyed must have known the exact location of the Wyoming Works.


  This meant, to Wilma’s logical mind, either that the Hans had perfected new instruments as yet unknown to us, or that somewhere, among the Wyomings or some other nearby gang, there were traitors so degraded as to commit that unthinkable act of trafficking in information with the Hans. In either contingency, she argued, other Han raids would follow, and since the Susquannas had a highly developed organization and more than usually productive plants, the next raid might be expected to strike them.


  But at any rate it was clearly our business to get in touch with the other fugitives as quickly as possible, so in spite of muscles that were sore from the excessive leaping of the day before, we continued on our way.


  We traveled for only a couple of hours when we saw a multi-colored rocket in the sky, some ten miles ahead of us.


  “Bear to the left, Tony,” Wilma said, “and listen for the whistle.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Haven’t they given you the rocket code yet?” she replied. “That’s what the green, followed by yellow and purple means; to concentrate five miles east of the rocket position. You know the rocket position itself might draw a play of disintegrator beams.”


  It did not take us long to reach the neighborhood of the indicated rallying, though we were now traveling beneath the trees, with but an occasional leap to a top branch to see if any more rocket smoke was floating above. And soon we heard a distant whistle.


  We found about half the Gang already there, in a spot where the trees met high above a little stream. The Big Boss and Raid Bosses were busy reorganizing the remnants.


  We reported to Boss Hart at once. He was silent, but interested, when he heard our story.


  “You two stick close to me,” he said, adding grimly, “I’m going back to the valley at once with a hundred picked men, and I’ll need you.”


  


CHAPTER V


  Setting the Trap


  Inside of fifteen minutes we were on our way. A certain amount of caution was sacrificed for the sake of speed, and the men leaped away either across the forest top, or over open spaces of ground, but concentration was forbidden. The Big Boss named the spot on the hillside as the rallying point.


  “We’ll have to take a chance on being seen, so long as we don’t group,” he declared, “at least until within five miles of the rallying spot. From then on I want every man to disappear from sight and to travel under cover. And keep your ultrophones open, and tuned on ten-four-seven-six.”


  Wilma and I had received our battle equipment from the Gear boss. It consisted of a long-gun, a hand-gun, with a special case of ammunition constructed of inertron, which made the load weigh but a few ounces, and a short sword. This gear we strapped over each other’s shoulders, on top of our jumping belts. In addition, we each received an ultrophone, and a light inertron blanket rolled into a cylinder about six inches long by two or three in diameter. This fabric was exceedingly thin and light, but it had considerable warmth, because of the mixture of inertron in its composition.


  “This looks like business,” Wilma remarked to me with sparkling eyes. (And I might mention a curious thing here. The word “business” had survived from the 20th Century American vocabulary, but not with any meaning of “industry” or “trade,” for such things being purely community activities were spoken of as “work” and “clearing.” Business simply meant fighting, and that was all.)


  “Did you bring all this equipment from the valley?” I asked the Gear Boss.


  “No,” he said. “There was no time to gather anything. All this stuff we cleared from the Susquannas a few hours ago. I was with the Boss on the way down, and he had me jump on ahead and arrange it. But you two had better be moving. He’s beckoning you now.”


  Hart was about to call us on our phones when we looked up. As soon as we did so, he leaped away, waving us to follow closely.


  He was a powerful man, and he darted ahead in long, swift, low leaps up the banks of the stream, which followed a fairly straight course at this point. By extending ourselves, however, Wilma and I were able to catch up to him.


  As we gradually synchronized our leaps with his, he outlined to us, between the grunts that accompanied each leap, his plan of action.


  “We have to start the big business—unh—sooner or later,” he said. “And if—unh—the Hans have found any way of locating our positions—unh—it’s time to start now, although the Council of Bosses—unh—had intended waiting a few years until enough rocket ships have been—unh—built. But no matter what the sacrifice—unh—we can’t afford to let them get us on the run—unh—. We’ll set a trap for the yellow devils in the—unh—valley if they come back for their wreckage—unh—and if they don’t, we’ll go rocketing for some of their liners—unh—on the Nu-yok, Clee-lan, Si-ka-ga course. We can use—unh—that idea of yours of shooting up the repellor—unh—beams. Want you to give us a demonstration.”


  With further admonition to follow him closely, he increased his pace, and Wilma and I were taxed to our utmost to keep up with him. It was only in ascending the slopes that my tougher muscles overbalanced his greater skill, and I was able to set the pace for him, as I had for Wilma.


  We slept in greater comfort that night, under our inertron blankets, and were off with the dawn, leaping cautiously to the top of the ridge overlooking the valley which Wilma and I had left.


  The Boss scanned the sky with his ultroscope, patiently taking some fifteen minutes to the task, and then swung his phone into use, calling the roll and giving the men their instructions.


  His first order was for us all to slip our ear and chest discs into permanent position.


  These ultrophones were quite different from the one used by Wilma’s companion scout the day I saved her from the vicious attack of the bandit Gang. That one was contained entirely in a small pocket case. These, with which we were now equipped, consisted of a pair of ear discs, each a separate and self-contained receiving set. They slipped into little pockets over our ears in the fabric helmets we wore, and shut out virtually all extraneous sounds. The chest discs were likewise self-contained sending sets, strapped to the chest a few inches below the neck and actuated by the vibrations from the vocal cords through the body tissues. The total range of these sets was about eighteen miles. Reception was remarkably clear, quite free from the static that so marked the 20th Century radios, and of a strength in direct proportion to the distance of the speaker.


  The Boss’ set was triple powered, so that his orders would cut in on any local conversations, which were indulged in, however, with great restraint, and only for the purpose of maintaining contacts.


  I marveled at the efficiency of this modern method of battle communication in contrast to the clumsy signaling devices of more ancient times; and also at other military contrasts in which the 20th and 25th Century methods were the reverse of each other in efficiency. These modern Americans, for instance, knew little of hand to hand fighting, and nothing, naturally, of trench warfare. Of barrages they were quite ignorant, although they possessed weapons of terrific power. And until my recent flash of inspiration, no one among them, apparently, had ever thought of the scheme of shooting a rocket into a repellor beam and letting the beam itself hurl it upward into the most vital part of the Han ship.


  Hart patiently placed his men, first giving his instructions to the campmasters, and then remaining silent, while they placed the individuals.


  In the end, the hundred men were ringed about the valley, on the hillsides and tops, each in a position from which he had a good view of the wreckage of the Han ship. But not a man had come in view, so far as I could see, in the whole process.


  The Boss explained to me that it was his idea that he, Wilma and I should investigate the wreck. If Han ships should appear in the sky, we would leap for the hillsides.


  I suggested to him to have the men set up their long-guns trained on an imaginary circle surrounding the wreck. He busied himself with this after the three of us leaped down to the Han ship, serving as a target himself, while he called on the men individually to aim their pieces and lock them in position.


  In the meantime Wilma and I climbed into the wreckage, but did not find much. Practically all of the instruments and machinery had been twisted out of all recognizable shape, or utterly destroyed by the ship’s disintegrator rays which apparently had continued to operate in the midst of its warped remains for some moments after the crash.


  It was unpleasant work searching the mangled bodies of the crew. But it had to be done. The Han clothing, I observed, was quite different from that of the Americans, and in many respects more like the garb to which I had been accustomed in the earlier part of my life. It was made of synthetic fabrics like silks, loose and comfortable trousers of knee length, and sleeveless shirts.


  No protection, except that against drafts, was needed, Wilma explained to me, for the Han cities were entirely enclosed, with splendid arrangements for ventilation and heating. These arrangements of course were equally adequate in their airships. The Hans, indeed, had quite a distaste for unshaded daylight, since their lighting apparatus diffused a controlled amount of violet rays, making the unmodified sunlight unnecessary for health, and undesirable for comfort. Since the Hans did not have the secret of inertron, none of them wore anti-gravity belts. Yet in spite of the fact that they had to bear their own full weights at all times, they were physically far inferior to the Americans, for they lived lives of degenerative physical inertia, having machinery of every description for the performance of all labor, and convenient conveyances for any movement of more than a few steps.


  Even from the twisted wreckage of this ship I could see that seats, chairs and couches played an extremely important part in their scheme of existence.


  But none of the bodies were overweight. They seemed to have been the bodies of men in good health, but muscularly much underdeveloped. Wilma explained to me that they had mastered the science of gland control, and of course dietetics, to the point where men and women among them not uncommonly reached the age of a hundred years with arteries and general health in splendid condition.


  I did not have time to study the ship and its contents as carefully as I would have liked, however. Time pressed, and it was our business to discover some clue to the deadly accuracy with which the ship had spotted the Wyoming Works.


  The Boss had hardly finished his arrangements for the ring barrage, when one of the scouts on an eminence to the north, announced the approach of seven Han ships, spread out in a great semi-circle.


  Hart leaped for the hillside, calling to us to do likewise, but Wilma and I had raised the flaps of our helmets and switched off our “speakers” for conversation between ourselves, and by the time we discovered what had happened, the ships were clearly visible, so fast were they approaching.


  “Jump!” we heard the Boss order, “Deering to the north. Rogers to the east.”


  But Wilma looked at me meaningly and pointed to where the twisted plates of the ship, projecting from the ground, offered a shelter.


  “Too late, Boss,” she said. “They’d see us. Besides I think there’s something here we ought to look at. It’s probably their magnetic graph.”


  “You’re signing your death warrant,” Hart warned.


  “We’ll risk it,” said Wilma and I together.


  “Good for you,” replied the Boss. “Take command then, Rogers, for the present. Do you all know his voice, boys?”


  A chorus of assent rang in our ears, and I began to do some fast thinking as the girl and I ducked into the twisted mass of metal.


  “Wilma, hunt for that record,” I said, knowing that by the simple process of talking I could keep the entire command continuously informed as to the situation. “On the hillsides, keep your guns trained on the circles and stand by. On the hilltops, how many of you are there? Speak in rotation from Bald Knob around to the east, north, west.”


  In turn the men called their names. There were twenty of them.


  I assigned them by name to cover the various Han ships, numbering the latter from left to right.


  “Train your rockets on their repellor rays about three-quarters of the way up, between ships and ground. Aim is more important than elevation. Follow those rays with your aim continuously. Shoot when I tell you, not before. Deering has the record. The Hans probably have not seen us, or at least think there are but two of us in the valley, since they’re settling without opening up disintegrators. Any opinions?”


  My ear discs remained silent.


  “Deering and I remain here until they land and debark. Stand by and keep alert.”


  Rapidly and easily the largest of the Han ships settled to the earth. Three scouted sharply to the south, rising to a higher level. The others floated motionless about a thousand feet above.


  Peeping through a small fissure between two plates, I saw the vast hulk of the ship come to rest full on the line of our prospective ring barrage. A door clanged open a couple of feet from the ground, and one by one the crew emerged.


  


CHAPTER VI


  The “Wyoming Massacre”


  “They’re coming out of the ship.” I spoke quietly, with my hand over my mouth, for fear they might hear me. “One—two—three—four, five—six—seven—eight—nine. That seems to be all. Who knows how many men a ship like that is likely to carry?”


  “About ten, if there are no passengers,” replied one of my men, probably one of those on the hillside.


  “How are they armed?” I asked.


  “Just knives,” came the reply. “They never permit hand-rays on the ships. Afraid of accidents. Have a ruling against it.”


  “Leave them to us then,” I said, for I had a hastily formed plan in my mind. “You, on the hillsides, take the ships above. Abandon the ring target. Divide up in training on those repellor rays. You, on the hilltops, all train on the repellors of the ships to the south. Shoot at the word, but not before.


  “Wilma, crawl over to your left where you can make a straight leap for the door in that ship. These men are all walking around the wreck in a bunch. When they’re on the far side, I’ll give the word and you leap through that door in one bound. I’ll follow. Maybe we won’t be seen. We’ll overpower the guard inside, but don’t shoot. We may escape being seen by both this crew and ships above. They can’t see over this wreck.”


  It was so easy that it seemed too good to be true. The Hans who had emerged from the ship walked round the wreckage lazily, talking in guttural tones, keenly interested in the wreck, but quite unsuspicious.


  At last they were on the far side. In a moment they would be picking their way into the wreck.


  “Wilma, leap!” I almost whispered the order.


  The distance between Wilma’s hiding place and the door in the side of the Han ship was not more than fifteen feet. She was already crouched with her feet braced against a metal beam. Taking the lift of that wonderful inertron belt into her calculation, she dove headforemost, like a green projectile, through the door. I followed in a split second, more clumsily, but no less speedily, bruising my shoulder painfully, as I ricocheted from the edge of the opening and brought up sliding against the unconscious girl; for she evidently had hit her head against the partition within the ship into which she had crashed.


  We had made some noise within the ship. Shuffling footsteps were approaching down a well lit gangway.


  “Any signs we have been observed?” I asked my men on the hillsides.


  “Not yet,” I heard the Boss reply. “Ships overhead still standing. No beams have been broken out. Men on ground absorbed in wreck. Most of them have crawled into it out of sight.”


  “Good,” I said quickly. “Deering hit her head. Knocked out. One or more members of the crew approaching. We’re not discovered yet. I’ll take care of them. Stand a bit longer, but be ready.”


  I think my last words must have been heard by the man who was approaching, for he stopped suddenly.


  I crouched at the far side of the compartment, motionless. I would not draw my sword if there were only one of them. He would be a weakling, I figured, and I should easily overcome him with my bare hands.


  Apparently reassured at the absence of any further sound, a man came around a sort of bulkhead—and I leaped.


  I swung my legs up in front of me as I did so, catching him full in the stomach and knocked him cold.


  I ran forward along the keel gangway, searching for the control room. I found it well up in the nose of the ship. And it was deserted. What could I do to jam the controls of the ships that would not register on the recording instruments of the other ships? I gazed at the mass of controls. Levers and wheels galore. In the center of the compartment, on a massively braced universal joint mounting, was what I took for the repellor generator. A dial on it glowed and a faint hum came from within its shielding metallic case. But I had no time to study it.


  Above all else, I was afraid that some automatic telephone apparatus existed in the room, through which I might be heard on the other ships. The risk of trying to jam the controls was too great. I abandoned the idea and withdrew softly. I would have to take a chance that there was no other member of the crew aboard.


  I ran back to the entrance compartment. Wilma still lay where she had slumped down. I heard the voices of the Hans approaching. It was time to act. The next few seconds would tell whether the ships in the air would try or be able to melt us into nothingness. I spoke.


  “Are you boys all ready?” I asked, creeping to a position opposite the door and drawing my hand-gun.


  Again there was a chorus of assent.


  “Then on the count of three, shoot up those repellor rays—all of them—and for God’s sake, don’t miss.” And I counted.


  I think my “three” was a bit weak. I know it took all the courage I had to utter it.


  For an agonizing instant nothing happened, except that the landing party from the ship strolled into my range of vision.


  Then startled, they turned their eyes upward. For an instant they stood frozen with horror at whatever they saw.


  One hurled his knife at me. It grazed my cheek. Then a couple of them made a break for the doorway. The rest followed. But I fired pointblank with my hand-gun, pressing the button as fast as I could and aiming at their feet to make sure my explosive rockets would make contact and do their work.


  The detonations of my rockets were deafening. The spot on which the Hans stood flashed into a blinding glare. Then there was nothing there except their torn and mutilated corpses. They had been fairly bunched, and I got them all.


  I ran to the door, expecting any instant to be hurled into infinity by the sweep of a disintegrator ray.


  Some eighth of a mile away I saw one of the ships crash to earth. A disintegrator ray came into my line of vision, wavered uncertainly for a moment and then began to sweep directly toward the ship in which I stood. But it never reached it. Suddenly, like a light switched off, it shot to one side, and a moment later another vast hulk crashed to earth. I looked out, then stepped out on the ground.


  The only Han ships in the sky were two of the scouts to the south which were hanging perpendicularly, and sagging slowly down. The others must have crashed down while I was deafened by the sound of the explosion of my own rockets.


  Somebody hit the other repellor ray of one of the two remaining ships and it fell out of sight beyond a hilltop. The other, farther away, drifted down diagonally, its disintegrator ray playing viciously over the ground below it.


  I shouted with exultation and relief.


  “Take back the command, Boss!” I yelled.


  His commands, sending out jumpers in pursuit of the descending ship, rang in my ears, but I paid no attention to them. I leaped back into the compartment of the Han ship and knelt beside my Wilma. Her padded helmet had absorbed much of the blow, I thought; otherwise, her skull might have been fractured.


  “Oh, my head!” she groaned, coming to as I lifted her gently in my arms and strode out in the open with her. “We must have won, dearest, did we?”


  “We most certainly did,” I reassured her. “All but one crashed and that one is drifting down toward the south; we’ve captured this one we’re in intact. There was only one member of the crew aboard when we dove in.”


  Less than an hour afterward the Big Boss ordered the outfit to tune in ultrophones on three-twenty-three to pick up a translated broadcast of the Han intelligence office in Nu-yok from the Susquanna station. It was in the form of a public warning and news item, and read as follows:


  “This is Public Intelligence Office, Nu-yok, broadcasting warning to navigators of private ships, and news of public interest. The squadron of seven ships, which left Nu-yok this morning to investigate the recent destruction of the GK-984 in the Wyoming Valley, has been destroyed by a series of mysterious explosions similar to those which wrecked the GK-984.


  “The phones, viewplates, and all other signaling devices of five of the seven ships ceased operating suddenly at approximately the same moment, about seven-four-nine.” (According to the Han system of reckoning time, seven and forty-nine one hundredths after midnight.) “After violent disturbances the location finders went out of operation. Electroactivity registers applied to the territory of the Wyoming Valley remain dead.


  “The Intelligence Office has no indication of the kind of disaster which overtook the squadron except certain evidences of explosive phenomena similar to those in the case of the GK-984, which recently went dead while beaming the valley in a systematic effort to wipe out the works and camps of the tribesmen. The Office considers, as obvious, the deduction that the tribesmen have developed a new, and as yet undetermined, technique of attack on airships, and has recommended to the Heaven-Born that immediate and unlimited authority be given the Navigation Intelligence Division to make an investigation of this technique and develop a defense against it.


  “In the meantime it urges that private navigators avoid this territory in particular, and in general hold as closely as possible to the official inter-city routes, which now are being patrolled by the entire force of the Military Office, which is beaming the routes generously to a width of ten miles. The Military Office reports that it is at present considering no retaliatory raids against the tribesmen. With the Navigation Intelligence Division, it holds that unless further evidence of the nature of the disaster is developed in the near future, the public interest will be better served, and at smaller cost of life, by a scientific research than by attempts at retaliation, which may bring destruction on all ships engaging therein. So unless further evidence actually is developed, or the Heaven-Born orders to the contrary, the Military will hold to a defensive policy.


  “Unofficial intimations from Lo-Tan are to the effect that the Heaven-Council has the matter under consideration.


  “The Navigation Intelligence Office permits the broadcast of the following condensation of its detailed observations:


  “The squadron proceeded to a position above the Wyoming Valley where the wreck of the GK-984 was known to be, from the record of its location finder before it went dead recently. There the bottom projectoscope relays of all ships registered the wreck of the GK-984. Teleprojectoscope views of the wreck and the bowl of the valley showed no evidence of the presence of tribesmen. Neither ship registers nor base registers showed any indication of electroactivity except from the squadron itself. On orders from the Base Squadron Commander, the LD-248, LK-745 and LG-25 scouted southward at 3,000 feet. The GK-43, GK-981 and GK-220 stood above at 2,500 feet, and the GK-18 landed to permit personal inspection of the wreck by the science committee. The party debarked, leaving one man on board in the control cabin. He set all projectoscopes at universal focus except RB-3,” (this meant the third projectoscope from the bow of the ship, on the right-hand side of the lower deck) “with which he followed the landing group as it walked around the wreck.


  “The first abnormal phenomenon recorded by any of the instruments at Base was that relayed automatically from projectoscope RB-4 of the GK-18, which as the party disappeared from view in back of the wreck, recorded two green missiles of roughly cylindrical shape, projected from the wreckage into the landing compartment of the ship. At such close range these were not clearly defined, owing to the universal focus at which the projectoscope was set. The Base Captain of GK-18 at once ordered the man in the control room to investigate, and saw him leave the control room in compliance with this order. An instant later confused sounds reached the control-room electrophone, such as might be made by a man falling heavily, and footsteps reapproached the control room, a figure entering and leaving the control room hurriedly. The Base Captain now believes, and the stills of the photorecord support his belief, that this was not the crew member who had been left in the control room. Before the Base Captain could speak to him he left the room, nor was any response given to the attention signal the Captain flashed throughout the ship.


  “At this point projectoscope RB-3 of the ship now out of focus control, dimly showed the landing party walking back toward the ship. RB-4 showed it more clearly. Then on both these instruments, a number of blinding explosives in rapid succession were seen and the electrophone relays registered terrific concussions; the ship’s electronic apparatus and projectoscopes apparatus went dead.


  “Reports of the other ships’ Base Observers and Executives, backed by the photorecords, show the explosions as taking place in the midst of the landing party as it returned, evidently unsuspicious, to the ship. Then in rapid succession they indicate that terrific explosions occurred inside and outside the three ships standing above close to their rep-ray generators, and all signals from these ships thereupon went dead.


  “Of the three ships scouting to the south, the LD-248 suffered an identical fate, at the same moment. Its records add little to the knowledge of the disaster. But with the LK-745 and the LG-25 it was different.


  “The relay instruments of the LK-745 indicated the destruction by an explosion of the rear rep-ray generator, and that the ship hung stern down for a short space, swinging like a pendulum. The forward viewplates and indicators did not cease functioning, but their records are chaotic, except for one projectoscope still, which shows the bowl of the valley, and the GK-981 falling, but no visible evidence of tribesmen. The control-room viewplate is also a chaotic record of the ship’s crew tumbling and falling to the rear wall. Then the forward rep-ray generator exploded, and all signals went dead.


  “The fate of the LG-25 was somewhat similar, except that this ship hung nose down, and drifted on the wind southward as it slowly descended out of control.


  “As its control room was shattered, verbal report from its Action Captain was precluded. The record of the interior rear viewplate shows members of the crew climbing toward the rear rep-ray generator in an attempt to establish manual control of it, and increase the lift. The projectoscope relays, swinging in wide arcs, recorded little of value except at the ends of their swings. One of these, from a machine which happened to be set in telescopic focus, shows several views of great value in picturing the falls of the other ships, and all of the rear projectoscope records enable the reconstruction in detail of the pendulum and torsional movements of the ship, and its sag toward the earth. But none of the views showing the forest below contain any indication of tribesmen’s presence. A final explosion put this ship out of commission at a height of 1,000 feet, and at a point four miles S. by E. of the center of the valley.”


  The message ended with a repetition of the warning to other airmen to avoid the valley.


  


CHAPTER VII


  Incredible Treason


  After receiving this report, and reassurances of support from the Big Bosses of the neighboring Gangs, Hart determined to reestablish the Wyoming Valley community.


  A careful survey of the territory showed that it was only the northern sections and slopes that had been “beamed” by the first Han ship.


  The synthetic-fabrics plant had been partially wiped out, though the lower levels underground had not been reached by the dis ray. The forest screen above it, however, had been annihilated, and it was determined to abandon it, after removing all usable machinery and evidences of the processes that might be of interest to the Han scientists, should they return to the valley in the future.


  The ammunition plant, and the rocket-ship plant, which had just been about to start operation at the time of the raid, were intact, as were the other important plants.


  Hart brought the Camboss up from the Susquanna Works, and laid out new camp locations, scattering them farther to the south, and avoiding ground which had been seared by the Han beams and the immediate locations of the Han wrecks.


  During this period, a sharp check was kept upon Han messages, for the phone plant had been one of the first to be put in operation, and when it became evident that the Hans did not intend any immediate reprisals, the entire membership of the community was summoned back, and normal life was resumed.


  Wilma and I had been married the day after the destruction of the ships, and spent this intervening period in a delightful honeymoon, camping high in the mountains. On our return, we had a camp of our own, of course. We were assigned to location 1017. And as might be expected, we had a great deal of banter over which one of us was Camp Boss. The title stood after my name on the Big Boss’ records, and those of the Big Camboss, of course, but Wilma airily held that this meant nothing at all—and generally succeeded in making me admit it whenever she chose.


  I found myself a full-fledged member of the Gang now, for I had elected to search no farther for a permanent alliance, much as I would have liked to familiarize myself with this 25th Century life in other sections of the country. The Wyomings had a high morale, and had prospered under the rule of Big Boss Hart for many years. But many of the gangs, I found, were badly organized, lacked strong hands in authority, and were rife with intrigue. On the whole, I thought I would be wise to stay with a group which had already proved its friendliness, and in which I seemed to have prospects of advancement. Under these modern social and economic conditions, the kind of individual freedom to which I had been accustomed in the 20th Century was impossible. I would have been as much of a nonentity in every phase of human relationship by attempting to avoid alliances, as any man of the 20th Century would have been politically, who aligned himself with no political party.


  This entire modern life, it appeared to me, judging from my ancient viewpoint, was organized along what I called “political” lines. And in this connection, it amused me to notice how universal had become the use of the word “boss.” The leader, the person in charge or authority over anything, was a “boss.” There was as little formality in his relations with his followers as there was in the case of the 20th Century political boss, and the same high respect paid him by his followers as well as the same high consideration by him of their interests. He was just as much of an autocrat, and just as much dependent upon the general popularity of his actions for the ability to maintain his autocracy.


  The sub-boss who could not command the loyalty of his followers was as quickly deposed, either by them or by his superiors, as the ancient ward leader of the 20th Century who lost control of his votes.


  As society was organized in the 20th Century, I do not believe the system could have worked in anything but politics. I tremble to think what would have happened, had the attempt been made to handle the A. E. F. this way during the First World War, instead of by that rigid military discipline and complete assumption of the individual as a mere standardized cog in the machine.


  But owing to the centuries of desperate suffering the people had endured at the hands of the Hans, there developed a spirit of self-sacrifice and consideration for the common good that made the scheme applicable and efficient in all forms of human co-operation.


  I have a little heresy about all this, however. My associates regard the thought with as much horror as many worthy people of the 20th Century felt in regard to any heretical suggestion that the original outline of government as laid down in the First Constitution did not apply as well to 20th Century conditions as to those of the early 19th.


  In later years, I felt that there was a certain softening of moral fiber among the people, since the Hans had been finally destroyed with all their works; and Americans have developed a new luxury economy. I have seen signs of the reawakening of greed, of selfishness. The eternal cycle seems to be at work. I fear that slowly, though surely, private wealth is reappearing, codes of inflexibility are developing; they will be followed by corruption, degradation; and in the end some cataclysmic event will end this era and usher in a new one.


  All this, however, is wandering afar from my story, which concerns our early battles against the Hans, and not our more modern problems of self-control.


  Our victory over the seven Han ships had set the country ablaze. The secret had been carefully communicated to the other gangs, and the country was agog from one end to the other. There was feverish activity in the ammunition plants, and the hunting of stray Han ships became an enthusiastic sport. The results were disastrous to our hereditary enemies.


  From the Pacific Coast came the report of a great transpacific liner of 75,000 tons “lift” being brought to earth from a position of invisibility above the clouds. A dozen Sacramentos had caught the hazy outlines of its rep rays approaching them, head-on, in the twilight, like ghostly pillars reaching into the sky. They had fired rockets into it with ease, whereas they would have had difficulty in hitting it if it had been moving at right angles to their position. They got one rep ray. The other was not strong enough to hold it up. It floated to earth, nose down, and since it was unarmed and unarmored, they had no difficulty in shooting it to pieces and massacring its crew and passengers. It seemed barbarous to me. But then I did not have centuries of bitter persecution in my blood.


  From the Jersey Beaches we received news of the destruction of a Nu-yok-A-lan-a liner. The Sand-snipers, practically invisible in their sand-colored clothing, and half buried along the beaches, lay in wait for days, risking the play of dis beams along the route, and finally registering four hits within a week. The Hans discontinued their service along this route, and as evidence that they were badly shaken by our success, sent no raiders down the Beaches.


  It was a few weeks later that Big Boss Hart sent for me.


  “Tony,” he said, “There are two things I want to talk to you about. One of them will become public property in a few days, I think. We aren’t going to get any more Han ships by shooting up their repellor rays unless we use much larger rockets. They are wise to us now. They’re putting armor of great thickness in the hulls of their ships below the rep-ray machines. Near Bah-flo this morning a party of Eries shot one without success. The explosions staggered her, but did not penetrate. As near as we can gather from their reports, their laboratories have developed a new alloy of great tensile strength and elasticity which nevertheless lets the rep rays through like a sieve. Our reports indicate that the Eries’ rockets bounced off harmlessly. Most of the party was wiped out as the dis rays went into action on them.


  “This is going to mean real business for all of the gangs before long. The Big Bosses have just held a national ultrophone council. It was decided that America must organize on a national basis. The first move is to develop sectional organization by Zones. I have been made Superboss of the Mid-Atlantic Zone.


  “We’re in for it now. The Hans are sure to launch reprisal expeditions. If we’re to save the race we must keep them away from our camps and plants. I’m thinking of developing a permanent field force, along the lines of the regular armies of the 20th Century you told me about. Its business will be twofold: to carry the warfare as much as possible to the Hans, and to serve as a decoy, to beep their attention from our plants. I’m going to need your help in this.


  “The other thing I wanted to talk to you about is this: Amazing and impossible as it seems, there is a group, or perhaps an entire gang, somewhere among us, that is betraying us to the Hans. It may be the Bad Bloods, or it may be one of those gangs who live near one of the Han cities. You know, a hundred and fifteen or twenty years ago there were certain of these people’s ancestors who actually degraded themselves by mating with the Hans, sometimes even serving them as slaves, in the days before they brought all their service machinery to perfection.


  “There is such a gang, called the Nagras, up near Bah-flo, and another in Mid-Jersey that men call the Pineys. But I hardly suspect the Pineys. There is little intelligence among them. They wouldn’t have the information to give the Hans, nor would they be capable of imparting it. They’re absolute savages.”


  “Just what evidence is there that anybody has been clearing information to the Hans?” I asked.


  “Well,” he replied, “first of all there was that raid upon us. That first Han ship knew the location of our plants exactly. You remember it floated directly into position above the valley and began a systematic beaming. Then, the Hans quite obviously have learned that we are picking up their electrophone waves, for they’ve gone back to their old, but extremely accurate, system of directional control. But we’ve been getting them for the past week by installing automatic re-broadcast units along the scar paths. This is what the Americans called those strips of country directly under the regular ship routes of the Hans, who as a matter of precaution frequently blasted them with their dis beams to prevent the growth of foliage which might give shelter to the Americans. But they’ve been beaming those paths so hard, it looks as though they even had information of this strategy. And in addition, they’ve been using code. Finally, we’ve picked up three of their messages in which they discuss, with some nervousness, the existence of our ‘mysterious’ ultrophone.”


  “But they still have no knowledge of the nature and control of ultronic activity?” I asked.


  “No,” said the Big Boss thoughtfully, “they don’t seem to have a bit of information about it.”


  “Then it’s quite clear,” I ventured, “that whoever is ‘clearing’ us to them is doing it piecemeal. It sounds like a bit of occasional barter, rather than an out-and-out alliance. They’re holding back as much information as possible for future bartering, perhaps.”


  “Yes,” Hart said, “and it isn’t information the Hans are giving in return, but some form of goods, or privilege. The trick would be to locate the goods. I guess I’ll have to make a personal trip around among the Big Bosses.”


  


CHAPTER VIII


  The Han City


  This conversation set me thinking. All of the Han electrophone inter-communication had been an open record to the Americans for a good many years, and the Hans were just finding it out. For centuries they had not regarded us as any sort of a menace. Unquestionably it had never occurred to them to secrete their own records. Somewhere in Nu-yok or Bah-flo, or possibly in Lo-Tan itself, the record of this traitorous transaction would be more or less openly filed. If we could only get at it! I wondered if a raid might not be possible.


  Bill Hearn and I talked it over with our Han-affairs Boss and his experts. There ensued several days of research, in which the Han records of the entire decade were scanned and analyzed. In the end they picked out a mass of detail, and fitted it together into a very definite picture of the great central filing office of the Hans in Nu-yok, where the entire mass of official records was kept, constantly available for instant projectoscoping to any of the city’s offices, and of the system by which the information was filed.


  The attempt began to look feasible, though Hart instantly turned the idea down when I first presented it to him. It was unthinkable, he said. Sheer suicide. But in the end I persuaded him.


  “I will need,” I said, “Blash, who is thoroughly familiar with the Han library system; Bert Gaunt, who for years has specialized on their military offices; Bill Barker, the ray specialist, and the best swooper pilot we have.” Swoopers are one-man and two-man ships, developed by the Americans, with skeleton backbones of inertron (during the war painted green for invisibility against the green forests below) and “bellies” of clear ultron.


  “That will be Mort Gibbons,” said Hart. “We’ve only got three swoopers left, Tony, but I’ll risk one of them if you and the others will voluntarily risk your existences. But mind, I won’t urge or order one of you to go. I’ll spread the word to every Plant Boss at once to give you anything and everything you need in the way of equipment.”


  When I told Wilma of the plan, I expected her to raise violent and tearful objections, but she didn’t. She was made of far sterner stuff than the women of the 20th Century. Not that she couldn’t weep as copiously or be just as whimsical on occasion; but she wouldn’t weep for the same reasons.


  She just gave me an unfathomable look, in which there seemed to be a bit of pride, and asked eagerly for the details. I confess I was somewhat disappointed that she could so courageously risk my loss, even though I was amazed at her fortitude. But later I was to learn how little I knew her then.


  We were ready to slide off at dawn the next morning. I had kissed Wilma good-bye at our camp, and after a final conference over our plans, we boarded our craft and gently glided away over the tree tops on a course, which, after crossing three routes of the Han ships, would take us out over the Atlantic, off the Jersey coast, whence we would come up on Nu-yok from the ocean.


  Twice we had to nose down and lie motionless on the ground near a route while Han ships passed. Those were tense moments. Had the green back of our ship been observed, we would have been disintegrated in a second. But it wasn’t.


  Once over the water, however, we climbed in a great spiral, ten miles in diameter, until our altimeter registered ten miles. Here Gibbons shut off his rocket motor, and we floated, far above the level of the Atlantic liners, whose course was well to the north of us anyhow, and waited for nightfall.


  Then Gibbons turned from his control long enough to grin at me.


  “I have a surprise for you, Tony,” he said, throwing back the lid of what I had supposed was a big supply case. And with a sigh of relief, Wilma stepped out of the case.


  “If you ‘go into zero’ (a common expression of the day for being annihilated by the disintegrator ray), you don’t think I’m going to let you go alone, do you, Tony? I couldn’t believe my ears last night when you spoke of going without me, until I realized that you are still five hundred years behind the times in lots of ways. Don’t you know, dear heart, that you offered me the greatest insult a husband could give a wife? You didn’t, of course.”


  The others, it seemed, had all been in on the secret, and now they would have kidded me unmercifully, except that Wilma’s eyes blazed dangerously.


  At nightfall, we maneuvered to a position directly above the city. This took some time and calculation on the part of Bill Barker, who explained to me that he had to determine our point by ultronic bearings. The slightest resort to an electronic instrument, he feared, might be detected by our enemies’ locators. In fact, we did not dare bring our swooper any lower than five miles for fear that its capacity might be reflected in their instruments.


  Finally, however, he succeeded in locating above the central tower of the city.


  “If my calculations are as much as ten feet off,” he remarked with confidence, “I’ll eat the tower. Now the rest is up to you, Mort. See what you can do to hold her steady. No—here, watch this indicator—the red beam, not the green one. See—if you keep it exactly centered on the needle, you’re O.K. The width of the beam represents seventeen feet. The tower platform is fifty feet square, so we’ve got a good margin to work on.”


  For several moments we watched as Gibbons bent over his levers, constantly adjusting them with deft touches of his fingers. After a bit of wavering, the beam remained centered on the needle.


  “Now,” I said, “let’s drop.”


  I opened the trap and looked down, but quickly shut it again when I felt the air rushing out of the ship into the rarefied atmosphere in a torrent. Gibbons literally yelled a protest from his instrument board.


  “I forgot,” I mumbled. “Silly of me. Of course, we’ll have to drop out of compartment.”


  The compartment, to which I referred, was similar to those in some of the 20th Century submarines. We all entered it. There was barely room for us to stand, shoulder to shoulder. With some struggles, we got into our special air helmets and adjusted the pressure. At our signal, Gibbons exhausted the air in the compartment, pumping it into the body of the ship, and as the little signal light flashed, Wilma threw open the hatch.


  Setting the ultron-wire reel, I climbed through, and began to slide down gently.


  We all had our belts on, of course, adjusted to a weight balance of but a few ounces. And the five-mile reel of ultron wire that was to be our guide, was of gossamer fineness, though, anyway, I believe it would have lifted the full weight of the five of us, so strong and tough was this invisible metal. As an extra precaution, since the wire was of the purest metal, and therefore totally invisible, even in daylight, we all had our belts hooked on small rings that slid down the wire.


  I went down with the end of the wire. Wilma followed a few feet above me, then Barker, Gaunt and Blash. Gibbons, of course, stayed behind to hold the ship in position and control the paying out of the line. We all had our ultrophones in place inside our air helmets, and so could converse with one another and with Gibbons. But at Wilma’s suggestion, although we would have liked to let the Big Boss listen in, we kept them adjusted to short-range work, for fear that those who had been clearing with the Hans, and against whom we were on a raid for evidence, might also pick up our conversation. We had no fear that the Hans would hear us. In fact, we had the added advantage that, even after we landed, we could converse freely without danger of their hearing our voices through our air helmets.


  For a while I could see nothing below but utter darkness. Then I realized, from the feel of the air as much as from anything, that we were sinking through a cloud layer. We passed through two more cloud layers before anything was visible to us.


  Then there came under my gaze, about two miles below, one of the most beautiful sights I have ever seen; the soft, yet brilliant, radiance of the great Han city of Nu-yok. Every foot of its structural members seemed to glow with a wonderful incandescence, tower piled up on tower, and all built on the vast base-mass of the city, which, so I had been told, sheered upward from the surface of the rivers to a height of 728 levels.


  The city, I noticed with some surprise, did not cover anything like the same area as the New York of the 20th Century. It occupied, as a matter of fact, only the lower half of Manhattan Island, with one section straddling the East River, and spreading out sufficiently over what once had been Brooklyn, to provide berths for the great liners and other air craft.


  Straight beneath my feet was a tiny dark patch. It seemed the only spot in the entire city that was not aflame with radiance. This was the central tower, in the top floors of which were housed the vast library of record files and the main projectoscope plant.


  “You can shoot the wire now,” I ultrophoned Gibbons, and let go the little weighted knob. It dropped like a plummet, and we followed with considerable speed, but braking our descent with gloved hands sufficiently to see whether the knob, on which a faint light glowed as a signal for ourselves, might be observed by any Han guard or night prowler. Apparently it was not, and we again shot down with accelerated speed.


  We landed on the roof of the tower without any mishap, and fortunately for our plan, in darkness. Since there was nothing above it on which it would have been worth while to shed illumination, or from which there was any need to observe it, the Hans had neglected to light the tower roof, or indeed to occupy it at all. This was the reason we had selected it as our landing place.


  As soon as Gibbons had our word, he extinguished the knob light, and the knob, as well as the wire, became totally invisible. At our ultrophoned word, he would light it again.


  “No gun play now,” I warned. “Swords only, and then only if absolutely necessary.”


  Closely bunched, and treading as lightly as only inertron-belted people could, we made our way cautiously through a door and down an inclined plane to the floor below, where Gaunt and Blash assured us the military offices were located.


  Twice Barker cautioned us to stop as we were about to pass in front of mirror-like “windows” in the passage wall, and flattening ourselves to the floor, we crawled past them.


  “Projectoscopes,” he said. “Probably on automatic record only, at this time of night. Still, we don’t want to leave any records for them to study after we’re gone.”


  “Were you ever here before?” I asked.


  “No,” he replied, “but I haven’t been studying their electrophone communications for seven years without being able to recognize these machines when I run across them.”


  


CHAPTER IX


  The Fight in the Tower


  So far we had not laid eyes on a Han. The tower seemed deserted. Blash and Gaunt, however, assured me that there would be at least one man on “duty” in the military offices, though he would probably be asleep, and two or three in the library proper and the projectoscope plant.


  “We’ve got to put them out of commission,” I said. “Did you bring the ‘dope’ cans, Wilma?”


  “Yes,” she said, “two for each. Here,” and she distributed them.


  We were now two levels below the roof, and at the point where we were to separate.


  I did not want to let Wilma out of my sight, but it was necessary.


  According to our plan, Barker was to make his way to the projectoscope plant, Blash and I to the library, and Wilma and Gaunt to the military office.


  Blash and I traversed a long corridor, and paused at the great arched doorway of the library. Cautiously we peered in. Seated at three great switchboards were library operatives. Occasionally one of them would reach lazily for a lever, or sleepily push a button, as little numbered lights winked on and off. They were answering calls for electrograph and viewplate records on all sorts of subjects from all sections of the city.


  I apprised my companions of the situation.


  “Better wait a bit,” Blash added. “The calls will lessen shortly.”


  Wilma reported an officer in the military office sound asleep.


  “Give him the can, then,” I said.


  Barker was to do nothing more than keep watch in the projectoscope plant, and a few moments later he reported himself well concealed, with a splendid view of the floor.


  “I think we can take a chance now,” Blash said to me, and at my nod, he opened the lid of his dope can. Of course, the fumes did not affect us, through our helmets. They were absolutely without odor or visibility, and in a few seconds the librarians were unconscious. We stepped into the room.


  There ensued considerable cautious observation and experiment on the part of Gaunt, working from the military office, and Blash in the library; while Wilma and I, with drawn swords and sharply attuned microphones, stood guard, and occasionally patrolled nearby corridors.


  “I hear something approaching,” Wilma said after a bit, with excitement in her voice. “It’s a soft, gliding sound.”


  “That’s an elevator somewhere,” Barker cut in from the projectoscope floor. “Can you locate it? I can’t hear it.”


  “It’s to the east of me,” she replied.


  “And to my west,” said I, faintly catching it. “It’s between us, Wilma, and nearer you than me. Be careful. Have you got any information yet, Blash and Gaunt?”


  “Getting it now,” one of them replied. “Give us two minutes more.”


  “Keep at it then,” I said. “We’ll guard.”


  The soft, gliding sound ceased.


  “I think it’s very close to me,” Wilma almost whispered. “Come closer, Tony. I have a feeling something is going to happen. I’ve never known my nerves to get taut like this without reason.”


  In some alarm, I launched myself down the corridor in a great leap toward the intersection whence I knew I could see her.


  In the middle of my leap my ultrophone registered her gasp of alarm. The next instant I glided to a stop at the intersection to see Wilma backing toward the door of the military office, her sword red with blood, and an inert form on the corridor floor. Two other Hans were circling to either side of her with wicked-looking knives, while a third evidently a high officer, judging by the resplendence of his garb tugged desperately to get an electrophone instrument out of a bulky pocket. If he ever gave the alarm, there was no telling what might happen to us.


  I was at least seventy feet away, but I crouched low and sprang with every bit of strength in my legs. It would be more correct to say that I dived, for I reached the fellow head on, with no attempt to draw my legs beneath me.


  Some instinct must have warned him, for he turned suddenly as I hurtled close to him. But by this time I had sunk close to the floor, and had stiffened myself rigidly, lest a dragging knee or foot might just prevent my reaching him. I brought my blade upward and over. It was a vicious slash that laid him open, bisecting him from groin to chin, and his dead body toppled down on me, as I slid to a tangled stop.


  The other two startled, turned. Wilma leaped at one and struck him down with a side slash. I looked up at this instant, and the dazed fear on his face at the length of her leap registered vividly. The Hans knew nothing of our inertron belts, it seemed, and these leaps and dives of ours filled them with terror.


  As I rose to my feet, a gory mess, Wilma, with a poise and speed which I found time to admire even in this crisis, again leaped. This time she dove head first as I had done and, with a beautifully executed thrust, ran the last Han through the throat.


  Uncertainly, she scrambled to her feet, staggered queerly, and then sank gently prone on the corridor. She had fainted.


  At this juncture, Blash and Gaunt reported with elation that they had the record we wanted.


  “Back to the roof, everybody!” I ordered, as I picked Wilma up in my arms. With her inertron belt, she felt as light as a feather.


  Gaunt joined me at once from the military office, and at the intersection of the corridor, we came upon Blash waiting for us. Barker, however, was not in evidence.


  “Where are you, Barker?” I called.


  “Go ahead,” he replied. “I’ll be with you on the roof at once.”


  We came out in the open without any further mishap, and I instructed Gibbons in the ship to light the knob on the end of the ultron wire. It flashed dully a few feet away from us. Just how he had maneuvered the ship to keep our end of the line in position, without its swinging in a tremendous arc, I have never been able to understand. Had not the night been an unusually still one, he could not have checked the initial pendulum-like movements. As it was, there was considerable air current at certain of the levels, and in different directions too. But Gibbons was an expert of rare ability and sensitivity in the handling of a rocket ship, and he managed, with the aid of his delicate instruments, to sense the drifts almost before they affected the fine ultron wire, and to neutralize them with little shifts in the position of the ship.


  Blash and Gaunt fastened their rings to the wire, and I hooked my own and Wilma’s on, too. But on looking around, I found Barker was still missing.


  “Barker, come!” I called. “We’re waiting.”


  “Coming!” he replied, and indeed, at that instant, his figure appeared up the ramp. He chuckled as he fastened his ring to the wire, and said something about a little surprise he had left for the Hans.


  “Don’t reel in the wire more than a few hundred feet,” I instructed Gibbons. “It will take too long to wind it in. We’ll float up, and when we’re aboard, we can drop it.”


  In order to float up, we had to dispense with a pound or two of weight apiece. We hurled our swords from us, and kicked off our shoes as Gibbons reeled up the line a bit, and then letting go of the wire, began to hum upward on our rings with increasing velocity.


  The rush of air brought Wilma to, and I hastily explained to her that we had been successful. Receding far below us now, I could see our dully shining knob swinging to and fro in an ever widening arc, as it crossed and recrossed the black square of the tower roof. As an extra precaution, I ordered Gibbons to shut off the light, and to show one from the belly of the ship, for so great was our speed now, that I began to fear we would have difficulty in checking ourselves. We were literally falling upward, and with terrific acceleration.


  Fortunately, we had several minutes in which to solve this difficulty, which none of us, strangely enough, had foreseen. It was Gibbons who found the answer.


  “You’ll be all right if all of you grab the wire tight when I give the word,” he said. “First I’ll start reeling it in at full speed. You won’t get much of a jar, and then I’ll decrease its speed again gradually, and its weight will hold you back. Are you ready? One—two—three!”


  We all grabbed tightly with our gloved hands as he gave the word. We must have been rising a good bit faster than he figured, however, for it wrenched our arms considerably, and the maneuver set up a sickening pendulum motion.


  For a while all we could do was swing there in an arc that may have been a quarter of a mile across, about three and a half miles above the city, and still more than a mile from our ship.


  Gibbons skilfully took up the slack as our momentum pulled up the line. Then at last we had ourselves under control again, and continued our upward journey, checking our speed somewhat with our gloves.


  There was not one of us who did not breathe a big sigh of relief when we scrambled through the hatch safely into the ship again, cast off the ultron line and slammed the trap shut.


  Little realizing that we had a still more terrible experience to go through, we discussed the information Blash and Gaunt had between them extracted from the Han records, and the advisability of ultrophoning Hart at once.


  


CHAPTER X


  The Walls of Hell


  The traitors were, it seemed, a degenerate gang of Americans, located a few miles north of Nu-yok on the wooded banks of the Hudson, the Sinsings. They had exchanged scraps of information to the Hans in return for several old repellor-ray machines, and the privilege of tuning in on the Han electronic power broadcast for their operation, provided their ships agreed to subject themselves to the orders of the Han traffic office, while aloft.


  The rest wanted to ultrophone their news at once, since there was always danger that we might never get back to the gang with it.


  I objected, however. The Sinsings would be likely to pick up our message. Even if we used the directional projector, they might have scouts out to the west and south in the big inter-gang stretches of country. They would flee to Nu-yok and escape the punishment they merited. It seemed to be vitally important that they should not, for the sake of example to other weak groups among the American gangs, as well as to prevent a crisis in which they might clear more vital information to the enemy.


  “Out to sea again,” I ordered Gibbons. “They’ll be less likely to look for us in that direction.”


  “Easy, Boss, easy,” he replied. “Wait until we get up a mile or two more. They must have discovered evidences of our raid by now, and their dis-ray wall may go in operation any moment.”


  Even as he spoke, the ship lurched downward and to one side.


  “There it is!” he shouted. “Hang on, everybody. We’re going to nose straight up!” And he flipped the rocket-motor control wide open.


  Looking through one of the rear ports, I could see a nebulous, luminous ring, and on all sides the atmosphere took on a faint iridescence.


  We were almost over the destructive range of the disintegrator-ray wall, a hollow cylinder of annihilation shooting upward from a solid ring of generators surrounding the city. It was the main defense system of the Hans, which had never been used except in periodic tests. They may or may not have suspected that an American rocket ship was within the cylinder; probably they had turned on their generators more as a precaution to prevent any reaching a position above the city.


  But even at our present great height, we were in great danger. It was a question how much we might have been harmed by the rays themselves, for their effective range was not much more than seven or eight miles. The greater danger lay in the terrific downward rush of air within the cylinder to replace that which was being burned into nothingness by the continual play of the disintegrators. The air fell into the cylinder with the force of a gale. It would be rushing toward the wall from the outside with terrific force also, but, naturally, the effect was intensified on the interior.


  Our ship vibrated and trembled. We had only one chance of escape—to fight our way well above the current. To drift down with it meant ultimately, and inevitably, to be sucked into the destruction wall at some lower level.


  But very gradually and jerkily our upward movement, as shown on the indicators, began to increase, and after an hour of desperate struggle we were free of the maelstrom and into the rarefied upper levels. The terror beneath us was now invisible through several layers of cloud formations.


  Gibbons brought the ship back to an even keel, and drove her eastward into one of the most brilliantly gorgeous sunrises I have ever seen.


  We described a great circle to the south and west, in a long easy dive, for he had cut out his rocket motors to save them as much as possible. We had drawn terrifically on their fuel reserves in our battle with the elements. For the moment, the atmosphere below cleared, and we could see the Jersey coast far beneath, like a great map.


  “We’re not through yet,” remarked Gibbons suddenly, pointing at his periscope, and adjusting it to telescopic focus. “A Han ship, and a ‘drop ship’ at that—and he’s seen us. If he whips that beam of his on us, we’re done.”


  I gazed, fascinated, at the viewplate. What I saw was a cigar-shaped ship not dissimilar to our own in design, and from the proportional size of its ports, of about the same size as our swoopers. We learned later that they carried crews, for the most part of not more than three or four men. They had streamline hulls and tails that embodied universal-jointed double fish-tail rudders. In operation they rose to great heights on their powerful repellor rays, then gathered speed either by a straight nose dive, or an inclined dive in which they sometimes used the repellor ray slanted at a sharp angle. He was already above us, though several miles to the north. He could, of course, try to get on our tail and “spear” us with his beam as he dropped at us from a great height.


  Suddenly his beam blazed forth in a blinding flash, whipping downward slowly to our right. He went through a peculiar corkscrew-like evolution, evidently maneuvering to bring his beam to bear on us with a spiral motion.


  Gibbons instantly sent our ship into a series of evolutions that must have looked like those of a frightened hen. Alternately, he used the forward and the reverse rocket blasts, and in varying degree. We fluttered, we shot suddenly to right and left, and dropped like a plummet in uncertain movements. But all the time the Han scout dropped toward us, determinedly whipping the air around us with his beam. Once it sliced across beneath us, not more than a hundred feet, and we dropped with a jar into the pocket formed by the destruction of the air.


  He had dropped to within a mile of us, and was coming with the speed of a projectile, when the end came. Gibbons always swore it was sheer luck. Maybe it was, but I like pilots who are lucky that way.


  In the midst of a dizzy, fluttering maneuver of our own, with the Han ship enlarging to our gaze with terrifying rapidity, and its beam slowly slicing toward us in what looked like certain destruction within the second, I saw Gibbons’ fingers flick at the lever of his rocket gun and a split second later the Han ship flew apart like a clay pigeon.


  We staggered, and fluttered crazily for several moments while Gibbons struggled to bring our ship into balance, and a section of about four square feet in the side of the ship near the stern slowly crumbled like rusted metal. His beam actually had touched us, but our explosive rocket had got him a thousandth of a second sooner.


  Part of our rudder had been annihilated, and our motor damaged. But we were able to swoop gently back across Jersey, fortunately crossing the ship lanes without sighting any more Han craft, and finally settling to rest in the little glade beneath the trees, near Hart’s camp.


  


CHAPTER XI


  The New Boss


  We had ultrophoned our arrival and the Big Boss himself, surrounded by the Council, was on hand to welcome us and learn our news. In turn we were informed that during the night a band of raiding Bad Bloods, disguised under the insignia of the Altoonas, a gang some distance to the west of us, had destroyed several of our camps before our people had rallied and driven them off. Their purpose, evidently, had been to embroil us with the Altoonas, but fortunately, one of our exchanges recognized the Bad Blood leader, who had been slain.


  The Big Boss had mobilized the full raiding force of the Gang, and was on the point of heading an expedition for the extermination of the Bad Bloods.


  I looked around the grim circle of the sub-bosses, and realized the fate of America, at this moment, lay in their hands. Their temper demanded the immediate expenditure of our full effort in revenging ourselves for this raid. But the strategic exigencies, to my mind, quite clearly demanded the instant and absolute extermination of the Sinsings. It might be only a matter of hours, for all we knew, before these degraded people would barter clues to the American ultronic secrets to the Hans.


  “How large a force have we?” I asked Hart.


  “Every man and maid who can be spared,” he replied. “That gives us seven hundred married and unmarried men, and three hundred girls, more than the entire Bad Blood Gang. Every one is equipped with belts, ultrophones, rocket guns and swords, and all fighting mad.”


  I meditated how I might put the matter to these determined men, and was vaguely conscious that they were awaiting my words.


  Finally I began to speak. I do not remember to this day just what I said. I talked calmly, with due regard for their passion, but with deep conviction. I went over the information we had collected, point by point, building my case logically, and painting a lurid picture of the danger impending in that half-alliance between the Sinsings and the Hans of Nu-yok. I became impassioned, culminating, I believe, with a vow to proceed single-handed against the hereditary enemies of our race, “if the Wyomings were blindly set on placing a gang feud ahead of honor and duty and the hopes of all America.”


  As I concluded, a great calm came over me, as of one detached. I had felt much the same way during several crises in the First World War. I gazed from face to face, striving to read their expressions, and in a mood to make good my threat without any further heroics, if the decision was against me.


  But it was Hart who sensed the temper of the Council more quickly than I did, and looked beyond it into the future.


  He arose from the tree trunk on which he had been sitting.


  “That settles it,” he said, looking around the ring. “I have felt this thing coming on for some time now. I’m sure the Council agrees with me that there is among us a man more capable than I, to boss the Wyoming Gang, despite his handicap of having had all too short a time in which to familiarize himself with our modern ways and facilities. Whatever I can do to support his effective leadership, at any cost, I pledge myself to do.”


  As he concluded, he advanced to where I stood, and taking from his head the green-crested helmet that constituted his badge of office, to my surprise he placed it in my mechanically extended hand.


  The roar of approval that went up from the Council members left me dazed. Somebody ultrophoned the news to the rest of the Gang, and even though the earflaps of my helmet were turned up, I could hear the cheers with which my invisible followers greeted me, from near and distant hillsides, camps and plants.


  My first move was to make sure that the Phone Boss, in communicating this news to the members of the Gang, had not re-broadcast my talk nor mentioned my plan of shifting the attack from the Bad Bloods to the Sinsings. I was relieved by his assurance that he had not, for it would have wrecked the whole plan. Everything depended upon our ability to surprise the Sinsings.


  So I pledged the Council and my companions to secrecy, and allowed it to be believed that we were about to take to the air and the trees against the Bad Bloods.


  That outfit must have been badly scared, the way they were “burning” the ether with ultrophone alibis and propaganda for the benefit of the more distant gangs. It was their old game, and the only method by which they had avoided extermination long ago from their immediate neighbors—these appeals to the spirit of American brotherhood, addressed to gangs too far away to have had the sort of experience with them that had fallen to our lot.


  I chuckled. Here was another good reason for the shift in my plans. Were we actually to undertake the exterminations of the Bad Bloods at once, it would have been a hard job to convince some of the gangs that we had not been precipitate and unjustified. Jealousies and prejudices existed. There were gangs which would give the benefit of the doubt to the Bad Bloods, rather than to ourselves, and the issue was now hopelessly beclouded with the clever lies that were being broadcast in an unceasing stream.


  But the extermination of the Sinsings would be another thing. In the first place, there would be no warning of our action until it was all over, I hoped. In the second place, we would have indisputable proof, in the form of their rep-ray ships and other paraphernalia, of their traffic with the Hans; and the state of American prejudice, at the time of which I write held trafficking with the Hans a far more heinous thing than even a vicious gang feud.


  I called an executive session of the Council at once. I wanted to inventory our military resources.


  I created a new office on the spot, that of “Control Boss,” and appointed Ned Garlin to the post, turning over his former responsibility as Plants Boss to his assistant. I needed someone, I felt, to tie in the records of the various functional activities of the campaign, and take over from me the task of keeping the records of them up to the minute.


  I received reports from the bosses of the ultrophone unit, and those of food, transportation, fighting gear, chemistry, electronic activity and electrophone intelligence, ultroscopes, air patrol and contact guard.


  My ideas for the campaign, of course, were somewhat tinged with my 20th Century experience, and I found myself faced with the task of working out a staff organization that was a composite of the best and most easily applied principles of business and military efficiency, as I knew them from the viewpoint of immediate practicality.


  What I wanted was an organization that would be specialized, functionally, not as that indicated above, but from the angles of: intelligence as to the Sinsings’ activities; intelligence as to Han activities; perfection of communication with my own units; co-operation of field command; and perfect mobilization of emergency supplies and resources.


  It took several hours of hard work with the Council to map out the plan. First we assigned functional experts and equipment to each “Division” in accordance with its needs. Then these in turn were reassigned by the new Division Bosses to the Field Commands as needed, or as Independent or Headquarters Units. The two intelligence divisions were named the White and the Yellow, indicating that one specialized on the American enemy and the other on the Mongolians.


  The division in charge of our own communications, the assignment of ultrophone frequencies and strengths, and the maintenance of operators and equipment, I called “Communications.”


  I named Bill Hearn to the post of Field Boss, in charge of the main or undetached fighting units, and to the Resources Division, I assigned all responsibility for what few aircraft we had; and all transportation and supply problems, I assigned to “Resources.” The functional bosses stayed with this division.


  We finally completed our organization with the assignment of liaison representatives among the various divisions as needed.


  Thus I had a “Headquarters Staff” composed of the Division Bosses who reported directly to Ned Garlin as Control Boss, or to Wilma as my personal assistant. And each of the Division Bosses had a small staff of his own.


  In the final summing up of our personnel and resources, I found we had roughly a thousand “troops,” of whom some three hundred and fifty were, in what I called the Service Divisions, the rest being in Bill Hearn’s Field Division. This latter number, however, was cut down somewhat by the assignment of numerous small units to detached service. Altogether, the actual available fighting force, I figured, would number about five hundred, by the time we actually went into action.


  We had only six small swoopers, but I had an ingenious plan in my mind, as the result of our little raid on Nu-yok, that would make this sufficient, since the reserves of inertron blocks were larger than I expected to find them. The Resources Division, by packing its supply cases a bit tight, or by slipping in extra blocks of inertron, was able to reduce each to a weight of a few ounces. These easily could be floated and towed by the swoopers in any quantity. Hitched to ultron lines, it would be a virtual impossibility for them to break loose.


  The entire personnel, of course, was supplied with jumpers, and if each man and girl was careful to adjust balances properly, the entire number could also be towed along through the air, grasping wires of ultron, swinging below the swoopers, or stringing out behind them.


  There would be nothing tiring about this, because the strain would be no greater than that of carrying a one or two pound weight in the hand, except for air friction at high speeds. But to make doubly sure that we should lose none of our personnel, I gave strict orders that the belts and tow lines should be equipped with rings and hooks.


  So great was the efficiency of the fundamental organization and discipline of the Gang, that we got under way at nightfall.


  One by one the swoopers eased into the air, each followed by its long train or “kite-tail” of humanity and supply cases hanging lightly from its tow line. For convenience, the tow lines were made of an alloy of ultron which, unlike the metal itself, is visible.


  At first these “tails” hung downward, but as the ships swung into formation and headed eastward toward the Bad Blood territory, gathering speed, they began to string out behind. And swinging low from each ship on heavily weighted lines, ultroscope, ultrophone, and straight-vision observers keenly scanned the countryside, while intelligence men in the swoopers above bent over their instrument boards and viewplates.


  Leaving Control Boss Ned Garlin temporarily in charge of affairs, Wilma and I dropped a weighted line from our ship, and slid down about half way to the under lookouts, that is to say, about a thousand feet. The sensation of floating swiftly through the air like this, in the absolute security of one’s confidence in the inertron belt, was one of never-ending delight to me.


  We reascended into the swooper as the expedition approached the territory of the Bad Bloods, and directed the preparations for the bombardment. It was part of my plan to appear to carry out the attack as originally planned.


  About fifteen miles from their camps our ships came to a halt and maintained their positions for a while with the idling blasts of their rocket motors, to give the ultroscope operators a chance to make a thorough examination of the territory below us, for it was very important that this next step in our program should be carried out with all secrecy.


  At length they reported the ground below us entirely clear of any appearance of human occupation, and a gun unit of long-range specialists was lowered with a dozen rocket guns, equipped with special automatic devices that the Resources Division had developed at my request, a few hours before our departure. These were aiming and timing devices. After calculating the range, elevation and rocket charges carefully, the guns were left, concealed in a ravine, and the men were hauled up into the ship again. At the predetermined hour, those unmanned rocket guns would begin automatically to bombard the Bad Bloods’ hillsides, shifting their aim and elevation slightly with each shot, as did many of our artillery pieces in the First World War.


  In the meantime, we turned south about twenty miles, and grounded, waiting for the bombardment to begin before we attempted to sneak across the Han ship lane. I was relying for security on the distraction that the bombardment might furnish the Han observers.


  It was tense work waiting, but the affair went through as planned, our squadron drifting across the route high enough to enable the ships’ tails of troops and supply cases to clear the ground.


  In crossing the second ship route, out along the Beaches of Jersey, we were not so successful in escaping observation. A Han ship came speeding along at a very low elevation. We caught it on our electronic location and direction finders, and also located it with our ultroscopes, but it came so fast and so low that I thought it best to remain where we had grounded the second time, and lie quiet, rather than get under way and cross in front of it.


  The point was this. While the Hans had no such devices as our ultroscopes, with which we could see in the dark (within certain limitations of course), and their electronic instruments would be virtually useless in uncovering our presence, since all but natural electronic activities were carefully eliminated from our apparatus, except electrophone receivers (which are not easily spotted), the Hans did have some very highly sensitive sound devices which operated with great efficiency in calm weather, so far as sounds emanating from the air were concerned. But the “ground roar” greatly confused their use of these instruments in the location of specific sounds floating up from the surface of the earth.


  This ship must have caught some slight noise of ours, however, in its sensitive instruments, for we heard its electronic devices go into play, and picked up the routine report of the noise to its Base Ship Commander. But from the nature of the conversation, I judged they had not identified it, and were, in fact, more curious about the detonations they were picking up now from the Bad Blood lands some sixty miles or so to the west.


  Immediately after this ship had shot by, we took the air again, and following much the same route that I had taken the previous night, climbed in a long semi-circle out over the ocean, swung toward the north and finally the west. We set our course, however, for the Sinsings’ land north of Nu-yok, instead of for the city itself.


  


CHAPTER XII


  The Finger of Doom


  As we crossed the Hudson River, a few miles north of the city, we dropped several units of the Yellow Intelligence Division, with full instrumental equipment. Their apparatus cases were nicely balanced at only a few ounces weight each, and the men used their chute capes to ease their drops.


  We recrossed the river a little distance above and began dropping White Intelligence units and a few long and short range gun units. Then we held our position until we began to get reports. Gradually we ringed the territory of the Sinsings, our observation units working busily and patiently at their locators and scopes, both aloft and aground, until Garlin finally turned to me with the remark:


  “The map circle is complete now, Boss. We’ve got clear locations all the way around them.”


  “Let me see it,” I replied, and studied the illuminated viewplate map, with its little overlapping circles of light that indicated spots proved clear of the enemy by ultroscopic observation.


  I nodded to Bill Hearn. “Go ahead now, Hearn,” I said, “and place your barrage men.”


  He spoke into his ultrophone, and three of the ships began to glide in a wide ring around the enemy territory. Every few seconds, at the word from his Unit Boss, a gunner would drop off the wire, and slipping the clasp of his chute cape, drift down into the darkness below.


  Bill formed two lines, parallel to and facing the river, and enclosing the entire territory of the enemy between them. Above and below, straddling the river, were two defensive lines. These latter were merely to hold their positions. The others were to close in toward each other, pushing a high-explosive barrage five miles ahead of them. When the two barrages met, both lines were to switch to short-vision-range barrage and continue to close in on any of the enemy who might have drifted through the previous curtain of fire.


  In the meantime Bill kept his reserves, a picked corps of a hundred men (the same that had accompanied Hart and myself in our fight with the Han squadron) in the air, divided about equally among the “kite-tails” of four ships.


  A final roll call, by units, companies, divisions and functions, established the fact that all our forces were in position. No Han activity was reported, and no Han broadcasts indicated any suspicion of our expedition. Nor was there any indication that the Sinsings had any knowledge of the fate in store for them. The idling of rep-ray generators was reported from the center of their camp, obviously those of the ships the Hans had given them—the price of their treason to their race.


  Again I gave the word, and Hearn passed on the order to his subordinates.


  Far below us, and several miles to the right and left, the two barrage lines made their appearance. From the great height to which we had risen, they appeared like lines of brilliant, winking lights, and the detonations were muffled by the distances into a sort of rumbling, distant thunder. Hearn and his assistants were very busy: measuring, calculating, and snapping out ultrophone orders to unit commanders that resulted in the straightening of lines and the closing of gaps in the barrage.


  The White Division Boss reported the utmost confusion in the Sinsing organization. They were, as might be expected, an inefficient, loosely disciplined gang, and repeated broadcasts for help to neighboring gangs. Ignoring the fact that the Mongolians had not used explosives for many generations, they nevertheless jumped at the conclusion that they were being raided by the Hans. Their frantic broadcasts persisted in this thought, despite the nervous electrophonic inquiries of the Hans themselves, to whom the sound of the battle was evidently audible, and who were trying to locate the trouble.


  At this point, the swooper I had sent south toward the city went into action as a diversion, to keep the Hans at home. Its “kite-tail” loaded with long-range gunners, using the most highly explosive rockets we had, hung invisible in the darkness of the sky and bombarded the city from a distance of about five miles. With an entire city to shoot at, and the object of creating as much commotion therein as possible, regardless of actual damage, the gunners had no difficulty in hitting the mark. I could see the glow of the city and the stabbing flashes of exploding rockets. In the end, the Hans, uncertain as to what was going on, fell back on a defensive policy, and shot their “hell cylinder,” or wall of upturned disintegrator rays into operation. That, of course, ended our bombardment of them. The rays were a perfect defense, disintegrating our rockets as they were reached.


  If they had not sent out ships before turning on the rays, and if they had none within sufficient radius already in the air, all would be well.


  I queried Garlin on this, but he assured me Yellow Intelligence reported no indications of Han ships nearer than 800 miles. This would probably give us a free hand for a while, since most of their instruments recorded only imperfectly or not at all, through the death wall.


  Requisitioning one of the viewplates of the headquarters ship, and the services of an expert operator, I instructed him to focus on our lines below. I wanted a close-up of the men in action.


  He began to manipulate his controls and chaotic shadows moved rapidly across the plate, fading in and out of focus, until he reached an adjustment that gave me a picture of the forest floor, apparently 100 feet wide, with the intervening branches and foliage of the trees appearing like shadows that melted into reality a few feet above the ground.


  I watched one man setting up his long-gun with skillful speed. His lips pursed slightly as though he were whistling, as he adjusted the tall tripod on which the long tube was balanced. Swiftly he twirled the knobs controlling the aim and elevation of his piece. Then, lifting a belt of ammunition from the big box, which itself looked heavy enough to break down the spindly tripod, he inserted the end of it in the lock of his tube and touched the proper combination of buttons.


  Then he stepped aside, and occupied himself with peering carefully through the trees ahead. Not even a tremor shook the tube, but I knew that at intervals of something less than a second, it was discharging small projectiles which, traveling under their own continuously reduced power, were arching into the air, to fall precisely five miles ahead and explode with the force of eight-inch shells, such as we used in the First World War.


  Another gunner, fifty feet to the right of him, waved a hand and called out something to him. Then, picking up his own tube and tripod, he gauged the distance between the trees ahead of him, and the height of their lowest branches, and bending forward a bit, flexed his muscles and leaped lightly, some twenty-five feet. Another leap took him another twenty feet or so, where he began to set up his piece.


  I ordered my observer then to switch to the barrage itself. He got a close focus on it, but this showed little except a continuous series of blinding flashes, which, from the viewplate, lit up the entire interior of the ship. An eight-hundred-foot focus proved better. I had thought that some of our French and American artillery of the 20th Century had achieved the ultimate in mathematical precision of fire, but I had never seen anything to equal the accuracy of that line of terrific explosions as it moved steadily forward, mowing down trees as a scythe cuts grass (or used to 500 years ago), literally churning up the earth and the splintered, blasted remains of the forest giants, to a depth of from ten to twenty feet.


  By now the two curtains of fire were nearing each other, lines of vibrant, shimmering, continuous, brilliant destruction, inevitably squeezing the panic-stricken Sinsings between them.


  Even as I watched, a group of them, who had been making a futile effort to get their three rep-ray machines into the air, abandoned their efforts, and rushed forth into the milling mob.


  I queried the Control Boss sharply on the futility of this attempt of theirs, and learned that the Hans, apparently in doubt as to what was going on, had continued to “play safe,” and broken off their power broadcast, after ordering all their own ships east of the Alleghenies to the ground, for fear these ships they had traded to the Sinsings might be used against them.


  Again I turned to my viewplate, which was still focussed on the central section of the Sinsing works. The confusion of the traitors was entirely that of fear, for our barrage had not yet reached them.


  Some of them set up their long-guns and fired at random over the barrage line, then gave it up. They realized that they had no target to shoot at, no way of knowing whether our gunners were a few hundred feet or several miles beyond it.


  Their ultrophone men, of whom they did not have many, stood around in tense attitudes, their helmet phones strapped around their ears, nervously fingering the tuning controls at their belts. Unquestionably they must have located some of our frequencies, and overheard many of our reports and orders. But they were confused and disorganized. If they had an Ultrophone Boss they evidently were not reporting to him in an organized way.


  They were beginning to draw back now before our advancing fire. With intermittent desperation, they began to shoot over our barrage again, and the explosions of their rockets flashed at widely scattered points beyond. A few took distance “pot shots.”


  Oddly enough it was our own forces that suffered the first casualties in the battle. Some of these distance shots by chance registered hits, while our men were under strict orders not to exceed their barrage distances.


  Seen upon the ultroscope viewplate, the battle looked as though it were being fought in daylight, perhaps on a cloudy day, while the explosions of the rockets appeared as flashes of extra brilliance.


  The two barrage lines were not more than five hundred feet apart when the Sinsings resorted to tactics we had not foreseen. We noticed first that they began to lighten themselves by throwing away extra equipment. A few of them in their excitement threw away too much, and shot suddenly into the air. Then a scattering few floated up gently, followed by increasing numbers, while still others, preserving a weight balance, jumped toward the closing barrages and leaped high, hoping to clear them. Some succeeded. We saw others blown about like leaves in a windstorm, to crumple and drift slowly down, or else to fall into the barrage, their belts blown from their bodies.


  However, it was not part of our plan to allow a single one of them to escape and find his way to the Hans. I quickly passed the word to Bill Hearn to have the alternate men in his line raise their barrages and heard him bark out a mathematical formula to the Unit Bosses.


  We backed off our ships as the explosions climbed into the air in stagger formation until they reached a height of three miles. I don’t believe any of the Sinsings who tried to float away to freedom succeeded.


  But we did know later, that a few who leaped the barrage got away and ultimately reached Nu-yok.


  It was those who managed to jump the barrage who gave us the most trouble. With half of our long-guns turned aloft, I foresaw we would not have enough to establish successive ground barrages and so ordered the barrage back two miles, from which positions our “curtains” began to close in again, this time, however, gauged to explode, not on contact, but thirty feet in the air. This left little chance for the Sinsings to leap either over or under it.


  Gradually, the two barrages approached each other until they finally met, and in the grey dawn the battle ended.


  Our own casualties amounted to forty-seven men in the ground forces, eighteen of whom had been slain in hand to hand fighting with the few of the enemy who managed to reach our lines, and sixty-two in the crew and “kite-tail” force of swooper No. 4, which had been located by one of the enemy’s ultroscopes and brought down with long-gun fire.


  Since nearly every member of the Sinsing Gang had, so far as we knew, been killed, we considered the raid a great success.


  It had, however, a far greater significance than this. To all of us who took part in the expedition, the effectiveness of our barrage tactics definitely established a confidence in our ability to overcome the Hans.


  As I pointed out to Wilma:


  “It has been my belief all along, dear, that the American explosive rocket is a far more efficient weapon than the disintegrator ray of the Hans, once we can train all our gangs to use it systematically and in co-ordinated fashion. As a weapon in the hands of a single individual, shooting at a mark in direct line of vision, the rocket-gun is inferior in destructive power to the dis ray, except as its range may be a little greater. The trouble is that to date it has been used only as we used our rifles and shot guns in the 20th Century. The possibilities of its use as artillery, in laying barrages that advance along the ground, or climb into the air, are tremendous.


  “The dis ray inevitably reveals its source of emanation. The rocket gun does not. The dis ray can reach its target only in a straight line. The rocket may be made to travel in an arc, over intervening obstacles, to an unseen target.


  “Nor must we forget that our ultronists now are promising us a perfect shield against the dis ray in inertron.”


  “I tremble though, Tony dear, when I think of the horrors that are ahead of us. The Hans are clever. They will develop defenses against our new tactics. And they are sure to mass against us not only the full force of their power in America, but the united forces of the World Empire. They are a cowardly race in one sense, but clever as the very Devils in Hell, and inheritors of a calm, ruthless, vicious persistency.”


  “Nevertheless,” I prophesied, “the Finger of Doom points squarely at them today, and unless you and I are killed in the struggle, we shall live to see America blast the Yellow Blight from the face of the Earth.”


  BETWEEN WORLDS


  Garret Smith


  Leader of a lone little band against the dread perils of the void spanning Venus and Earth, he bore his strange message to Earthmen from a planet grown weary with too much wisdom . . .


  


CHAPTER I


  INTO ENDLESS NIGHT


  Probably no man or woman in the planet of Venus thought the Hunter expedition other than the mad scheme of one driven daft by too much study.


  I count it final proof of my devotion to my lifelong friend that I found myself on the way to join his little band of skeptical but inseparable companions about to start on that epoch-making voyage. Not one of us, I believe, really expected to return alive. For, indeed, in all the known history of Venus none had ever ventured into that great circle of endless darkness beyond the seas and come back to tell the story.


  I had started from my bachelor apartment well before sailing time, having sent


  my luggage on ahead, deciding to walk to the dock, that I might have a final season of intimate and leisurely communion with the familiar scenes in which I had passed my life.


  But in this I was disappointed. The street into which I stepped forth was strangely unfamiliar. True, the setting was unchanged. There was the same broad, palm-lined avenue with the grand canal at its center. Up and down busily plied as usual the swift, duck-shaped street-boats, their drab-tunicked motormen struggling sturdily at the driving levers.


  Nor had the buildings suffered change. Not a dwelling in all that thoroughfare had been altered within my lifetime, nor, for that matter, within the memories of my parents and grandparents.


  The big, five-storied pyramid I had just left, as near like all its fellows as so many grains of sand, had been the home of my family for a hundred generations. My great-great-grandfather had built the final story in which were the quarters I occupied. It had henceforth sufficed as it stood for our branch of the clan.


  Overhead hung the same, eternally unchanging, gray sky, shedding its unvarying, diffuse light. The mellow air, as always, moved gently from west to east, now and then dropping momentarily its load of life-giving moisture in the form of a fine, misty shower.


  But it was the number and manner of the people in the street that changed this familiar scene into one of grotesque strangeness.


  I do not remember ever before having seen our usually placid populace in such uproar. All the concourse bordering the grand canal on the way to the harbor was thronged with excited people, men and women, old and young, all discussing one subject and all bent on one errand, to get as near as might be to that strange ship which lay at the head of the main pier.


  Indeed all Venus was athrill with the news that had been flashed from signal-tower to signal-tower unto the uttermost corners of the Land of Light. It was not the mere fact, that a scholar had ventured the theory that there were other habitable lands than ours beyond the Circle of Darkness. That would have been dismissed with contemptuous shrugs.


  But that such a revolutionary notion should be held, by the popular son and heir of the Chief Patriarch, and that he should stake his life in an attempt to prove it was cause for universal excitement! It marked an epoch in the history of a race accustomed to the passage of one monotonous age after another without event more notable than the occasional long-expected death of a Chief Patriarch.


  Some two hundred steps on, where the dwellings gave way to the low, two-storied shops of the market-place, the crowd became congested to a point where progress was difficult. I mounted near-by-steps, the better to survey the strange spectacle.


  The entire market square was already filled with milling heads, and four other streets were momentarily adding to the mass. I was looking out over a turbulent sea of flaxen hair, the monotony of coloring broken only as here and there a more restless individual pushed way through the throng, exposing briefly the white flash of a woman’s tunic or the darker drab of masculine garb.


  All eyes were turned expectantly toward the great pyramid across the square, the home of the Chief Patriarch and the official capitol of Venus. I guessed at once the meaning of this attention. Such of the people as had been unable to find place on the dock where Hunter’s ship lay, sought to catch a glimpse of him as he left his father’s house. That they had in prospect even more exciting possibilities I learned presently from fragments of speech tossed up from the crowd near me.


  “I’m with the Patriarch, for one. Why should we let this go on?” shouted an elderly woman.


  “Hush, mother!” cautioned her son at her elbow. “Don’t start trouble”


  “I believe the Patriarch would wink at it if we stopped the young man at his door,” came the voice of another.


  “The insanity of our ancestors back among us—”


  “Should not be allowed—”


  “Ideas proved absurd ages ago—”


  “The son of a Patriarch—no right to throw himself away—who would succeed this chief?”


  These and other bits of excited talk filled me with misgivings. Was the throng bent on force to prevent Hunter’s journey? Such a thing as a popular demonstration, particularly a resort to violence, had been unheard of in many ages. Yet incendiary talk like this was equally unknown. I knew well the Chief Patriarch had little sympathy with his son’s venture. I could not conceive, however, that he should so far fly in the face of the custom of Venus as to use stronger measures than persuasion.


  “Here comes Weaver, back from the dock. Perhaps he has news,” called a young man near me. “Oh, Weaver! Has Hunter’s ship sailed yet?”


  “Not yet, nor will it for some time,” replied a sturdy, middle-aged man who was struggling through the press. “Hunter and his party are not yet aboard.”


  “We are in time, then!” exclaimed the questioner.


  “In time for what?” demanded the other.


  “To prevent the sailing. It is reported the Patriarch has forbidden his son to go, and we are here to help him carry out his wish.”


  “Forbid, did you say?” inquired the elder man sarcastically. “Who on Venus has power to forbid anyone to do anything? One would think, young man, that you came from some strange world beyond the Circle of Darkness of which our Hunter dreams. Forbid, indeed! Better for Venus that all the sons of all the Patriarchs and the Patriarchs themselves go bury themselves in the darkness than that for one moment one man assume to rule over another!”


  “All well enough among sane men,” retorted the youth, “but do you believe this son of the Patriarch sane? True, we supposed we had for many ages banished sickness of mind and body from Venus, but what do you make of this?”


  “I make no more than do you, and like it no better. Hunter is committing grave error, all our scholars say, but we cannot count him truly insane, though his error be a mad one. Of course it has been agreed through all ages that this Land of Light is the only world, at least the only world in which man can live. We know nothing about the great Circle of Darkness around it except that it is cold past all endurance and that there is never light there to guide the way if man could endure the cold. None but children believe the fables of monsters dwelling there.


  “Now, all that being so, and no man knowing anything contrary, how shall you or I call a man crazy who talks of lands beyond the darkness? He may be right, who can say? To try to cross the darkness is madness. I grant that. But I love the man with daring to attempt it, and I agree to no step to hinder him.”


  From the murmurs of approval within hearing of his voice, I judged that this opinion met with considerable favor. There were, however, enough dark looks from others to show that public sentiment was rather evenly divided.


  At that moment a shout in the direction of the Patriarch’s house again drew every eye that way. The great main door was slowly rising.


  A moment later the venerable Patriarch came forth alone, and stood with hand upraised for silence. The vast throng responded on the instant and waited respectfully for their leader to speak.


  The Chief Patriarch was then in the seventh period of his life, but his tall, commanding figure was still unbent and his movements vigorous. Only his hair, which hung below his shoulders and had long since turned from flaxen to pure white, indicated his age. His voice though gentle and sympathetic, rang out clearly to the far side of the square:


  “Fellow citizens,” he said, “I appreciate your show of devotion. Word has come to me that you stand ready to help me restrain my son from this adventure, which, to you, seems madness. I beg to remind you, however, that restraint is a thing unknown among us. In all Venus there is no man or group of men, no power, that would dare to exercise restraint toward any being.


  “I call upon you to remember the event which ushered in our modern era, from which we reckon all time, the overthrow of the only power that ever sought to impose authority, laws, force, and all their attendant evils upon the people of Venus.


  “Ever since, we have known no law but custom, no authority but public opinion, no force but persuasion. That custom has placed me, your Chief Patriarch, among you as counselor and guide, not as ruler. I would then be repeating the error of that power which we overthrew two hundred ages ago did I, with your assistance, try to impose the false authority of force upon my own son.


  “But, though you know that I cannot agree with my son in this venture of his, and that I am torn with grief at the thought that he may be going to an untimely death, I would not have you misjudge him. This is no madcap escapade of a restless youth driven by mere love of adventure. However mistaken he may be,


  I believe—and would have you believe—that he is moved by an unselfish devotion to your welfare and the welfare of the children that shall come after you.


  “We have all for some time realized that our continent, this great Land of Light, the only known habitable land, is becoming overcrowded. Time was when it held open fields and forests. It is now one vast city. Our gardens no longer supply enough food. We have perforce turned to the laboratory for sustenance. Where shall the race turn next? We look up and see only a canopy of unsubstantial mist. There is no promise of other worlds there, and if there were, we have not the wings of birds with which to seek them. We look off from our shores over the seas in every direction only to be met by the unfathomed ring of eternal night and deadly cold.


  “No man has ever crossed that Circle of Darkness. No man can say what lies beyond. My son believes he can cross it and find fair lands on the other side. Let us put down our private beliefs as to his unwisdom and honor his courage and the self-sacrifice of his brave companions, and bid him good-speed. And may the Great Over Spirit, Father of us all, be with him and them.”


  Overcome with emotion, the old Patriarch ceased speaking, stood for a moment searching the faces of the throng and, with head still proudly erect, turned and withdrew within his dwelling.


  The crowd hesitated for a moment, then, without a word, began to disperse.


  I watched them thoughtfully. The eloquence of the Patriarch had swayed them for the moment. But as I considered what had occurred and what had been said and the significance of it all, I was suddenly seized with a feeling almost prophetic, a conviction that I had been witnessing the germinating of the seeds of disruption of this slumbrous, custom-ruled, changeless land of ours, seeds that had lain dormant for two hundred ages.”


  The more I reflected on this nearly revolutionary-demonstration by the people in the market-place, the more I was convinced that it was in part, at least, the result of the baleful influence of the First Lady of the South, whom I had interviewed shortly before. The revolutionary ideas of that remarkable woman had bade fair to be a public sensation had not their announcement been followed so closely by the more spectacular proposal of Hunter.


  She was the daughter of the Patriarch of South Venus, head of the chief family of the ancient clan of Masons.


  The people of Venus were divided into clans according to their original occupations, and all the families of each clan bore the name of its particular calling. Hence the Masons were the families forming the group or clan of those whose ancestors had worked at the building of walls.


  Of course these family names, as I give them here, are by no means the same in sound as they were spoken in the tongue of Venus. In setting this record down I have been forced to translate even our proper names, as far as possible, according to sense, into their equivalent English words.


  For so utterly alien to you is our speech that not one word of it can be expressed in Earth characters or pronounced in any Earth tongue.


  Some thirty sleep-periods before the time set for the departure of Hunter’s expedition, and while his plans were yet secret, there had been signaled through to Central Venus the report that this Mme. Mason, who, through her position and personal ability, had become known as the First Lady of the South, had been whispering about among her friends a most revolutionary proposal.


  It was said that she declared for defiance of the ancient, unbroken custom of Venus by seeking in marriage a mate from another clan than her own, a thing that had never been tolerated in Venus as far back as recorded history or even tradition goes.


  I remember how amazed I was later when I first learned that in this topsyturvy Earth of yours, you not only allowed but encouraged the practice, to us so repulsive, of mating a man and woman not related by blood or the ties of a clan, nay, that, on the other hand, you rather discouraged the marriage of relatives, a practice so common among us.


  So serious was the suggesting of this hitherto unheard-of thing by so influential a woman that I determined not to record the rumor in our Chronicle until I had it first-hand from the lady herself.


  You may well understand how important I considered this interview when I tell you that I disliked travel exceedingly, and that the distance to South Venus was a little over twenty sleeps, or about two thousand of your Earth miles.


  In Venus a “sleep” was not only our unit of time but of distance as well. Despite our lack of a natural time-unit, such as furnished by your Earth day and night, custom had established with us a uniform, periodical time of sleeping. From the beginning of one sleep-period to the beginning of the next, we called a “sleep”, as you call your time-unit a day. Likewise, our ancients hit upon their average journey. In a sleep-period as a measure of distance, just as your primitive tribes measured distance by a day’s journey.


  But in our modern times, with our swift motor-driven canal barges being our sole means of overland travel in Venus, we were able to make at least two sleeps of distance in one sleep of time. So in the course of ten sleeps. I arrived in South Venus and secured quarters at the leading travelers’ home.


  When I think of the perils and hardships of the appalling pilgrimages I have undergone since, over black, uncharted lands and seas and through empty spaces, I smile at the to-do I made over this brief journey.


  But I was accustomed to the privacy of my roomy quarters and the freedom of the streets, and I chafed under the restraint of the narrow cabin and the enforced company of my traveling companions. Those who occupied adjacent sections and hence were most thrust upon me proved uncongenial and tiresome.


  There was an elderly woman, an engineer who had charge of the upkeep of one of. the southern sections of the canal systems; a young woman who acted as buyer of raw materials for a big chemical concern in Central Venus, and a middle-aged man, manager of a line of ships plying around the coast from South Venus to the Western Islands.


  No sooner did this worthy trio learn that I was editor, of the Chronicle than they began vying with each other to get my ear and pour into that suffering organ innumerable dull details of their several affairs, aiming, no doubt, to impress me sufficiently with their importance to get mention before the public. To my death, I shall positively loathe the subjects of canals, chemistry, and shipping.


  But, aside from the wearisomeness of my company-and my eagerness to get at the nub of my errand, the journey had been most tiresome, in that it was entirely lacking in new interest. Though I had not made this trip before since my early youth, when I had taken it with my father, the landscape had not altered a whit.


  There was the same endlessly flat country as far as the eye could reach, traversed by its network of straight, narrow canals, through which we made our way. Along either bank was the same unbroken succession of pyramidal buildings, all alike, whether dwelling or business buildings, save that around each dwelling was the usual small garden patch which did its part toward supplying food and vegetable fabrics. Nor were there any of the variations of customs and dress among the people, such as I have found since lend constant interest to an earthly journey.


  So it came about that I arrived in South Venus wearied and out of temper and in no proper frame of mind to interview so exalted a personage. But my impatience to have done with my errand and be upon my homeward way prevented my first seeking rest and a more equable mood.


  Then, as I was about to set out for the Mason dwelling, there came over the signal-towers the astounding news of my friend Hunter’s proposal to traverse the Circle of Darkness, and the purpose of my visit was at once thrust into the background.


  I was therefore ushered into the presence of the Lady of the South with mind greatly distraught with my new tidings, little dreaming that any connection existed between Hunter’s mad purpose and the mad ideas of my hostess.


  I was ushered into the Patriarchal residence by one of the young women of the Mason clan, who was fulfilling her customary term of household service, such as fell to the lot of all youths of Venus. She was a shy maiden who greeted me politely enough, but there was about her an air of suppressed excitement, which I noted also in all those I met in the passages of the great house on my way to the apartments of her I sought.


  As usual with the younger generations of a family, the lady occupied an apartment in the apex story of the pyramid, hence I had good opportunity to observe many of the tenants of the building as I passed up the several inclines and along the thrifty roof gardens growing on each terrace.


  I could not believe that the perturbation I noticed on every countenance was due to the fact that I was a stranger. For the household of a Patriarch must of necessity be accustomed to the frequent going and coming of strangers seeking advice of its head.


  It was while I waited in an anteroom of the Lady’s apartment for my guide to make known my presence and the object of my visit that I learned the cause of this general excitement, and became convinced that the report I had received of my hostess’s opinions was no mere idle rumor.


  There came to my ear after a moment excited voices in an inner chamber, a man and woman in heated argument. They were evidently so overwrought that they were heedless of the fact that I could not help but overhear every word.


  “I beg of you, my daughter,” pleaded the man, “do not further disgrace us. All our household is terribly distressed already by this report of your foolish ideas.”


  “You have no right to say I have disgraced you,” objected the woman. “Truth is no disgrace.”


  By this I knew I was an unwilling listener to a dispute between the Lady and her father, the Patriarch. The voice of the Lady was resolute and impassioned, but low-pitched and musical. Prejudiced as I was against the speaker, I could not but be swayed by its charm.


  “See this man, if you must. I can’t prevent it, of course,” continued the Patriarch, “but I plead with you for the last time to give up your horrible notions. Tell him that you were not serious, that you have no such ideas. Truth you call them? They are damnable errors!”


  “Nonsense!” was the retort. “It is time we changed our ideas in Venus. We boast we have no laws, but we are slaves of tyrant custom. I will see this man and tell him the truth as I see it, and tell him to spread it through all Venus. The women will heed me. Some have already done so. I shall lose no chance to spread the truth.”


  “My child, you force me to be sorry that you are a daughter of mine. Wait—”


  He was interrupted by an impatient exclamation. There was a quick, light step. The draperies were thrust aside, and the Lady of the South stood before me.


  Despite the impression her voice had made, I had still expected to see a commanding figure, a stern-faced, wild-eyed creature. On the contrary, I beheld the very incarnation of the voice I had heard. A slight, softly rounded form was revealed beneath a clinging silken robe that draped her to the feet instead of stopping at the knees like the conventional, uniform tunic of both men and women of Venus. Nor was this robe of the regulation white, but shimmered with a blending of soft colors.


  She was a little under the average height. Her hair, a shade darker than the usual flaxen, instead of falling loose to the shoulders; as was customary, had been let grow and had been braided and coiled about her shapely little head.


  The face betrayed not a hint of the sternness I had expected. To this day I have difficulty in recalling its features distinctly. I was conscious then only of a radiant smile that held me fascinated and for the moment bewitched. I could only stare helplessly into her wistful gray eyes, all the brave catechism I had prepared wiped out of my mind.


  I recognized her at once as a new and strange type in Venus, where our women had, as a class, little to distinguish them. In appearance either mentally or physically from the men with whom they had worked side by side during all our history on a basis of perfect equality.


  It was my first experience with a glamorous woman—something which at the time I did not attempt to analyze, but which I realized later was due in a large part to the consciously arranged effect of her unusual method of dress.


  I was scandalized even while I was fascinated. It had never occurred before to the women of Venus that they should make themselves attractive, nor had our men been in the habit of considering such a superficial element in choosing wives. I have, learned that you, of Earth, had deified our planet as the goddess of romantic love between the sexes. But I assure you that you were wide of the actual truth. Such a thing as romantic love had never been dreamed of in Venus until introduced by the First Lady of the South. We knew only the affection developed after marriage, which, with us, was purely an affair of convenience.


  The Lady gracefully dropped on a rug near the one on which I reclined, and waited for me to speak.


  So I pulled myself together and in embarrassed, halting fashion, told her of the report that had reached us in Central Venus and of my desire to learn the real truth from her.


  “I am glad to give it to you,” she responded. “I simply believe that marriage and the rearing of children is woman’s chief work and that she should be left free to do that work. As it is, we must, according to custom, earn our living and leave the care and education of our children to the old people who have retired from other work.”


  “Do you mean that women should do no work except the care of their homes and children?” I asked.


  “I do.”


  “Who then would support these women?” I demanded incredulously.


  “Who indeed but their husbands, the fathers of their children?”


  “Can you imagine any man willing to bear such an unreasonable burden, or any able-bodied woman whose pride would allow her to live in idleness on the proceeds of another’s labor? How do you propose to make men support women?”


  “By not marrying unless we first love the man we marry and he loves us. If a man really, loves a woman and can marry her only on those terms, he will submit:”


  Love before marriage! I had never heard of such a thing. It struck me as a thing improper even to speak of.


  “I know what I am talking of,” he went on, “because I have loved a man myself and I have never been wed. This is why I believe in marriage with those out of one’s clan. Love cannot be controlled. It goes where it will. There should be no marriage without love. So when love comes, marriage should follow, whatever our old custom says. I shall preach this until our women are free. They shall not suffer as I have suffered. I love a man not of my clan. I have asked him to brave custom and marry me, and he has refused. Yet I believe he loves me.”


  She was growing excited, and, needless to say, I was becoming greatly embarrassed at this intimate revelation. I hastily cast about in a panic for a change of subject, and recalled the news of Hunter’s proposed expedition.


  Mumbling some awkward words of sympathy for her distress, I added that I, too, had been greatly disturbed by news from a dear friend.


  Then I told her briefly of Hunter’s determination to explore the Circle of Darkness.


  The effect of my words was most astonishing.


  She leaped to her feet, her face torn with frenzied horror.


  “He shall not go! He shall not go! I will stop him! I must not lose him like that! I cannot live without him!”


  She dashed from the room, and I did not see her again.


  Our Hunter, then, was being wooed by this mad lady! But I returned home convinced that it was the embarrassing proposal of the Lady of the South that had much to do with Hunter’s determination to explore unknown seas. And in the popular move to prevent him, I saw evidence that the Lady’s influence over the people was far-reaching.


  To my dying breath I shall never forget my sensations as I stood by Hunter’s side on the deck of his great ship and watched the light fade away, perhaps never again to shine for us. Ahead, and ever drawing nearer, was that grim, unknown, nether region of eternal darkness in which, if our purpose held, we were soon to be engulfed.


  Consider what this meant to us who, in all our lives, had never known darkness, excepting when, for amusement or experiment, we had each probably at some time or other covered the windows of a room and enjoyed for a few moments the thrilling novelty of being unable to see.


  To us eternal light, unvarying even for a moment from one age-end to another, was as much a matter of course as the air we breathed or the moisture it shed upon us, or the genial, unchanging glow of heat that pervaded it. Whence came that mysterious light and heat we knew no more than we understood the source of that inexhaustible stream of air that poured unvaryingly across our land, or of the endless supply of moisture that fed our soil from above. And our scientists, who delved deeply into the mysteries of chemistry and biology, were as much at a loss over these more familiar mysteries as were we of lesser minds.


  And yet, unexplainable as was the presence of light and heat, their absence was still more incomprehensible. Nevertheless, reputable explorers who had ventured to the very margin of the Circle of Darkness had returned with undoubted proof of such lack.


  Within the present age a distant cousin of Hunter’s had sailed his ship so far into the twilight that bordered the Circle of Darkness that his terrified crew had looked ahead into what seemed a jet-black, impenetrable wall scarce a ship’s length in front of them. That it was no solid wall they knew when a great mountain of crystal floated out of the darkness and directly toward them. Only maneuvering the vessel averted wreck. As it was, a jagged corner of the mass grazed their hull, a fragment breaking off and falling on the deck. Those who, gathered curiously about this bit of crystal, laid hands upon it, were seized with sharp pain in the palms.


  When they sought to bring this crystal back as a memento, it shortly turned to a pool of water on the deck—a great marvel to all who saw it, no one having ever witnessed the like before.


  But, stranger yet, the water in a bucket on the deck had turned to this same hard, clear crystal, only to become water again on their return to the warm seas.


  Meantime the air about them had changed to malignant vapor that seemed to cut them to their very bones. Some there were whose ears and fingers were smitten as with a leprosy, swelling and turning white and giving great pain.


  Such evidence as this was in accord with tales told by their earlier explorers. This earlier Hunter had sailed away on a later voyage, and neither ship nor crew had ever again been heard of.


  Now, as I sought to project my imagination and prepare myself in some measure for this unthinkable experience, it balked in the attempt. Of what Hunter’s plan might be for coping with these awful negations of nature, I had as yet no knowledge. Having been away in the south when he planned his expedition, I knew, nothing of its details until my return home just before his departure. He had sent for me, briefly outlined his purpose, and asked me to join him. There had been no time for further details.


  I had agreed to his proposal on the spur of the moment, partly through devotion to him, and partly because, as editor of the Central Chronicle, of Venus, I could not afford to let pass the one great news-event of my lifetime.


  Nevertheless, Hunter had seen to it that any of his company who turned fainthearted when confronted with the grim actuality might have chance to turn back. We were accompanied on the first stage of our trip by a convoy ship on which any of us who chose might return to safety at the last moment. Hunter had expressly stipulated in my case that I should feel no embarrassment in so doing, inasmuch as I had started without full explanation of his plans.


  Now that we were drawing near the point where our convoy would leave us, I had sought out Hunter, to ask him for the further details he had promised.


  “Very well, Scribner,” he said, “if you’ll come down to my cabin I’ll explain why I’m undertaking this thing, and you can decide finally whether you are with me to the finish.”


  Hunter’s cabin had more the appearance of a combination of study and laboratory than the sleeping-room of a ship’s commander: Only his sleeping-pad, now hanging to air by one of the octagonal windows, suggested the room’s latter character. There was a well-filled case of enscrolled tablets, all on scientific subjects, records of former explorations, I noted from the titles. Another case contained a mixed assortment of nautical and chemical instruments. On the walls were numerous maps.


  The center of the cabin was occupied by an ordinary hemisphere, on its surface a map of the Land of Light which we were leaving. The base of the hemisphere, as usual, shaded off into the black band that represented the Circle of Darkness.


  Such was our conception at that time of the planet on which we lived, we who had no knowledge of other planets than our own, or ever dreamed that they existed beyond the eternal cloud-blanket of our sky.


  You who were born on Earth, our then unknown sister planet, and have all your lives looked out through a clear atmosphere upon the blazing sun of your, days and the moon and stars of your nights, can hardly imagine a world like ours, where there were no days or nights, a world, one-half of which dwelt in eternal light and the other in eternal darkness. And yet your astronomers had discovered that such is the case with us. Venus, unlike your Earth, does not spin about on its axis, giving every part of its surface a constant change from light to darkness and back. It presents, forever, the same face toward the sun.


  Now, had Venus enjoyed a clear atmosphere like that of Earth, we would, like you, have been familiar with other heavenly bodies, and have developed astronomers who would have taught us the truth about our own planet. For we are a race of scientists, many of whom have in certain fields far outstripped those of Earth. But your astronomers, I have learned, have also shown you that Venus has a constantly cloudy atmosphere. Never in the recorded history of Venus has the sun appeared to us through the gray mantle of our heavens, and never up to the time when this tale begins had anyone dreamed of the existence of such a body.


  In view of these handicaps, then, I protest that you of the Earth should have charity for our ignorance. Particularly should this be in view of the fact that but a few ages ago you of one hemisphere of the Earth were as ignorant of the other hemisphere as were we of the Land of Light of the other half of our planet. I have learned of your Columbus, who, like our Hunter, believed in another land beyond the seas, and in the face of a scoffing world wagered his life on his faith.


  But your Columbus had reasons for the faith that was in him, reasons based on scientific facts that are now commonplaces to the veriest child. As Hunter stood over his charts and explained to me his faith, I was forced to confess that he had no shadow of logical evidence, nor to this day have I been able to fathom the basis of his belief. It is still to me little less than intuition.


  Like all my fellow-beings in Venus, I believed firmly in the Over Spirit of the Air, Creator of all things, the same, I am convinced, as He Whom you Earth-born call God. But I have always been one of those advanced thinkers who doubted the popular belief that the Over Spirit breathed into the minds of our Patriarchs rare bits of unprovable wisdom that were not granted to the mass of us. Yet, as I look back, I am near to believing that this son of our Chief Patriarch had partaken in a measure of this divine gift.


  To be sure, the truth came to him in a strangely distorted vision, which he unfolded to me, bending over his charts there in the ship’s cabin.


  “This,” said he, placing his hand on the hemisphere, “is our present idea of the universe. I believe we are right as to the shape of our Land of Light. Our mathematicians have proved it is a symmetrically rounded hill like this.


  “But why should we believed this is the only hill rising out of the zone of darkness? I believe the universe is a great sea of air of infinite extent. Only the upper layers of the air have the mysterious properties of light, warmth, and moisture. Hence only those lands which, like ours, rise up as islands above the stratum of darkness enjoy the life-giving properties.


  “But, call it pure theory, mere fantasy, as you will, I Cannot believe that in all limitless space the Over Spirit has created only one little island like ours, and then allowed it to be overpeopled. There must be other lands rising above the darkness and put there for us to find. I believe I am the one appointed to find them.”


  He turned from the model and paced the floor excitedly, carried away by the fervor of his great dream. His tall, powerful frame quivered, and his strong face glowed with intensity.


  “I tell you,” he went on, as though addressing a great multitude, “the time is ripe for change. Our race is rotting with monotony. New worlds must be opened for it to conquer, new difficulties found for it to overcome, new problems presented for it to solve, new customs thrust upon it to waken its sleeping soul.”


  He paused and seemed again to realize my presence. He seized me by the shoulders and searched my face eagerly.


  “Scribner, have you never felt it? Am I the only man in Venus who has sickened of the changeless life we lead?”


  I had till then been a bit bewildered by his tirade. But now as his burning eyes bored into mine, I suddenly felt an answering thrill. There flashed over me new realization of a great void in my life, a void so familiar that it had never before dawned on my consciousness.


  Change! That was the magic word. A word little used among us because the thing for which it stood had no place in our lives. I realized in the same instant what was that haunting, elusive sense of something impending that had caught me as I watched the throng in the marketplace. The same hunger for that change that had burnt into consciousness in Hunter’s vibrant soul and been communicated by him to me was seething in the subconsciousness of the multitude and drawing dangerously near the surface. It needed but a little urge and touch of mass excitement to cause it to break out as a great contagion, mass psychology in explosion. Hence the general tumult at Hunter’s going.


  Hunter, then, sought to avert the cataclysm he had foreseen by providing a safety valve in the form of new worlds to conquer.


  Sharply as I had been struck by the revelation of the changelessness of our world and with hunger for change, it was at the moment mainly an emotional revelation. I had no standard of comparison to give me an intellectual grasp of what I meant by change. But now, after over three of your years on your ever-changing Earth, I can give you, my readers, some conception of the situation.


  Our monotony was founded in nature. I have said we had no days or nights. We had no months or years, for no glimpse of heaverfly bodies gave us such measure of time. Your hours and minutes did not exist. Time flowed in an unmarked stream, broken into periods only by the lengths of our lives.


  Likewise, we had no change of climate, for Venus does not lean on its axis toward the plane of its orbit as does your Earth.


  We lived on one great continent. No mountain ridges or intruding seas broke us into groups. So we had but one race, one language, one religion, one set of customs, that had not altered since the last corner of our land had been settled.


  And the consciousness of this monotony had suddenly burst upon me, though I had as yet no experience of its opposite.


  I wrenched myself from Hunter’s grasp and seized both his hands in mine.


  “Hunter!” I cried. “You’re right, and I’m with you to the end! I know now what I have hungered for all my life and what all Venus pines for, unknowing, in its soul. Change! Adventure! Surprise!


  “Don’t tell me more of your plans. I’ll follow where you lead. For once, let me have an experience which I cannot foresee!”


  And I knew that he understood. Without another word, we returned to the deck.


  All my dread of the darkness had vanished. I was looking forward with the eagerness of a child to our departure from the Land of Never Change.


  


CHAPTER II


  A VOICE FROM THE DARK


  It was a tense moment aboard the great vessel. Our little company of thirty seemed strangely alone as we stood grouped on the deck straining our eyes toward the spot where the convoy, the last link with our former life, was fading from sight in the thickening murk. At moments the heavy vapors rolled up and shut her from sight. Then through a rift we would catch some glimpses of her again.


  Ghastly stillness reigned, startlingly shattered at intervals by the melancholy boom of the convoy’s gong, tolling in the gloom like a funeral knell to life and light and all we held dear. The ship’s motor was still. She lay motionless on the black, stagnant flood. Even the heavy, biting air had ceased its eternal movement.


  It was as though the Spirit of Darkness had paused aghast at this impious intrusion while it considered what dire punishment to enforce on these imprudent mortals.


  I dare say that not one of us, as we stood huddled together, shivering in our strange new garbs of heavy fabric, but what suffered an instant of half repentance of our rash purpose.


  Soon the convoy was altogether blotted from sight. The throb of the gong came fainter to our ears, its mellowing resonance sounding more than ever a note of despair. The darkness steadily closed in around us. It became a blank wall a few paces from our gunwales, then it mounted our very rails. A few moments, and we gasped in unison as the black wall closed down altogether. It was as though the eyes had been plucked from our heads. I reached out involuntarily and touched my neighbor to make sure that I was not alone in the black void.


  I felt a stir of panic among my companions, an echo of the tumult in my own soul.


  At that critical point there came from the motor-cabin the calm, confident voice of Hunter.


  “Don’t be alarmed,” he assured us. “We will have light, plenty of it, in a moment. It will startle you when it comes, so be prepared.”


  It was here that our leader put our faith in him to the supreme test. I briefly regretted that I had not, after all, insisted on a full disclosure of the method he had in mind for coping with the darkness. Manifestly no progress could be made without the aid of eyesight. I recalled the ancient tales of great mountains of crystal floating out of the blackness to crush such a puny object as a man-made ship, of seas that turned solid so that no floating thing could force its way through.


  Did he mean that he had no conquering device, after all, and, confronted with the actual condition of darkness, had at once seen the hopelessness of advancing? Was he about to turn back to the light he had just left and abandon the expedition?


  The clang of the convoy’s gong was still faintly audible. We could get our bearings from it, and return to safety. I was guilty of the hope that such was his purpose.


  Or could he be obsessed with the idea that the Circle of Darkness was only a narrow zone through which we could drift in a few brief moments into a new realm of light?


  But even as we struggled with these doubts we were answered in most amazing fashion. The darkness was snatched from our vacant eyeballs by a great glare such as none of us had ever before experienced.


  So intense was its brilliance that it paralyzed our optic nerves. After the first sense of sheer whiteness we were left for an instant blind again.


  When our eyes became accustomed to this sudden change so that we could see again, we found ourselves bathed by radiance brighter than we had ever before known. Every detail of our bird-shaped vessel stood out in clear-cut distinctness. The great wings which extended half folded along either side, a unique feature of Hunter’s ship, to my mind then a useless decoration, shone as though of silver.


  The decks, the rounded cabin roofs, the short spars, and the high prow which terminated in the figure of a water-fowl’s neck and head, all gleamed in the same way. This effect, I noted in passing, was produced by the glare reflected from a thin sheeting of icy crystal that had coated the whole vessel since we entered the cold zone.


  Far out over the water the illumination extended, ending only where it was dissipated in the white shifting fog-banks. The surface of the sea, revealed at last sight as a lifeless floor of blackness, now sparkled and danced amid a flashing of myriad hues.


  We were aroused from our stupor of astonishment by the voice of Hunter: “What do you think of it? Didn’t I promise you light?”


  There was in his voice and manner the triumph of a small boy who has played a smart trick on his elders.


  For a moment more we stared, still uncomprehending. Then it dawned on us.


  For the first time, a mortal of Venus had produced light!


  To you, my Earth readers, this must be almost incomprehensible. It will be hard for you to understand a race that had never in its history known fire or artificial light, except as we had now and then seen an accidental manifestation of it, for which we had not any possible use.


  The races of Earth, I am told, began using Are before the dawn of civilization, indeed much of your civilization developed from that use. To-day your boasted progress would vanish in a night if fire were removed from Earth.


  But remember, necessity is the mother of invention, as one of your sages has said. You had need of fire to warm you in your winters. Hence you learned to use it. So your dark nights demanded the light that went with fire.


  We had no winter and no night. So why should we concern ourselves with fire? And in our world there were few of the accidental manifestations of natural fire, no volcanoes, no electrical storms, no conflagrations resulting from accident from the use of fire, as with you.


  When it came to mechanical inventions, not even then had we missed the use of artificial heat. You being familiar with fire and learning its power, had from it developed the steam engine and later the electric dynamo.


  We, starting from a different viewpoint, had developed much earlier than you a knowledge of chemistry. We had for instance from the earliest recorded ages prepared our food by chemical process instead of fire cooking as with you. In developing artificial power we had invented crude chemical motors at first, later discovering a method of developing high power electricity chemically and applying it to the driving of powerful machinery, a thing which you have as yet seen only a glimmering of in what you call your galvanic batteries.


  But now, driven by need, Hunter had invented artificial light. Faced with his voyage into eternal darkness, he had bethought himself of the occasional dull flashes and glows he had noted while experimenting with chemical apparatus. Seeking their cause, he now devised glass globes filled with a compound which when excited by electricity produced this brilliance.


  He pointed out to us now some of these globes set on each point of the vessel, on the crest of the figurehead, at the top of the spars, and in rows on the cabin-roofs. We had-noted these globes before only as ornaments without use and commented on Hunter’s vain love of decoration.


  Each cabin also was equipped with one of these globes, giving the interior of the ship heat as well as light.


  “This is really the first time I have had darkness to test the lights!” Hunter exclaimed. “I haven’t felt confident of the success of our venture until now. I think we can dismiss the convoy and be on our way.”


  He entered the motor-cabin and sounded three sharp rings of the gong, the signal agreed upon with the convoy’s captain. Faintly over the water came the answer in kind.


  Then he pulled a control bolt. The motors underneath him began to throb. The great webbed feet at the vessel’s side swept out and began churning the water. A moment more, and we were gliding gracefully into the unknown.


  Gradually we became accustomed to our strange surroundings and our fears wore away, to be replaced again by the thrill of high adventure. The new light, once explained, gave us a sense of confidence we had not felt before since the voyage was proposed. We were in high spirits.


  True, we were already experiencing a foretaste of hardship in the extreme cold which searched and stung our untried bodies despite our heavy robes. Hunter made the watches short, and the members of each watch were glad to escape to the warm cabin for respite when the time marker in the motor-cabin pointed to the end of their trick.


  So five watches passed with. little incident, save that-now and then our ship crunched through a field of thin ice crystal or was occasionally bumped by jagged blocks of that material. To this we soon became accustomed but were ever sharply on the lookout lest we crash into one of the reported crystal mountains that might come upon us suddenly from the fog-banks.


  It was in the sixth watch, which chanced to be mine, that we first sighted one of these towering monsters off to our right, just within the range of our light, an awesome spectacle to our unaccustomed eyes. From then on we saw many of them. We ran at reduced speed, barely creeping at times. The crystal fields were becoming more frequent and more difficult to break through. The cold grew more intense.


  It was in this watch that a curious excitement occurred. Up to this point we had seen no sign of animal life in the chill, dead water or in the scarcely less dead and chill air.


  Now, near the end of my watch, we heard discordant cries in the air behind us which we soon recognized as those of water-fowls. Presently we were overtaken by a flock of some dozen of these birds, flying low and making to pass us close to the left.


  To our surprise they paid not the slightest attention to the glare of our lights, which we supposed would have terrified them.


  They had nearly passed us when one flying in the rear drove head on against the light at the summit of the ship’s figurehead and fell back, stunned on the deck.


  The forward watch picked it up and examined it curiously. After a moment he cried out in surprise and studied more closely the bird’s head.


  “Look!” he cried. “The creature has no eyes!”


  And it was true. We each examined the bird carefully, but could discover nothing but two faint scars where eyes should have been.


  There were indeed monsters in this strange world, forms of life that found their way about in the blackness without need of sight, and born without organs with which to see. For nature evidently wasted no unnecessary equipment on her creatures.


  One of us dropped the uncanny thing overboard with a shudder. Trivial, in a way, as was the incident, it left us with an uneasy feeling not readily shaken off.


  But we had little time to dwell upon this horror. A cry from the steersman called our attention back to our surroundings. While we had been examining the bird we were entering an apparently broad passage between two crystal fields. Now we saw that these fields had converged until they met just ahead of us. We were in a pocket.


  Weaver, chief of the watch, gave orders to the steersman to back out and seek some other passage. But on attempting to do so we found, to our consternation, that quantities of drifting crystal blocks and sheets had floated in. behind and threatened to imprison us. Moreover, the driving-feet crashed and ground against these impediments and were momentarily in danger of being broken.


  In this crisis Weaver ordered the motor stopped and summoned Hunter from his sleep for consultation.


  Hunter had just come on deck and was taking in the situation when a sound off across the crystal field to the right held us all at attention. It was a hoarse cry, low-pitched but penetrating.


  My first thought was that it was some strange animal denizen of the darkness. We listened for a moment. Again it came, this time with unmistakable distinctness.


  It was a human voice!


  We stared at each other, amazed. How could there possibly be human beings out there in the wastes of endless night and cold?


  And yet human beings there were, and no small number of them. For now the call was repeated and answered by another and another at different points. Then in still another quarter beyond the range of our powerful lights arose shouts. It was as if several persons were conversing excitedly.


  We were too far off to catch the words, yet words of human speech they were, and the speakers were rapidly drawing nearer.


  Those of our company off watch, aroused by the tumult, leaped from their sleeping pads and rushed to the deck. We stood at the rail, gripped with bewildered fear. Hunter himself was as much at loss as the rest, though if he felt any considerable degree of the terror that held us, his calm self-control concealed it.


  Suddenly with a cry of mixed relief and alarm he whirled from the rail toward the motor-cabin


  “I have it!” he shouted. “Those must be the men of our convoy. They have drifted back into the shadow and have been lost. Probably had trouble with their motors. I’ll ring our gong so they’ll know who we are.”


  But at that another sound drowned the human outcry and held even our leader motionless with horror.


  It began in a low-pitched, thunderous growl that rattled the cabin windows. It rose to a rasping roar and ended in an ear-piercing, wailing shriek.


  Then out upon the lighted area of the ice-field staggered a great, shaggy, four-footed beast. To my excited eyes the creature measured no less than ten paces from his frothing jaws to his lashing tail. Our lights gleamed on a double row of hideous fangs and on formidable hooked claws that tore at the ice with each awkward leap. I was ready now to give full credit to the nursery tales of monsters with which in my childhood I had been regaled by my granddame.


  As he neared the center of the lighted area, his pace slackened and presently, with another awful outcry, he swayed and sank to the ice and lay twitching as if in agony.


  We could see protruding from his left side just back of the shoulder, a short lance, round which oozed a slow stream of blood. He had been struck by a human huntsman. As this last cry reechoed over the frozen fields there stole out of the shadows behind the great beast a half circle of some fifty human forms. They were creeping cautiously forward and closing around their wounded prey.


  They moved in absolute silence now, but there could be no doubt that these were the beings we had heard shouting in the distance. Nor did it take more than the first glance to convince us all that here were no sailors from our convoy, nor any men of the Venus we had known.


  I have called them human. In that I flattered them grossly. They walked upright and, to be sure, had human forms. Moreover, the creatures wore man-made clothing.


  But it was such clothing as none of us had ever before seen, fashioned rudely of shaggy fur, following the shape of their bodies throughout, so that they looked not unlike lesser copies of the great beast that sprawled before them.


  But their faces sent cold shivers of horror down our spines. They were darker in complexion than those of normal man, and heavy, protruding Jaws gave them a peculiarly beastly appearance. But even at this distance there was an indefinable lack of all expression. Nor were they the expressionless faces of beasts, but the blank countenances of dead men, of peculiarly brutal dead men who had died from some foul disease that had horribly disfigured and discolored their features. It was as though we were watching grotesque automatons silently closing in on the dying beast. Each fur-covered hand held a spear such as we had seen in the animal’s side.


  And not one of these strange figures, to our great surprise, had as yet taken the slightest notice of our brilliantly lighted ship, though such a spectacle had certainly never before invaded the haunts of these sons of the night.


  As the deadly circle closed in, the wounded quarry staggered up, and with a roar dashed forward. He was received on vicious spear-points and recoiled, snarling. A second lance now quivered in his right side.


  In a frenzy he whirled about the circle. Now a frantic sweep of a terrible hook-tipped claw caught two of the hunters unawares, and they went down under it.


  With a gasping snarl the great jaws snapped once at each prostrate throat and the two victims moved no more.


  But this moment of partial triumph was the beast’s final undoing. While he was thus preoccupied the circle closed in and lance after lance struck home. With a last cry of pain he sank to the ice, twitched convulsively, and was still.


  There followed a scene of brutal savagery such as I had never before dreamed possible among human beings. Remember, no savage race had survived in the Land of Light, and the savage period of our own race’s history ceased before the beginning of any records save the vaguest of discredited traditions. There was in our knowledge no precedent for murderous savagery.


  The instant they were satisfied that danger from the man-killing claws had passed, there was a rush for the carcass. The next instant they were madly fighting each other for the booty. The circle of allies had resolved into a mound of screaming, squirming, thrusting, fur-clad foes.


  Now and then a luckless one recoiled from the mass and fell on the ice, dead or sorely wounded from a spear-thrust. Several times a contending pair separated from the main group and fought an exchange of wild lance-thrusts until one or the other fell. The victor paused long enough to strip the fur garment from the fallen adversary and fasten it around his own waist as a trophy.


  But gradually the fighting ceased as one by one the savages got what they fought for, a part of the beast’s carcass. Each successful one retired with his booty to a little distance, and, squatting on their haunches, began eating a chunk of the raw flesh, tearing it greedily with his teeth, a process you can well imagine was a nauseating one to us fastidious vegetarians watching from the ship. I know I was sick with mingled horror and fear.


  “They’re human beings, no doubt,” said Hunter in a rather shaky voice at my elbow, “but they are of very low intelligence. They seem to have only the instinct to kill and feed. They are too stupid even to notice us so far. We must get out of here before they do take notice. We have no weapons, and know nothing of fighting. They’d slaughter every man of us for our clothing.”


  He rushed into the cabin to start the ship’s motor. I saw at once that there was little chance of our extricating ourselves


  In a hurry from the pocket into which we had drifted just before our attention had been diverted by the savages. One side of the vessel was now crowded firmly against the margin of the very ice-field on which the savages held their ghastly feast. All about her were quantities of floating pieces of ice that were every moment wedging more tightly into our narrow, blind channel, and already beginning to freeze together into a solid sheet.


  We were in a critical position. I doubted not that these strangely nonchalant savages had noted at a distance, even before we saw them, that we could not escape and intended to ignore us until they had eaten their fill. In no other way could I explain their strange indifference to our presence. After the exhibition we had just witnessed, what possible mercy could we expect from them?


  With our very lives staked on the ship’s response to her driving feet, we waited breathlessly for the first sound of the motor.


  It came, and the powerful feet churned and ground at the ice. Our gaze was bent over the rail upon the channel’s margin in hope of some sign of progress. But none came. Instead, after a moment there was a crash within the bowels of the ship and the motor stopped altogether. The strain of fighting the ice had proven too much, and one of the main shafts had finally parted.


  We lay absolutely at the mercy of the savages. And at the same instant it seemed evident that the quality of their mercy was to put to the test.


  For just as the motor broke down they seemed suddenly aroused by the sounds from our vessel and taking note of our presence for the first time. As one man, they dropped their filthy food, seized their spears, and leaped to their feet. For a moment they stood tensely silent, as if listening.


  Then one gave a low cry, as of direction. They turned our way and in grim silence began advancing upon us with set spears, as we had seen them but a little time ago closing in on the doomed beast.


  We watched them in hypnotized horror while they advanced a matter of twenty paces, those dead men’s faces becoming every instant more distinct and more gruesome.


  And then we realized all at once what had lent the crowning horror to those faces.


  Not one of them had eyes!


  Instinctively our ship’s company drew around Hunter in desperate, wordless hope that somehow he had foreseen this peril and was prepared to save us from these eyeless and ruthless fiends.


  But for once our leader seemed without foreknowledge and without inspiration. While that uncanny semicircle of blind murderers advanced another twenty paces, he stood clutching the rail, studying the hideous faces as if in those blank masks he might find an answer to his problem.


  “If I had only a little time!” he groaned. “I should have been prepared for this!”


  An age it seemed to us before we saw his eyes light with a flash of hope.


  “We’ll try the gong,” he whispered. “It may scare them off. If I can gain a little time, we will be safe.”


  He stepped swiftly into the motor-cabin, turned on the electric gong-control, and the harsh, melancholy clamor tore the air.


  It seemed for a moment that this might have the desired effect. At the first clang of the heavy hammer the oncoming horde recoiled as if from a blow in their sightless faces. A few turned to flee, but stopped some paces back and stood, heads bent toward us as though concentrating their sense of hearing in an effort to analyze the strange tumult.


  But evidently creatures who so recklessly faced violent death in search of food and in haphazard quarrels over its possession were not to be greatly dismayed at mere clamor, however unfamiliar.


  Again the guttural order from one of their members who seemed to be a leader. The line stiffened at once. The half-fearful ones returned to their places. The slow, silent and relentless advance against our devoted company was resumed. However they might fly at each other’s throats in dividing prey once won, they evidently acted in concert while stalking it.


  At that our nerves snapped. Panic seized us. Our only thought was flight, we knew not where, or much cared. The darkness of the open ice-fields seemed for the moment a welcome refuge.


  But the side of the ship away from the savages, over which we would have instinctively fled, lay next to the channel whose surface of loose ice offered no footing. As it was, many of our company would have leaped blindly into this freezing flood and perished had not some few of the cooler heads among us recovered a little self-possession in time to realize this danger and herded them over the opposite rail.


  There was still a considerable open space left between us and the fast advancing foe, and there was time to slip around the end of the blind line, if we did not betray ourselves to their marvelously acute sense of hearing, which seemed largely to replace sight. We counted on the noise of the gong to cover our movements.


  Weaver and I were among the last to leave. We realized simultaneously that Hunter was still in the cabin, probably unconscious of the fact that his company were deserting the ship. We called to him frantically, and getting no answer, rushed in after him.


  He was working calmly but quickly over his motor controls.


  “Come!” I shouted. “They’re almost on us! The rest have gone!”


  “Gone! Where?” he demanded.


  “Out on the ice. We’ve just time. Come!”


  “Call them back! Call them back!” he ordered excitedly. “I’ll have the ship out in another moment.”


  But our taut nerves would brook no further dallying. We seized him between us without ceremony and, despite his indignant protests, dragged him bodily over the ship’s side.


  He thanked us afterward for this show of mutiny, for so little margin of safety remained that we nearly brushed against the vile creatures at the end of the line as we stole trembling out of the closing trap.


  Once, our uncertain footing was near to betraying us. Our feet had never before tested this treacherous frozen field, and we made sorry work of our effort to step without sound. Slipping, stumbling, again and again, one or more of us falling prone, we made our way till the last of us had nearly passed beyond immediate danger. Weaver was a pace behind Hunter and myself as we rounded the end of the savage line.


  I heard a muffled thud behind me and turned to see Weaver lying full length on his back. His feet had slipped from under him suddenly, and he must have struck full on the back of his head, for he lay as if half stunned.


  That fact saved his life. For even as I looked back, one of the blind savages at the end of the line, scarce three paces away, halted abruptly and bent a sensitive ear toward the spot where Weaver had fallen. Then, with spear upraised, he felt, his way shufflingly over the ice directly toward our prostrate companion. The fellow’s head was bent forward inquiringly and his thick, brutal nostrils dilated as he sniffed the air like a wild beast. Even in my fright I noted that the sense of smell also aided the hearing in replacing the missing eyesight.


  He had almost stepped on Weaver when he halted and drove his spear out with a short, powerful stroke. Had Weaver gained his feet promptly he would have been thrust clean through.


  As it was, his daze left him Just as the savage struck. He rolled over, and before his assailant could locate him more definitely he had crawled on hands and knees out of his reach.


  Again the great gong clanged, and while its reverberations still echoed and reechoed, we scurried away and halted only when we reached a point where the lights of our ship no longer illuminated the ice sufficiently to make further progress safe.


  There we stood, a shuddering, panic-stricken group, waiting breathlessly to see what fate awaited our vessel.


  By now the horde had reached it. In the very presence of the booming gong they suffered another fit of trepidation. Presently, however, they regained assurance, and one after another pressing forward, struck the side of the ship and felt it seriously. They thrust their spears at it as though they thought it might be some manner of beast. They poked their noses against it speculatively.


  At length, one by chance touched the ladder by which we had made our escape and called excitedly to his fellows. They crowded around him, each feeling of this mysterious affair and discussing it excitedly.


  At length one bold spirit seized hold and cautiously mounted it till he stumbled over the rail on to the deck. Then he shouted volubly to those below, till one after the other the rest followed his example. Presently the whole crew were defiling the vessel with their filthy presence. We could see them prowling about from deck to deck, shouting excitedly at each new discovery.


  “I have a scheme,” exclaimed Hunter suddenly. “Some of the bodies of those devils may not have been plundered. If so, some of us will put on their clothing, borrow their spears and steal back aboard ship. Then we’ll feel like one of them if any of them touch one of us, and those clothes ought to give us the right odor, too.


  Maybe we can maneuver them below decks, and lock them in. Anyhow, we’ll have something to fight with.”


  In a few moments we had found the spot where the fight had occurred, marked all too plainly by a welter of congealed blood, scattered fragments of the great beast, and the stripped bodies of the slain.


  Controlling our squeamishness with an effort, we searched all about, but found only one body that had been overlooked, though there were a number of spears scattered here and there.


  Hunter distributed the spears among those of us in whose untried physical prowess he had most confidence, and appropriated the dead savage’s furs for himself.


  These strange garments he drew on over his own, and announced, to our consternation, that he would go alone aboard the vessel—we amateur spearmen to gather at the foot of the ladder, ready to rush to the rescue if he was beset.


  We protested loudly and unanimously against such foolhardiness on his part, declaring that we might better rush the decks in a body, or at least that one of the rest of us should take the risk he proposed shouldering. We pointed out, too, that it would go hard with us should our leader be lost at this critical point. We all but resorted to physical force a second time to restrain him. But he remained firm.


  “If we cannot save the ship we are lost, anyhow,” he insisted. “I stand the best chance of saving it.”


  With that he led the way back to the vessel without further argument. With sick hearts we watched him disappear among the motley, wrangling horde.


  Moment after moment passed, each seeming an age. At the ladder’s foot we stood tensely grasping our unfamiliar weapons and ready to dash into practically hopeless conflict.


  Our uneasiness had increased to the point where we could not much longer restrain ourselves when suddenly our attention was diverted in most unexpected and startling fashion.


  Somewhere far off to the left, outside the reach of our lights, came a resounding crash. Even as we looked at each other aghast, the ice-field heaved under our feet. A great wave of water tore down the channel amid a roar of grinding ice. Our vessel was torn from its mooring against the ice-field and swept out into mid-channel. The wave overran the ice where we stood, drenching us waist deep with its icy flood.


  From the direction whence this terrific disturbance started one of those towering ice mountains floated majestically into sight, drifting slowly but relentlessly down the channel, throwing back the ice-field on either side like a powerful flow tossing up soft soil.


  Directly in its path lay our crippled vessel and heroic leader.


  Powerless now to aid him, we turned and fled from the heaving margin of the channel. We had run perhaps a hundred paces when without an instant’s warning the lights of the vessel went out, and the gong ceased ringing. We stopped in our tracks, in the grip of complete despair.


  There we were in total darkness on an unstable field of ice in the heart of the region of endless night, without ship and without leader, the unthinkable cold biting our drenched bodies to the bone.


  Gradually the thundering and crashing of breaking ice died away. The dizzy heavings of slippery flooring subsided.


  Now we stood huddled together in the blackness, listening breathlessly for some sound in the direction of the channel to lend us hope that our ship and its master still survived, but in vain.


  Absolute, deathly silence reigned!


  The men about me began to stir nervously, to chafe their numbed limbs, as much as anything to break the awful spell of the soundless and sightless world.


  Now and then I caught a hushed word, but for the most part we were restrained by the horror of the darkness. We knew not what monstrous thing might be drawn our way by any careless sound.


  We were for the moment as helpless as a herd of panic-stricken domestic animals left without keeper.


  Presently I heard Weaver murmuring my name and, working around the group, guided by each other’s voices, we soon got together and withdrew a little from the rest.


  Weaver was a capable seaman and a man of resourcefulness used to directing men. He had joined the expedition as master mariner and first lieutenant to Hunter.


  From the first moment I had laid eyes on him during the demonstration in the market-place, he had appealed to me strongly. Ere our ship had been three sleeps on its way, we had become friends.


  Now that, with Hunter’s removal, the responsibility for the company rested on his shoulders, he naturally turned to me for council. It was not, I must confess, because I was of any real value as an advisor in, time of emergency, but because in his perplexity he felt the need of a confidant.


  “I’m afraid there is nothing we can do, Scribner, but wait for the end,” he admitted. “We have no food or shelter or light, and no chance of getting them. We can’t survive long. I am a man of action only. When it comes to carefully worded speech, that is your craft. So I am going to give you the task of breaking to our comrades, as gently as possible, the facts of our situation, and prepare them to face death calmly. They are a brave company, or they would not be here, but their nerves are shaken by what they have just been through, as I confess are mine.”


  “I am myself certainly in no better frame of mind than the rest,” I admitted, “but I’ll talk as courageously as possible.”


  So I got the ear of the company and stated Weaver’s conclusions.


  “Strange things have happened, however, in this bewildering place, since we entered it,” I added in conclusion. “It may be, then, that some miracle may save us. So let’s not despair as long as we breathe, but be ready to take advantage of such fortunate chance if it occurs.”


  This last remark was sheer bravado, and I think it was recognized as such by the comrades.


  A murmur of comments followed my speech, then all fell silent again. Even our uneasy movements ceased for the time being.


  The biting air hung motionless. Not a sound came out of the darkness.


  I, for one, was offering prayer to the Over Spirit, and I knew instinctively that every member of our band was doing likewise.


  Presently I was conscious that I had ceased praying and was listening again, my whole soul concentrated in my ears, searching out the uttermost depths of that black, horrible quiet.


  It was as though all the universe had been blotted out save one little island of absolute, lifeless cold, to which our lost souls clung for a brief moment, before we, too, merged with the silence and became nothing.


  I felt that I must hear some sound from without or lose my reason.


  And then it came!


  At first I could not be sure but that it was a trick of my overwrought fancy.


  A little back of me, I seemed to hear it, a faint shuffling as of padded feet. My first thought, when I became convinced that I had really heard a sound, was that I was listening to one of our own party moving about, and that I had lost my bearings. For I had not realized that I had turned around while talking to Weaver, and I supposed the rest of our group were directly in front of me, so near that I could reach out and touch them.


  I started to turn toward the sound when, somewhere off to the right this time, I heard it again. Then, as I listened in bewilderment, it came from somewhere in front of me, and was immediately repeated off to the left.


  “Weaver,” I whispered, “did you hear that? Are our men going mad with this, and scattering? Weaver!”


  But no answer came from Weaver. I called again a little louder, but again without reply.


  Weaver and I had been talking shoulder to shoulder only a moment before, his hand resting on my arm. I had not heard him move away.


  Wondering at his failure to reply now, I reached out to touch him, but encountered nothing. Thinking still that I might be confused as to direction, I turned slowly about with hand outstretched. Then I turned in a timid circle, still feeling the empty air.


  Again I called in vain.


  Now almost beside myself, I took several heedless steps in the direction in which my instinct told me Weaver had last been.


  And I collided sharply with another human body. I nearly wept with relief as we clutched each other by the shoulders.


  “Is this you, Weaver?” I gasped.


  “No, this is Baker,” he replied. “Who are you?”


  “I’m Scribner. Weaver was at my side an instant ago, and now he’s gone.”


  “Weaver!” I called aloud, throwing all caution aside.


  Only a mocking echo answered.


  By now I felt the presence of our company about me, and my panic subsided enough for cool thought.


  “Is it possible this thing has driven him mad and he has wandered off beyond our reach?” I asked.


  “Perhaps the cold has overcome him,” suggested a voice in the group. “I feel nearly done for, myself.”


  “That is possible,” I asserted. “He may be lying helpless at our feet.”


  Then a suggestion flashed into my mind.


  “Let’s all join hands in a line,” I proposed, “so that we cannot be separated, and we will move about in a circle over the ice. I’ll stand here in the center as a pivot. If he has fallen, he must be near by, and we will come on him.”


  This scheme we carried out, but though we circled cautiously several times, each time shifting my pivot position so as to cover a new area, we found nothing.


  We paused at length, in dismay, and again we listened as though the darkness might perchance betray this new secret.


  And again came that soft, shuffling sound here and there around us, now unmistakably outside of our group.


  “Do the rest of you hear anything?” I questioned.


  “I do!” came in awed whispers from here and there.


  “That must be he!” said one.


  “It’s someone walking, feeling his way!” declared another.


  “He has gone mad and wandered off!” cried a third.


  “But!” I exclaimed. “There is more than one thing out there. They are all around us. Who else has gone?”


  There was a sudden stir of panic among the men at this suggestion, and a calling of names here and there.


  “Tanner, are you there?”


  “Is this you, Baker?”


  “Where is Carpenter?”


  “Just a moment, men!” I called out. “I’ll call the roll from memory.”


  One by one, I recalled and pronounced the names of our original company, with some promptings toward the end of the list when my overwrought mind failed to function readily.


  To our horror, six of the group failed to answer.


  We stood stunned.


  We had become prepared to meet our fate manfully together, but this mysterious separation of our forces again unnerved us.


  For a long time, we remained thus, the silence broken now and then by someone chafing and thrashing his chilled body, and in between, at intervals, by that soft, insidious shuffling around out on the ice.


  “Tanner! Tanner!” cried someone suddenly.


  “Tanner is gone! Tanner is gone!” he exclaimed.


  This time we were too stunned to react. “We were standing hand in hand,” shouted the man frantically. “He jerked his hand out of mine, and he’s gone. Tanner, where—”


  The voice broke off suddenly, as though the man had been choked.


  “Who was that speaking?” I demanded. No answer came.


  Madness, indeed, was overcoming our company.


  From then on I became oblivious to the passage of time. I would beat my arms about me till I felt my sluggish blood stirring again, and then listen till I heard once more those eerie and ominous shuffling sounds.


  Then, driven by the need of action, I would circle around the group of shuddering men, feeling my way from shoulder to shoulder with a word of encouragement to each.


  As I completed one of those rounds I became convinced that the group, had grown smaller since my last round. I groaned hopelessly. No use to warn them again. The madness was evidently seizing them one by one.


  I had not the heart to make another round. I could not bear any closer realization of the passing of my brave comrades.


  I drew off a pace and, momentarily yielding to a dragging sense of exhaustion, I sank to the ice. It may have been only a moment as I thought then. It may have been much longer that I lay there. I suddenly realized that I was yielding to a leaden drowsiness.


  With a supreme effort of the will, I staggered to my feet and shook my body into life again. I must keep moving till my fate overtook me. Was it possible that the madness that had invaded our company had at last found me out?


  I determined to make the round of the group once more.


  I felt out where I supposed them to be, and touching nothing, took a faltering step forward. Still I touched no one.


  I stopped in my tracks and waited for a movement or a word to set me right.


  For moments I listened, but heard not the slightest sound. Moreover I was now oppressed by a sensation of being completely alone.


  Now, beside myself with fear, I began running frantically, calling first one name then another. All in vain.


  At length, completely exhausted, I stopped, faint with absolute despair.


  I was alone with this eternal silence!


  


CHAPTER III


  THE QUEEN OF THE NIGHT


  I struggled against a sense of giddiness, partly due to physical collapse and partly to sheer horror. I swayed and stumbled. Finally, after recovering myself two or three times, my shaking limbs refused longer to sustain me.


  I pitched forward, but instead of striking the ice I was caught firmly by a pair of muscular arms and jerked back on my feet.


  For an instant I was too surprised to speak. When I did open my mouth to demand the name of my rescuer, I was suddenly half choked by a mass of nauseating, foul-smelling hair thrust into it.


  My hope that one of my companions had been restored to me was short-lived.


  While the ironlike arms still clasped me about the chest, binding my own arms to my side, someone else behind me was adjusting the gag, evidently a strip of raw fur, and tying it at the back of my head.


  Then another band was passed about my arms. These precautions taken, all without spoken word and with scarcely a sound, the two unseen beings, whatever they were, seized me on either side, and with swift strides, marked only by the soft, shuffling sound that had but new so bewildered our party, began half guiding, half propelling my involuntary footsteps through the blackness.


  Instead of being rescued, I was a helpless captive. What fate awaited me I could only imagine, but I strongly suspected it would have been better to perish from cold on the empty ice.


  This, then, explained the mysterious vanishing of my companions; a stealthy foe had snatched them one by one out of the midst of our group and borne them away.


  Could it be that the blind savages who had boarded our vessel had escaped from it and surrounded us? Or were our captives another group of the same tribe?


  We had not proceeded far before I felt a change in the nature of the footing. It was no longer firm and slippery. I seemed to be walking on some soft, yielding substance that crunched crisply under feet. At times I sank into it to my knees and walking became increasingly difficult. I guessed that we had left the sea’s frozen surface and were on land.


  I also noted an increasing unevenness and change of the level over which we strode. It had been smooth as a floor. Now we frequently went up and down sharp inclines. We stumbled over hummocks. My guides as well as I seemed to find the way difficult, for they proceeded more slowly and at times paused as if studying their bearings.


  At each of these pauses my ears, which were with recent practise becoming more and more acute, caught the crunching of an increasing number of footsteps. I heard now occasional guttural shouts or the exchange of words in more conversational key. I realized that my captors had been joined by a considerable number of their kind. I wondered if the rest of our ship’s company were with us, gagged and helpless captives like myself.


  I became more and more confident that our captors were members of the same blind race of savages who had taken possession of our vessel. The thought of the gruesome and ugly faces of those human beasts as we had seen them under the glare of our ship’s lights, and their still uglier actions, made me sick with dread of what might be in store for us.


  But as time went on and I came to no harm nor was subjected to any deliberate brutality, I began to take an interest in trying to learn something of these beings. One may well imagine I made little headway at such study when I had nothing by which to go but my memory of a brief glimpse of their faces and such sounds as I heard around me.


  I reasoned that this race must have inhabited the realm of eternal darkness from time immemorial. Either the race had originated here and, there being no use for eyes where light was not, it had never developed eyes, or else it was descended from beings like ourselves who had originated in the Land of Light and became lost in the Land of Darkness countless ages ago. Having no further use for eyes, evolution might have gradually eliminated them in the descendants.


  After listening closely to their fragmentary speech, I leaned to the latter theory. Every now and then I caught a word that was strikingly similar in sound to one in the language of the Land of Light. I noted too many of these to believe they could be mere coincidences. It indicated a common origin in speech between this race and ours.


  But my attention was shortly diverted from speculation back to my own immediate troubles. It was during one of these frequent pauses. There was an unusual amount of talking and movement about me.


  After a word or two of apparent command from a third person, I was led to one side by my two captors and faced about. As they brought, me to rest I brushed against another person immediately behind, me. One of my captors began attaching some sort of tackle to my shoulders, v While he was doing this, I felt a second man in front of me.


  Presently, both of my captors left me. I made a tentative move forward, more to test my freedom than with any futile idea of escape. I bumped into the person in front. He immediately dodged away, and as he did so, I felt a forward tugging at the contraption attached to my shoulders.


  At the same time there was a slight backward pull as though I were attached to something behind me that yielded slightly to the strain.


  My arms were still bound down so that could not feel about with my hands, but a little further twisting of my body convinced me that I was connected by some sort of a harness both with the man in front of me and the man behind me.


  A moment later, from off at the side, came a sharp command that unquestionably meant “go” in our tongue. Simultaneously I heard a swishing in the air and felt a stinging blow as of a bit of rope being flayed over my head and shoulders.


  I lunged forward in pain. After a moment of strain I felt the tackle give a little, followed by the grinding of some heavy body being dragged over the ground.


  Twice more I heard the whip cut the air and fall first on the man behind me and then on the man in front. We were moving forward briskly together now, and the dragging sound behind continued, as did the pull at my shoulders. It dawned on me that I was one of a team of three captives harnessed to some burden which our captors meant to have us drag home for them.


  We were not, then, mere captives of these blind men of darkness. We were their slaves.


  It was clear now why we had not been summarily killed as I had expected. Our new masters had useful drudgery for us to perform.


  Up-hill and down, we labored on. Again and again I would have dropped exhausted had I not been spurred on by the stinging whip and the hoarse shouts of our driver.


  At length, when it seemed that I could not take another step, we were halted. I was freed from the harness. The thongs about my arms were removed, but my gag was allowed to remain. Nor, for a single instant did my driver let go of my arm.


  He had led me forward some half dozen steps, then suddenly, by main strength, forced me to my hands and knees and began pushing me ahead in that position. Almost immediately I realized that I had left the free air. I was scrambling along like an animal on all fours over a hard, smooth surface.


  I tried once to rise to my feet, but immediately thrust my head against a roofing less than a pace’s distance from the flooring. I was in a low, tunnel-like passageway.


  But after I had been driven forward two or three paces farther, my captor jerked me to my feet and removed the gag from my numbed Jaws. I had scarce time to clear my mouth of the filth left there by the gag when another nasty object was thrust into it. At the same time my master guided one of my hands up to the stuff, and then let go.


  “Eat,” he said.


  Then I realized that I was being fed.


  It seemed to be a bit of raw flesh. To this moment I cannot think of it without being nauseated. I will not inflict a description of it upon the reader.


  But I “was famished from long lack of food, violent exercise, and exposure to the cold. So I managed somehow to choke down the fearful stuff.


  I was so preoccupied for the moment in satisfying my craving for food that I did not realize when my captor left me, but when I came to take stock of my new surroundings I was alone.


  I called aloud, but no one answered. I felt my way about. I was in a little cell, rounded in shape and a bare four paces across. The roof just missed my head. I found the passage through which I had come, but it was blocked. The air, though close and foul, was not so cold as the windswept wastes without.


  Satisfied at length that I was in no immediate physical danger, I gave up to the extreme weariness that beset me, and throwing myself on the hard floor, at once fell into a deep sleep.


  I must have slumbered long, for I awoke naturally, feeling greatly refreshed, though stiff and sore from my unwonted exertions and exposure.


  I had paced back and forth for some time, limbering my creaking limbs, when a sound behind me caught me up short. I whirled about and saw to my astonishment in the wall of my cell an upright oblong of dim light.


  As soon as my unused vision became accustomed to functioning again, I made out that it was an. open door beyond which extended a short passage on whose walls a fitful radiance flickered.


  Then for the first time I saw the dim form of a man beside me. He grasped me firmly by the arm and propelled me toward the opening.


  Some ten paces forward I found myself suddenly thrust out into a great domeshaped chamber, whose walls shone and sparkled under the light of innumerable flaming torches set in brackets all about.


  There was a motley multitude assembled.


  A glance showed me the same grotesque, fur-clad, lance-equipped figures with hideous, sightless faces that we had seen sweeping down out of the darkness upon our ship.


  But the sight that at once caught my attention and held me fascinated and amazed was a raised platform in the center of the cave, covered with heavy furs, on which reclined the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. And she had eyes, two dark orbs that were just now searching my face with deep curiosity.


  It was a long moment before my fascinated gaze wandered in embarrassment from her lovely face. And then I almost shouted aloud in further amazement, Reclining on the fur carpeting beside her, with the air of one very much at home, was our lost leader, Hunter.


  I recall a fleeting feeling that I was still sleep in my cell and having a fantastic dream. The sudden appearance of light among this eyeless people whom I had become accustomed to think of as having no knowledge of light and no use for it; the presence of a beautiful woman with perfect eyes among these brutal savages, and above all the miraculous reappearance in such strange surroundings of our leader, who, I supposed, had long since perished out in the frozen seas some sleeps away—all gave a dreamlike atmosphere to the scene.


  I was still staring, astounded, when Hunter, who had been gazing interestedly about, caught my eye and smiled greeting. He spoke no word, and taking my cue from that, I, too, remained silent, though I was eager to shout a score of questions.


  Presently the woman on the dais turned to Hunter with every show of deference and addressed him, speaking clearly in our tongue, though with a strange, guttural accent.


  “Look, O great chief,” she said, “and take count of these two-eyed ones before you and see if they be all of your men. If there be one missing, or if so much as one little finger of them be hurt, these hunters of mine shall pay dearly.”


  “I have counted, O queen,” he made reply. “All are here. Before I determine If they have been harmed I must go into the darkness with my councilors and learn further of what has happened.”


  I had glanced about me at the queen’s first words, and was greatly relieved to see the rest of our ship’s company standing about the dais, each with a sinister guard at his side armed with ready spear.


  As he spoke, Hunter had risen to his feet. Simultaneously the queen stood up and stretched out a warning hand.


  “I must crave your pardon for restraining you,” she protested. “You shall be safe and comfortable while you are with us, and I would keep you for some time, for I have much to learn from you. Meanwhile, I cannot have you from my sight, for you have shown that you have strange powers over these simple, eyeless people of mine.”


  Hunter simply smiled indulgently in reply.


  And the next instant I felt perfectly sure that I was dreaming. I could swear that I had not moved or so much as winked an eye. Yet the whole scene had vanished—the great hall, the crowd, the beautiful queen.


  I was back in my cell, but this time it, too, was lighted. Half reclining on the floor beside me was Weaver, looking as amazed as I felt. Standing over us, a torch in his hand, wearing the same indulgent smile he had just turned on the queen, was Hunter.


  “Well, old comrades,” he exclaimed. “Get up and let me look you over. I didn’t think a little while ago that we’d ever see each other again alive. No, you are not dreaming. I can see you both think you are.”


  Still half doubting our senses we: arose and began a duet of eager questions.


  “One at a time!” He laughed. “The simplest way to answer is to begin where we parted last and tell the whole story. I can guess pretty well what happened to you from what the queen has told me. So I’ll give my experience first.


  “When I left you people at the foot of the ship’s ladder my one hope was that the savages hadn’t yet found their way into the cabins. I believed that if I could run the gauntlet of their sharp ears and noses and once get inside, I could lock myself in, repair the vessel’s machinery, and devise some scheme of getting rid of our boarders.


  “Well, I got to the deck just in time. Right opposite the top of our ladder, you know, was the door into the motor cabin. By good luck it had slammed shut after you two dragged me out so unceremoniously, but it was not locked.


  “Just as I reached the top of the ladder, one of the brutes was feeling the handle of. the cabin door. I thought of nothing but the need of keeping him out of the cabin. But even then it didn’t occur to me to use the spear I had brought with me. I’m not used to the idea of killing, you know, even if my name does come from ancestors who made that a business.


  “I simply dropped the spear on the deck and made a dash at the fellow. He heard me, of course, and started to turn about just as I struck him. I caught him by the arms before he could raise his spear and whirled him away from the door.


  “In the meantime a brother savage of his at my left had heard me also, and evidently catching the odor of a stranger, despite the familiar clothing I had on, let drive his spear in my direction. By chance, I had thrown the other’s body in front of me just in time for it to catch the spear-thrust that was intended for me. The thing I clutched gave a choking cry and dropped bleeding in my arms, I shrank away, faint with horror for the moment.


  “But I had not time to indulge in squeamishness. At that instant I caught sight of another savage with spear set and dilated nostrils sniffing the air in my direction, feeling his way along the edge of the cabin. I saw at a glance that he would reach me before I could wrench the door up; the noise I would make doing it would” draw his spear unerringly at me.


  “At that my hereditary instincts came to the rescue, I had just time to snatch up the spear I had dropped, dodge to one side, arid thrust it through the savage’s middle. Then I wrenched up the door, stumbled into the cabin, slammed down and locked the door, and dropped on the floor in a half-faint.


  “There was a tumult of rage outside by now. A spear shattered the cabin window and one savage, fingering the ragged glass, cut his hand badly. He turned away in pain and shouted something that sounded like our word for ‘bitten.’


  “At that, the rest drew away from the cabin and stood doubtfully, muttering among themselves. I think by now they believed they had encountered some, new form of great beast.


  “Meantime I had recovered myself and began hastily revising my plans. I recognized the fact that fear had little part in the make-up of those stolid brutes, and it was only a matter of moments when they would break into the cabin. There was no time to repair our motors while they were at large. I must overcome them first.


  “My first thought was of my laboratory. I had stored, you know, a very complete outfit of chemicals and chemical apparatus on the ship, not knowing what need I might have of them in the new world I expected to discover.


  “Among them was a quantity of the volatile anesthetic discovered by my grandfather. You know of its use in surgery. A little of it sprayed in the open air will render instantly unconscious any living thing within its reach unless equipped with the neutralizing mask that the physician wears while using it. The asphyxiated person remains rigidly in the position he was in when overcome, arid when he comes to, has no knowledge of the fact that he has been unconscious.


  “Well, I had one of the masks and a spray syringe in my cabinet. I loaded the sprayer in a hurry and put on the mask. Then I threw open, the door and let them have a good dose of the stuff.


  “The whole crew froze in their tracks on the instant. I had already planned how to handle them. I dug a coil of rope out of the storeroom, cut it into short lengths, and when the crowd came to, every man of them was tied hand and foot.


  “And then, just as I was debating my next move, I heard a terrific uproar out over the ice. The ship leaped so violently that we were all hurled to the deck. I had just made out the ice mountain bearing down on us when the vessel crashed against the opposite side of the channel, and heeled violently over against the ice field. The battery connections must have been wrenched away, for the lights went out, and so as to what happened after “that I can only guess.


  “Apparently the big mass of ice passed just to one side of us. We were tossed about like a plaything in the hands of a child. The vessel rolled almost completely over, first to one side, then the other. I thought surely her sides were broken in.


  “But when the motion at length subsided we were still above water, though the ship lay over on her side at so steep a pitch that it was impossible to stand on her decks. I and my prisoners were huddled together in a mass against the lower rail. My first task was to restore the lights. What with the tangle of wreckage I found within the cabin, and the absolute darkness in which I must feel my way about, it was a long and difficult task. My labor, also, was accompanied by a most distracting uproar of wails and cries from my tethered prisoners. The amazing fashion in which they had suddenly found themselves bound and helpless, apparently without the aid of human hands, together with the climax of the ice-mountain’s part in the performance, had at last affected even their rudimentary nerves.


  “But at length I had our lights going again. I found that our shattered vessel lay high and dry on the surface of the ice-field, as though a giant hand had picked it up and hurled it there.


  “I was far more concerned, however, over the fate of you people than with our ship’s plight. I determined to use my prisoners in hunting you out, if you were still alive. In listening to their jargon I had discovered, as you doubtless have, that they had some words in common with our speech. Making use of this knowledge, I managed to make them understand that I had comrades out on the Ice near where they had fought the great beast, and that they must lead me to you. They were now thoroughly cowed and ready to do anything I commanded.


  “My next move was to unfasten one of the ship’s lights and attach a small battery cell to it, so that I had a portable illumination. I did this just in time, for the main battery was still defective, and presently the other lights went out again. Then I untied the feet of my followers, still keeping their hands bound, however, and we climbed out to the ice.


  “The strange, unerring instinct with which those sightless creatures found their way about was a source of endless wonder to me. Their sense of smell is so acute that they followed your trail from the ship straight here. We arrived only a little time after the last of you straggled in.


  “Imagine my surprise at finding a considerable city here built of blocks of ice, and a beautiful woman, with eyes, and the ability to make and use light, ruling these eyeless savages with a rod of iron.


  “Intelligent as she is, however, the bound condition of the warriors I led in, the tale they told, and my own appearance and speech, filled her with awe and fear of me. Nevertheless, it was necessary just now to give her a demonstration with my anesthetic to clinch the matter and prove that we are people not to be trifled with.”


  “So we really did see you in a big room with a beautiful woman by your side!” I exclaimed. “I was convinced that I was dreaming. I may be dreaming yet”


  “Not at all!” he assured me. “You really saw what you thought you did. I brought my anesthetic spray with me. When I told her I was going into the darkness, I simply filled the atmosphere with the vapor, and she, with all the rest in the room, became instantly insensible, excepting myself, who was protected by the mask I held over my nose. You were all insensible long enough for me to bring you and Weaver here. When they woke up out there, it seemed to them that we had vanished instantaneously into thin air, for they had no sensation of losing consciousness.


  “It’s a handy little invention in our present plight. I had already rescued you from unpleasant slavery and myself from death, and I propose to use the influence it has given me to make the rest of our stay in the Land of Darkness both safe and comfortable.”


  Once convinced that we had not dreamed these remarkable experiences, we were filled with a not unnatural curiosity as to this strange woman whom Hunter called the queen. How could it be possible that from so degenerate a race, whose eyes had atrophied from lack of use, if indeed it ever possessed those organs, could have sprung this beautiful creature, not only possessed of perfect eyes, but feeling the need of using them and able to devise a way of doing so?


  Moreover, what was the explanation of her comparatively fluent use of our speech among a people whose vocabulary consisted only of a few simple and badly distorted words?


  But we found Hunter as much at loss as we on these points. His brief interview with her, however, had convinced him that she was no freakish offshoot of the race of the blind that came of utterly different origin. He had asked her if there were other people in the Land of Darkness who were able to see, and she had assured him that she had never before seen eyes in a human head. From her earliest infancy she had lived among these blind people, as far as she could remember.


  How artificial light had first come to be used in this Land of Darkness she did not know. Her earliest recollection was of life in a small ice-hut, on the wall of which was a burning torch. Someone who took care of her then had shown her a great store of unburned torches, and taught her to light a new one whenever the old one died down. Otherwise there was no way to create new light. Later she had learned to make the torches from the hair of beasts saturated with oil tried from their flesh.


  This guardian of hers, whether parent or not, must, have died about the time she was taught the use of the torches, for she could recall nothing of him or her after that. She knew, however, that she had been taught to speak before this time.


  We assumed that this person also must have possessed sight to have known the use of light.


  She had evidently inherited a good brain, for she soon saw her advantage over those around her and brought them under her unquestionable rule. She had used much of her energy in compelling her subjects to build larger and larger huts, till now she ruled, over a city of ice buildings, some of them equal in size to small mansions.


  “But I am not so much interested in the origin of this lady, fascinating as she is, as I am in my plans for recovering and repairing the ship and continuing our explorations,” Hunter concluded.


  “How will that be possible?” questioned the practical-minded Weaver. “If our vessel is lodged on solid ice, and no open channel near it, what good will it do to make repairs? We cannot float her again. My advice would be to rescue from the vessel several of the life-rafts, our food supply, and other necessary equipment, and compel these savages to drag them back over the ice the way we came until we are near the Land of Light.


  “Then we may be able to paddle back to the light, and perhaps be picked up by a passing merchant vessel. Later, if you insist, we can secure another ship and make a second attempt.”


  This proposal, I could see, met with no favor from Hunter. It seemed rather to irritate him.


  “There are still some things about the ship that even you do not know, Weaver,” he replied, with some asperity “In the first place, it could hardly be replaced at all. Moreover it has in it an appliance I have never explained to any of you. Like the lights which were a complete surprise to you, this contrivance has never had a practical trial, but. I feel equally sure it will succeed. I will not explain it until I can try it. If it fails, then I’ll consider your advice.


  “None of these miracle-working devices of mine are at all original. I am no inventor. I have simply applied well-known discoveries that have never before been used because the need has never before arisen. That has been the curse of the race. We have suffered little need. So we have not, in ages, developed anything but useless, theoretical knowledge.”


  I saw that Hunter was off on his hobby again, and hastened to interrupt him as tactfully as possible.


  “Wouldn’t it be well to return to the queen before she recovers from her surprise enough to send searchers after us?” I suggested. “We can lay our plans a little later for return to the ship. We mustn’t risk spoiling the effect of your trick.”


  “You are right,” he assented. “At the same time we must push our plans for escape as quickly as possible.”


  “Can’t be too quick about it to suit me,” grumbled Weaver. “If I am forced to eat much more of that cursed geese, I’ll grow fur and begin growling like an animal. As it was, I came near biting my keeper’s hand when he fed me the stuff.”


  “Come down the passage close behind me,” Hunter directed. “I’ll give them another sleeping dose and we’ll return to our places under-cover of it. Hold your breath when I give the signal, and it won’t affect you.”


  So we extinguished the torch, stole on tiptoe down the passage, and peered into the great chamber. We need not have been at such pains to preserve quiet. The crowd was in an uproar. The savages were all jabbering excitedly at once.


  On the dais the queen sat half upright, leaning backward on her hands, and staring in terror and amazement at the spot beside her from which Hunter had so miraculously vanished.


  Then our leader gave the signal on which we had agreed. Weaver and I took deep breaths and held them as Hunter had directed. He clapped his mask over his face, drew from under his tunic his magic sprayer, and pressed the piston.


  The effect was almost instantaneous. The outcries of the savages ceased. Each was caught and held rigid in whatever position he happened to be at the moment.


  In some instances, particularly, the result was most grotesque. I noted especially my own keeper, who stood poised over the spot where I should have been, his suddenly stiffened clawlike fingers clutching at the empty air.


  “Now, quick! Back to our places! Just as we were before!” whispered Hunter.


  Weaver and I slipped into position beside our respective keepers, and Hunter threw himself down on the fur-covered dais beside the dead-eyed, staring queen.


  A moment passed. Then through all the room quavered a sighing as of the wind through the leaves of a garden, and the breath returned to the crowd. Each continued his own clamor where it had been broken off till the surprised shouts of the keepers of Weaver and myself informed them that the lost were found, and they fell into stolid silence. I could not forbear amusement, too, at the bewilderment in the faces of those of our ship’s company to whom the trick had not been explained.


  The emotions of the queen betrayed a more highly sensitized nervous organism. The instant the light of consciousness returned to her face, she leaped to her feet. A moment she stared incredulously at Hunter, then, with a piercing scream that caused every eager lance of her motley followers to leap to attention, she swayed forward in a faint. She would have fallen from the dais had not Hunter sprung up and caught her in his arms.


  Gently he laid her on her rug; then stood awkwardly over her, for once at a loss what to do. But presently she stirred and moaned a little; then suddenly sat up and, again stared at Hunter, shrinking away from him in terror.


  Our leader by now had recovered some degree of his accustomed ease. He was altogether unused to dealing with hysterical women, however, and for the moment I had feared that in his discomfiture he might lose some of the advantage he had gained over this savage queen who had such power over our destiny.


  “Have no fear, O queen,” he said, with a return to the ceremonial manner he had affected in addressing her. “We are your friends, and mean no harm to you or your people. We of the two eyes, as you have seen, possess powers as much greater than yours as yours are greater than those of these eyeless people whom you rule. It will be of no avail, then, to try to restrain us against our will.


  “We ask first that you release these men of mine and send your men away while we confer with you. That you may feel safer, we grant that you keep, as many of your spearmen standing guard at the passage-ways as there are men of us in our party. It will be of no use for them to attack us. If they try it, they will suddenly find themselves bound again as they did when they assailed me on my ship.”


  For a little time the queen stood irresolute, looking thoughtfully first at Hunter then at us, and then at the sightless faces of her guests. When at last she spoke it was in the guttural jargon of the blind tribe. For an instant I half feared that Hunter had overestimated the impression he had made upon her, and that in ignorant bravado she was about to order an attack upon us.


  But instead, to the relief both of our sight and nostrils, the filthy brutes wheeled about and departed. A moment later the members of our ship’s company, who had been separated under such harrowing circumstances, now freed from restraint, were exchanging intimate greetings.


  A little later I noted that the queen had recovered from her fright, and that Hunter at last seemed perfectly at ease in her presence. They were conversing intimately together, and on the face of each was evident the keenest interest in the other.


  It had already occurred to me that we were not getting very far with our proposed conference over the rescue of our ship.


  It was Weaver, the blunt, who broke up this little tête–à–tête.


  This direct old mariner, after briefly greeting his shipmates, had been pacing about uneasily, casting furtive glances of displeasure now and then at the pair on the dais.


  At length he stepped resolutely over and addressed our leader.


  “Hunter, I beg leave to interrupt,” he began.


  At his first word the queen glanced up, startled, a far-away look came into her eyes, the look of one striving to recall something out of the distant past.


  “Hunter, you said,” she half whispered. “Hunter? Hunter? Hunter? What does that mean? I’ve heard it before, long ago.”


  “Hunter is my name,” he explained wonderingly. “In the land I came from my people long ago hunted wild beasts, as your people do now. So the name of Hunter was given to us.”


  A look of slow recollection and memory grew in the girl’s beautiful face.


  “Oh, now I remember, remember just a little, as in a room where the torch has burned low and you can see only shadows. I have seen eyes before. There was a woman who took care of me and taught me this speech that is like yours. And there was a man who taught me to use the torches, and they both had eyes. And the woman called the man Hunter, and they both called me their little Hunter.”


  We had all gathered about the dais by now, and every man of us heard these last words. I think, however, that I was the first to grasp their, import. My trade of chronicler kept me familiar with the events of our world. It had also trained my mind to the ready tracing of relationship between past and present happenings and to the drawing of quick inferences.


  The last words of the queen completed a mosaic of facts and inferences that my mind had been constructing, both consciously and subconsciously around the mysterious character. On a sudden I saw the meaning of its weird pattern.


  “Hunter!” I cried. “Don’t you see it? This lady is your kinswoman, daughter of your cousin who sailed away when you were a babe, and never returned.”


  The reader will recall that early in this tale I made brief mention of this lost cousin of Hunter’s who had returned from a voyage with a weird tale of adventure in the margin of the Land of Darkness. I remembered that there had been several women in the party making that remarkable voyage.


  One of these women, a member of his clan, of course, that former Hunter had married shortly after their return. She had sailed with him on his second, ill-fated voyage from which none of their party had ever come back, and till this moment their fate had been an absolute mystery.


  It was now suddenly made clear to me by the queen’s recollections, that their ship had entered that Land of Darkness again and there been wrecked. The wedded couple had evidently escaped with their lives, only to spend them among the blind savages, among whom this their daughter was born.


  My impulsive statement seemed to mean little to the queen. She stared at me resentfully as though I were simply an annoying person who had interrupted her reverie. Plainly she was absorbed in trying to recall more of that dim, early memory of hers.


  Hunter was for the moment dazed. Then the truth of what I. had said forced itself home. Even in the uncertain torchlight I could see that he had turned very pale.


  A moment he glared at me almost angrily. Then he fastened his gaze on the face of his new found cousin and held it there till I thought he would never have done with the drinking in of her loveliness. It was as though he had noted for the first time that loveliness in the light of this suddenly revealed relationship.


  Till this moment she had been to him a being apart, a strange, exotic, hardly human creature, to be feared and guarded against. No bridge of human feeling could cross between two so alien. Now she stood suddenly revealed as blood of his blood, one, like himself, lost from the Land of Light in this realm of darkness. Swift pity replaced fear and aversion.


  I saw this emotion appear in his face and grow until I fancied I read there something more than pity. I suddenly remembered the Lady of the South, the only other woman I had ever seen who compared in beauty with this queen.


  I remembered the strange doctrine of love before marriage which that lady had advanced, and the rare expression of tender regard in her face when she had mentioned Hunter. That same look, to my horror, I saw now copied on the face of our leader as he gazed on his new-found kinswoman.


  I say I viewed it with horror, for even as I admired the fair face of this woman I did not trust her. I shuddered at the thought of what might befall us all if our leader fell under the spell of this fascinating creature.


  Further, I had an uneasy suspicion that Hunter, who from our earliest boyhood together had been my ideal hero, was revealing a new side of his nature, a weak side he had kept sternly hidden from his best friends; in short, a weakness for the lure of women—a manifestation most unusual among the men of Venus.


  But even as this suspicion took form within me, I had to admit in all charity a certain measure of excuse for my hero. Probably no man in Venus had ever so been assailed by such unusual allurements in two separate embodiments, very different superficially, yet fundamentally alike in their strange power to attract.


  Had not I myself been forced to admit the fascination of the beautiful Lady of the South? And, now, much as I distrusted the charming barbarian before me, I realized that my pulse quickened a little in her presence.


  Hunter had the reputation among his friends of being particularly indifferent to womankind. Indeed, it was an open secret that his father, the Chief Patriarch, was not a little disturbed that his eldest son had gone so long without choosing a mate.


  At the time of our sailing on this voyage he had all but convinced me that this indifference had developed to the point where he had become a confirmed woman-hater.


  When he had sent for me, on my return from my journey to the south, to enlist me in his undertaking, he had shown more interest in my recent interview with the Lady of the South than in the plans for his voyage. It was due to this that I learned so little of the details of his plans in the brief time he could give me.


  I remember being a bit disturbed at the expression on his face as I had spoken of the lady. It had reminded me strongly of the emotion the lady herself had betrayed when I had spoken of him to her. Though he had hastened to express disgust at her declaration of love for him, a member of another clan, and to assure me he had no sympathy with any proposal to depart thus from the sacred customs of the land, I got the impression that the lady had in reality strongly appealed to him, and that he was going on his voyage as much to escape her overtures as for his avowed purpose of seeking new lands.


  He had hastened, a little vehemently, I thought, to declare that women had no place in his life; that they were a disturbing element, and that he had accordingly refused to take any of them with him on this voyage.


  At the same time, I felt convinced that the tale of this strange romance was not finished. Should Hunter ever return alive from his mad voyage, it would be, I feared, only to ruin his future career by an irregular entanglement with the daughter of the Patriarch of the South, a thing that might have a far-reaching effect on the future of our people.


  But now I viewed the episode of the Lady of the South as but one horn of a serious dilemma. Here in the wilds of the Land of Darkness was another allurement equally disastrous. In this case, the charmer was a kinswoman, and thus he was not safeguarded from the union with her by the custom of Venus.


  Would be become so obsessed as to remain with her here, forgetful of his home and his race and his high purpose? Or would he attempt to bring back this autocratic barbarian to the Land of Light as his wife? To my mind, either move meant his ruin.


  So you may well imagine that with all these possibilities in mind I watched with great uneasiness the drama before me.


  Some of my perturbation, at least, was apparently shared by Weaver. He had not finished the sentence that had brought out this astonishing revelation. He seemed to have forgotten it. With a deep scowl on his face, he, stood in silence studying the faces of the pair on the dais.


  The rest of our company stood about, frankly incredulous. By the way most of them eyed me I could see they suspected I had taken leave of my senses.


  The queen broke the spell. With a reluctant sigh, she brought her absent gaze back to Hunter.


  “I can remember no more of my past history,” she said.


  Then, as though for the first time recalling that I had spoken, she darted a puzzled glance at me.


  “But what does this man mean?” she asked. “Whose daughter am I? What does he mean by a kinswoman?”


  Despite her general memory of the tongue taught her as a child, these words designating family relationships had little meaning for her. The facts for which they stood had no place in her tragically lonely life.


  “Little cousin,” Hunter began in significant contrast to the formal address he had employed toward her before, “a long time ago in the Land of Light from which I came a man of my name had many children. One of these became my father’s father. Another had a son who sailed the sea in ships. Once he sailed away, and a woman, his mate, sailed with him. Their ship was lost, and no one of its company were ever again heard from.


  “But now you tell of two people who called themselves Hunter, as I call myself. No other Hunters were ever lost from the Land of Light. So those cousins of mine who were lost must have been those whom you remember. They must have been your father and mother, for they called you Hunter, too. And that is why you have two eyes like us and why you speak like us.”


  For a long time the queen considered this in silence.


  “I understand,” she said simply at last.


  But she seemed neither glad nor sorry. She sat again, lost in thought. We all watched her compassionately. The rest of our company now seemed convinced that, after all, I had spoken with reason.


  “From the Land of Light you came?” the queen questioned suddenly, turning again to Hunter.


  “Yes,” he assented, “from far away, where the light shines forever and there are no torches needed, and everyone has eyes.”


  “Once I saw it long ago. I remember now,” she remarked casually.


  “What!” Hunter exclaimed, starting up. “You saw it! But I thought you said you had always lived in the Land of Darkness!”


  “I always have,” she returned in surprise. “But I saw the light, once, a long way off. I was a little girl then, and I stood just outside here. A great wind blew, and I stood up and saw the light way up over my head like a little torch far off.”


  “ ’Tis foolishness; a child’s fable!” grunted Weaver in my ear.


  But it was evident that Hunter took it seriously. He was all interest, and at once fell to asking her a score of eager questions, to all of which she could give but little answer.


  “By the Great Over Spirit!” swore Weaver disgustedly under his breath. “He believes it! He will be asking us next to try flying with him in search of lights in the upper air.


  “And if he does,” he added after a moment with a rueful grin, “I’ll be fool enough to try it, though the Over Spirit knows I’m no great success as a bird.”


  


CHAPTER IV


  A NEW DAWN


  I had hoped, now we had been received into the good graces of the queen and were no longer held in the status of slaves, that we would be served with food more palatable to our vegetarian tastes. But in this we were disappointed. At the queen’s orders we were presently served again with the same greasy provender that Weaver had so pointedly railed against.


  With the prospect of shortly returning to our ship, however, we consoled ourselves with the thought that this would be our last meal of this sort. Evidently there was no better food to be had, for the queen did us the honor to dine with us, and I must say amazed me with the daintiness with which she handled such undainty food despite the fact that she had no eating utensils save her slim, brown fingers.


  Having eaten, the queen retired to her private chamber, first ordering some of her men to bring in a pile of soft rugs, and telling us we could have the use of the big room for our sleep.


  Hunter established watches as on shipboard, roughly measuring the time by the state of the burning torches. Despite the queen’s assurances and show of friendliness, we by no means trusted her retainers. She had assured us we would be left alone, but no sooner had our company become quiet than we could hear faint movements about the passageways leading into the main room, and occasional low, guttural mutterings. It was plain that we were under guard, and we were spurred to the utmost vigilance.


  The first watch set and the rest of the company sleeping, Hunter sought out Weaver and myself and took us to one side for a consultation.


  “As soon as we have slept,” he announced, “the queen will take a company of her men and pilot us back to our vessel, and we will soon be on our way.”


  “You still think you can rescue the vessel!” Weaver asked.


  “I hope so, but if not, your proposal to drag our rafts and supplies back will be adopted.”


  He hesitated for a moment as if uncertain whether to confide his next thought.


  “I have something else in mind which you may not approve, but which I feel is my plain duty,” he declared finally.


  My heart sank. I knew in advance what his proposal was to be. His next words confirmed my intuition.


  “The queen of this race of savages is my kinswoman, a woman entitled to high standing in the Hunter clan. It is not right that she be left in this horrible place. I propose, if possible, to take her back with us to the Land of Light, the home of her ancestors.”


  He paused and searched our faces with an air of determination, as if he surmised our disapproval but meant, nevertheless, to stick by his purpose.


  “I feel it my duty to my family,” he insisted, as though we had already protested.


  “Has the lady given her consent?” I asked for want of anything better to say.


  “Not yet. I have not yet put the question to her pointblank. But I have been preparing her by picturing the delights of the Land of Light, and I think her curiosity will win her.”


  This from the man who, a little time ago, had railed against the dullness of the Land of Never Change and fled from it to seek change even at the peril of his life. I reflected bitterly on the decaying effect on a man’s character that followed the lure of a pretty girl, but held my peace.


  “But what if the lady objects?” insinuated Weaver.


  He pondered this a moment.


  “In that case,” he replied at last, “much as I disapprove of such measures, I think I shall use force.”


  And this from the son of our Chief Patriarch, whose solemn warning against the dangerous doctrine of force had rung in our ears as we sailed! Character decay, indeed!


  “I feel that you are not asking our advice,” Weaver blurted out, “but I for one can see no good from trusting this savage woman aboard our ship.”


  Hunter chose to ignore his shipmaster’s rudeness, but pushed his argument from another point.


  “I feel, too, that we owe her much for the help she Is giving us in restoring us to our ship, and that she can be of much further service with her knowledge of the Dark Land in case other delays keep us long in these unfamiliar regions.


  “However, thanks to her memory of the light she saw in her childhood, I feel sure now that my theory of other regions of light beyond the Belt of Darkness was correct, and that we have not far to go to reach it.


  “It probably seems so to her childish memory. My belief is, you will remember from my explanations, that only the upper portion of the great sea of air has the property of light. Our land, being a high, rounded hill, projects up into that light. There is, I believe, near us another high hill which extends even higher into the light.”


  “I hope you are right,” sighed Weaver doubtfully. “Only let us get out of here, and I’ll consent to carrying a whole shipload of savages. I promise you, though I shall hold my nose for the most of the voyage”


  Hunter laughed good-naturedly and bade us seek some sleep while there was yet time.


  When I awoke the entire company was stirring. Indeed, I think Hunter had not slept at all. Despite his enthrallment he realized that in case any of the blind savages should undertake murder on their own account our only defense would lie in the little anesthetic sprayer which he kept in his tunic.


  Presently the queen appeared in one of the passageways and announced that she and her company were ready for the start.


  I shall never forget the hardships of that short trip back to the spot where we had last seen our vessel. True, our Journey from it to the ice city had partaken nothing of luxury. We had been assailed by the bitter cold, by the harsh physical strain of dragging our captors’ burdens and the string of our drivers’ whips, and the mental anguish of dread of approaching death in horrible form.


  But the air, though stinging cold, had been quiet and clear save for an occasional puff of breeze or flurry of fine snow crystals. Moreover, our rigorous physical task, though painful, had served to keep a little warmth in our bodies.


  Now as we crawled out of the low passage behind Hunter, carrying his powerful light, we were suddenly blinded by a smother of heavy snow crystals whipped by a gale that snatched the breath from our nostrils and smote our bodies with its icy blast as though we had gone forth stark naked.


  Our escort seemed little discommoded by these astonishing weather conditions, which apparently were nothing unusual to them. Those blind creatures, muffled with extra furs until they looked like little more than shapeless bundles, stood about a row of flat frames, made or animals’ bones fastened together with thongs of hide. I have since learned to call them sleds. They were dragged over the ground by a team of the savages attached to each by thongs. I surmised that it was one of these contrivances I had myself recently helped to drag across country.


  The queen bade us to dispose ourselves on these sleds. This time we were to be drawn, an exchange of status with our former captors which at first pleased me greatly, but which I later regretted when I felt my inactive limbs slowly congealing from the cold.


  Hunter, Weaver, and myself occupied, the front sled with the queen. We three men were glad to bury ourselves, heads and all, under the pile of furs that were provided for us. But our hostess sat up in front, undaunted by the fury of the storm, and with merciless skill wielded a long whip-lash over the unfortunates who drew us.


  How long we rode thus I have no means of knowing. How our blind guides made out the way will, to this day, remain a mystery. I can only surmise that these eyeless creatures had developed some sense of direction unknown to us, who depend on the power of sight.


  I passed gradually from intense suffering with the cold to a sense of numb drowsiness. I would undoubtedly have passed from this to the unconsciousness which I am told precedes death from freezing, had not the queen roused us from our lethargy and bade us get out and stir our congealing blood.


  I realized then that the wind had died down and the snow was ceasing. We were back now at the margin of the level Ice that lay over the sea. It could not be far from here to the point where our wrecked ship lay.


  After a little we clambered back to our sleds and started over the ice-field, all eyes strained ahead as far as Hunter’s light carried, to make out, if possible, any trace of our vessel.


  Hunter and the queen were now engaged in low-pitched conversation. From words that I caught now and then I inferred he was trying to induce her to go with us on the remainder of our voyage.


  Suddenly I heard her exclaim in tones that carried every word to Weaver and myself with ominous clearness.


  “I will go with you, my cousin, if you will have no mysteries hidden from me. Tell me the magic secret by which you disappear from my sight and return again without my seeing you come and go, and by which you bound up my brave warriors without their knowing it. I fear such powers when I cannot understand them. Teach them to me, and I will go where you say.


  We could not hear Hunter’s reply, and we were filled with deep misgivings lest he trust this wild woman with the secret which alone assured our safety.


  My attention was diverted presently, however, by signs that we neared our goal. A wide strip of open water appeared beside our course. Along this we skirted for some distance.


  Suddenly there loomed up dead ahead an almost perpendicular wall that glistened dazzlingly under the rays of our light.


  It was one of the great floating ice-mountains lodged directly across our course.


  Our sled halted, and we stared stupidly at this barricade.


  After a moment there came a full-mouthed oath from Weaver.


  “Look! Look!” he cried.


  He was pointing at the top of the ice-mountain high over our heads.


  We looked and gasped in amazement and dismay. Some hundred paces up in the air, frozen fast in the summit of the great cliff far out of our reach, hung our devoted vessel. The wreck had evidently been caught in the edge of the mountain which had later turned half over, thrusting the ship high in air.


  Then we were aroused from our stupid contemplation of this appalling disaster by a mocking laugh.


  The queen had leaped from her sled and was executing a weird dance of exultation on the edge of the open water.


  In her hand we saw to our horror the little spraying apparatus and receptacle for the powerful anesthetic on which depended our hold over the savages.


  “Now, cousin,” she chanted tauntingly, “I have your secret, and you and your twoeyed followers are in my power. There is your ship. Take it away with you, if you can. You will not take it. You will stay with me in the Land of Darkness and do my bidding!”


  With that she flung the apparatus far into the flood.


  The momentary silence following this disheartening denouement was broken by a hoarse cry from Weaver. Beside himself with rage he dashed at the queen with fist upraised.


  She laughed in his very face, and with a guttural word or two she dodged behind a group of her followers who, with outstretched arms, closed in on our infuriated shipmaster and quickly overpowered him.


  “Close around Hunter!” I yelled. “We’ll die fighting.”


  I dashed forward, and our comrades responded to my cry. There was a sharp command from the queen. In a twinkling a circle of menacing lances formed around us.


  All this time Hunter had stood as he was when the queen had executed her coup, the light still held above his head, his face turned toward his treacherous cousin in a look of hurt incredulity.


  But now his expression suddenly changed to one of wary sternness. An instant he glared at the queen in cold disdain; then turned his back squarely upon her and held up a restraining hand toward us.


  “Stop! No violence!” he commanded sharply. “We have no wish to disobey our queen. We will gladly stay with her if she wishes.”


  But the look he gave us belied his words. Not one of us but realized that his infatuation had vanished and that he was again his old resourceful self. Had the queen been reared among a people with faces capable of expression she would have been put on her guard by his change of countenance. But there was in her manner only an increase of triumphant vanity.


  We who knew Hunter, however, felt a sudden return of assurance. Between the words of his apparently submissive speech we read an admonition to make no outbreak for the present, but wait patiently till he could find means of circumventing our foes.


  “Little cousin,” he said—turning to her again, his eyes no longer revealing his feelings—“you were hasty with us. The thing you threw away was of no further use. It had lost its power. Our ship, too, is helpless. The moment I saw it fastened there I knew it was meant that we should remain together. That ship, though it can never again ride the water, will make you a palace such as you never dreamed of. I have told you a little of its comfort, its warmth, its great lights, the delicious food with which it is stored. We will be very happy in it, little cousin, if we can find a way to climb to it.”


  I could see at once that the queen was fascinated by the idea, and that she was of half a mind to trust Hunter.


  “We will visit the ship,” she ruled. “My men will cut steps up the ice with their spears. But, though you speak fair words, my cousin, I do not trust the two-eyed ones with you. I will first have their hands bound that they can do us no harm. You I will not bind, but I will take the light and with one of my spear men will stay with you to see that you try no further mischief.”


  So once more our hands were tied and we submitted with some misgivings despite our belief that sooner or later Hunter’s superior mind would get the best of this barbarian cousin. The mere prospect of getting aboard our familiar ship again and once more eating real food greatly heartened us. I am sure that the latter Item was uppermost in the mind of Weaver, whose outbreak had won him a severe mauling and the honor of a double guard. His bruised face now wore an expression almost cheerful.


  Several of the blind men were set to work chipping at the cliff, and they were evidently practised in scaling such obstacles, for they made rapid progress up the glittering slope. After no great space of time a pathway of rude steps was completed up to the foot of the very ship’s ladder which still dangled from her rail.


  Then, at a word from the queen, we began the ascent, she leading with Hunter.


  A little later our mixed company were all assembled in the big main cabin, which we packed to the door.


  Our good ship, to be sure, was like some mutilated dead thing, cold and damp from disuse and long inactivity of its heating apparatus, wreckage scattered from stem to stern, and withal perched high out of its natural element in the clutches of this ice giant.


  Yet to our fair captor it was all a bewitching novelty. Girlish curiosity utterly unseating her erstwhile craft and caution, she flitted from one thing to another, asking a thousand eager questions. Hunter, on his part, appeared to have no idea in his head save to act the kindly and obliging host.


  “Now, if the queen will permit and will accompany me while I do so,” he suggested at last, “I will repair our machine for making heat and light and give her the comfort I promised. Then we shall have some food.”


  She consented readily, but with some return of her caution, for she ordered two of her guards to accompany her.


  Hunter led the way from the main cabin, not to the motor cabin, where he would have gone had his purpose been what he stated, but to his own cabin, where he kept his cabinets of chemicals.


  Not many moments later he returned alone, a triumphant smile on his face and a warning gesture for silence. In his hands were a coil of rope, a heavy knife, and another anesthetic sprayer.


  Our guards stirred uneasily at hearing Hunter’s footsteps alone, and our leader acted hastily. Pinching his own nose and motioning us to do likewise, he released a charge of the anesthetic. The savages stiffened into insensibility at once.


  Hunter threw open the cabin windows so that the vapor might be cleared away and give us a chance to breathe again, and then released us from our bonds.


  “Quick,” he directed. “Each of you take a piece of this rope and tie these fellows up.”


  As he spoke he began cutting the rope into lengths, and in less time than I have used in the telling the tables were again turned on our blind friends “Absurdly simple, wasn’t it?” he exclaimed when we were through. “Simply led my pretty cousin and her brute guards up to my chemical cabinet and unstopped a jar of anesthetic. They are tied up down there now.”


  At that moment an angry wail from Hunter’s cabin told us that the humiliated queen had recovered consciousness.


  “Now,” Hunter decided, “we’ll keep my cousin with us, and the two guards she has with her in my cabin. As for the rest of these brutes, we’ll take their spears away from them and let them slide back down the ice-mountain. We’ll loosen the rope on the last one a little so that in time he can untie the rest. By that time they won’t be able to bother us any.”


  I assure you that we carried out these instructions with great gusto. I confess, though, that I felt some humane qualms as I saw these helpless creatures slide sprawling down from so great a height. But the promptness with which each bounced to his feet and continued his horrible clamor convinced me that these creatures were of too tough a fiber to be greatly injured by such an experience.


  I have invariably said “he” and “his” in referring to these beings, for convenience merely. All the while I was among them I was never able to distinguish between their sexes. As a matter of fact, we later learned that the two we held captive permanently were of opposite sexes.


  As soon as we had eaten and rested a little we set to work under Hunter’s directions to restore order on the vessel and repair the damaged parts. It was a long and difficult task. The ship had been injured more than appeared at first sight. As for the vital machinery, only Hunter was thoroughly familiar with its intricacies, and it was necessary for him to supervise his mechanics in every detail of their work.


  Meanwhile the queen alternately raged and sulked in the cabin to which she had been assigned as a prisoner. Her two blind attendants, once convinced that resistance was useless, accepted the situation with characteristic resignation.


  Not so with their brethren whom we had so unceremoniously thrust down into outer darkness. They kept up a continuous uproar of snarling rage, thrashing about in aimless circles, tugging at their bonds, and now and then a more enterprising spirit seeking to scale the ice cliff without the use of his hands, only to slip back helplessly to the ice field.


  But of what these impotent savages might do to us we had now little fear. They had not yet found means to unloose their manacles. They had no weapons. Even should they succeed in mounting to the ship, we had, as it seemed then, an overwhelming advantage, our company now armed with their lances and stationed in mass at the top of this difficult ascent, up which, at the most, only two or three could reach us at once.


  So we stationed a watch at the ladder-head with instructions to sound the alarm if the foe made any headway toward us, and went on with our work without further apprehension in that direction.


  What did harass my mind, however, and I dare say that of each of my fellows, save possibly Hunter, was as to what booted all this effort to put the vessel in shape when some hundred paces of perpendicular ice lay between her and the level of the sea, and even that so nearly frozen over that escape through open water was highly problematical. Did he intend to tumble the ship from its perch? If so, the wreck would again be more complete than ever.


  But we were spurred on against our Judgments by the calm, confident manner of our leader, and presently the craft began to assume an appearance of order. After some three sleeps Hunter had the heating and lighting apparatus at work again, and it remained only for him to complete the restoration of the driving machinery.


  It was at this point in the work that I was resting for a moment, standing near the ladder head and watching with sardonic amusement the gyrations of our baffled foe below us.


  I noted idly that one of the savages stood quietly apart from the rest, apparently giving all his attention to working at his bonds. Suddenly he gave a mighty wrench with both arms, and his hands flew free. He must have been the man whose hands we had tied loosely.


  Once loose, this man worked with incredible speed and purpose. He fairly flew from one of his companions to another, unfastening their bonds, and in a few moments they were all free.


  In the meantime I had called to several of my shipmates who happened to be at ease for the moment, and together we watched this performance with purely idle curiosity, little dreaming there was any menace in it.


  But now we realized a certain definiteness in the movements of the mob. Under the harsh direction of one of their number they were forming in a compact column three wide at the foot of the Ice stairway. Before we realized the wisdom of sounding a warning, there was another command, and with a rush this solid mass of infuriated savages swarmed up the cliff with irresistible fury.


  Then we cried out in chorus and our men sprang to the spears. But it was immediately evident that our untrained spearwork would make little headway stopping that rush of hardened fighters whom we had already seen held death in little concern.


  They were half way to us when Hunter stepped from the motor cabin and looked over the rail. He calmly watched the onrush for a moment, then turned away and entered the motor-cabin again.


  The top of the oncoming line was within a pace of the ladder when the ship’s motors suddenly began to whir at full speed. The next instant one of the savages seized the lowest rung of the ladder.


  At that we watchers from the deck gasped in amazement. The ladder had been snatched from the fellow’s hands, and he fell tumbling back over the heads of those behind.


  The deck trembled and lurched under us. We felt a sinking sensation in our stomachs. There was a wide and growing gap between the savage column at the ice-mountain’s top and the bottom of the ship.


  Our great vessel, like a giant bird, was rising straight into the air!


  My first thought, as I clung to the pitching rail for support, was that some new cataclysm of nature, some tremendous eruptive force in the great ice-mountain had hurled our ship skyward from its summit. Momentarily I expected the upward flight to cease and the ship to fall, pitching back to certain destruction.


  But, on the contrary, the steady rise continued. The air seemed to be rushing down past us with the speed of a great wind. The pitching quickly subsided, and the vessel rode on an even keel. While we still stared over the rail, too alarmed to speak, the icy surface of Venus passed beyond the reach of our lights. We were swimming, now, above a sea of swirling vapor.


  Weaver was the first to recover from his astonishment and grasp the real meaning of what had happened.


  “By the Great Over Spirit!” he cried. “This is what Hunter promised us! He has turned our vessel into a flying ship! But how, in the name of the Spirit of Light, has he done it?”


  In an excited group we gathered around the motor cabin, through the window of which we could see our chief at work over his controls. After a few moments he seemed satisfied that his apparatus was running satisfactorily and looked up. For the first time he became aware of our astonished faces. He raised the door and came out on deck.


  “It worked,” he said simply. “Just another case of applying a knowledge we already possessed. I’ll explain it all to you later. Just now we have something more important to look out for.”


  He turned his gaze intently upward, and wondering, we followed.


  “I think perhaps we could see it better if we put out our own lights,” Hunter muttered presently.


  We stared at him in deeper amazement, as with this contradictory statement he turned back to the cabin. The next instant we were in total darkness, and Hunter came groping his way out among us.


  We stood mutely wondering what vagary possessed our leader.


  Then the silence was broken by his excited shout:


  “Look up! Straight up! The Light! The queen spoke true!”


  For a moment nothing struck my vision but the blackness. Then my eye focused on a little glimmering point directly overhead. A chorus of exclamations told me the others had discovered it at the same moment.


  As we watched, the quivering spark grew brighter and more clear cut till it shone with a steady glow as of some great illumination at a vast distance.


  Then I saw a little way from it another spark, then another and another, until suddenly the shifting curtain of mist over our heads seemed to sweep away, and we burst out under a great black dome, studded from base to zenith with millions upon millions of these points of light. But none shone as did that steady ray we had sighted first.


  For a long time, it seemed, we stood there gazing aloft in speechless awe. Once only the voice of Hunter broke the silence.


  “Countless worlds of light besides ours!” he exclaimed. “But it is not as I thought. They are separated from us by vast, empty space.”


  Again Hunter displayed his uncanny intuition, how accurate I was not to realize until later. To me, at the moment, there appeared only a myriad of tiny points of light whose meaning was beyond question.


  But now I began swaying with giddiness. I looked down, thinking too much gazing aloft had caused it. In the faint light from above I could dimly see the forms of my companions. They, too, were affected. Several staggered and clutched the wall of the cabin for support.


  My sensations passed quickly from mere dizziness to acute distress. I was panting as if from grueling exercise. I seemed unable to draw enough air into my lungs. My heart hammered my ribs like a broken motor. I thought my ears would burst from the pressure that seemed to pervade my whole body. Blood was spurting from my nose.


  I sank to the deck, unequal longer to the mere effort of standing upright. I was conscious that one of my companions had fallen near me and lay moaning feebly.


  Then I heard the voice of Hunter calling my name as from a great distance. Raising my head, I dimly saw him staggering toward the motor cabin door, supporting himself by the cabin wall.


  “Scribner!” he called again. “Go down and look after the queen while I turn the ship back. There is something wrong with the air up here. We can’t go on.”


  Though it took all my remaining strength, I managed to crawl across the deck on hands and knees and into the motor cabin, where Hunter had again switched on the lights, and had thrown the power off the ship’s motor.


  After several efforts I opened the door at the rear of the motor cabin that led back into the main cabin and the passage to the staterooms, in one of which the queen was confined.


  As I threw up this door I was startled by a strong puff of air as though there had been a silent explosion within. I hesitated for an instant, but, coming to no harm, stumbled through the door, which fell shut behind me.


  To my surprise breath at once came more freely. The pressure in my ears was relieved, and, though I was still weak and ill, I felt better immediately.


  The queen was sulking on a rug in the corner of her stateroom, apparently in no way affected by the strange malady that had overcome the rest of us. She made no answer to my inquiry as to her condition, but when I hesitated before her for a moment to make sure that all was well with her, she leaped up and at me with the snarl of a savage young animal. I dodged back and slammed down the door just in time to escape the clutches of her small but efficient hands. My physical condition would have made me an easy victim of her rage.


  Back in the motor cabin I found conditions improving, though breathing was still a little difficult. Hunter was too busy manipulating his machinery to give me more than a nod of relief, when I reported that his unruly prisoner was safe.


  Worried as to the condition of our companions, whom we had left on the open deck, I ventured forth hesitatingly, but found at once that I now suffered little discomfort there. The rest, like myself, were, however, still evidently from their experience and greatly puzzled as to its cause. We ventured a variety of conjectures, but the consensus of opinion was that the air above the great layer of cloudy vapor, beyond which no man had ever before penetrated, was unfit for breathing, either due to lack of the accustomed vapor or to the presence in the upper region of some poisonous gas.


  Meanwhile the ship had been rushing back toward the surface of Venus with the same speed with which it had risen. The air that had beaten down upon us with hurricane velocity now rushed up around us with equal speed.


  I stepped to the rail, where I found Weaver gazing fixedly over the side. A moment later we both shouted in alarm as the frozen ice field suddenly came within range of our lights immediately below.


  Destruction seemed to stare us in the face. But again we reckoned without Hunter’s watchfulness, for as we turned with common instinct to warn him, the motor began to whir again. Our decent was checked so abruptly that we were nearly thrown from our feet.


  Then we heard a rattle of tackle overhead, and, looking up, saw the great wings, that we had hitherto regarded as fantastic ornaments, unfold and spread out and begin to beat the air like those of a great bird. At once the ship began to glide forward at great speed parallel to the surface of the ice field, and presently, circling around two or three times, came to rest on the surface so gently that we felt hardly the slightest shock.


  But when we sought our leader to congratulate him on the success of this first trial of his flying apparatus and to ask him eager questions as to its workings, we found him at the moment interested only in a series of jars that stood on the floor at one side of the cabin.


  “I’ll explain the flying machinery later,” he said. “I’ll instruct you, Weaver, and your two sailing mates in its handling before we start again. Just now I must find out what was the matter with the air up there. I have a fear that we may not be able to sail to those worlds above, after all. I brought these air-containers with me to test the quality of the air in the zone of darkness, thinking I might learn the cause of its absence of light.


  “Just now, when I discovered while we were rising that the air was changing in quality, I began sealing up samples of it in these jars at different heights. I must know their secret at once.”


  As he spoke he gathered up the jars and disappeared in his laboratory. Having no invitation to follow him, we remained behind and fell to studying the mysterious mechanism that we had hitherto taken for granted as merely an improved but otherwise ordinary ship’s motor. Whether Hunter had taken his mechanics into the secret to any extent, I do not know, but Weaver and I, not being of mechanical minds and having no responsibility in the direction, had not bothered our heads about it.


  Accordingly we made little headway with our study now. We were about to call in one of the mechanics to test his knowledge when Hunter returned from his laboratory, his face clouded with disappointment.


  “We will have to give up trying to reach the worlds above at present,” he announced. “There is a space between us and them where there is no air to breathe.”


  “What!” I exclaimed, unable to grasp so preposterous a thought as a place where air was not. “How can that be?”


  “I don’t know,” he replied. “I can only tell you that it is so. We came very near rising into that absolutely empty region. The last jar I sealed up had almost no air in it. That is why we had such difficulty in breathing. And the pressure of the air in our bodies, not balanced by pressure without, nearly burst out our ears. That, too, explains why the queen suffered no harm. The air had not yet escaped from the closed body of the ship,”


  “Must we, then, abandon the expedition?” asked Weaver in a tone unmistakably hopeful.


  “By no means,” Hunter snapped. “I still believe we can cross the region of darkness and find light lands beyond that are connected with this by at least breathable air. Now that our flying apparatus works we can try it, anyhow.”


  “In that case,” replied our admirable sailing master with a shrug, “the sooner I learn to fly the better.”


  You may be sure that Hunter’s explanation of the flying properties of his craft, though intended primarily for Weaver, his two sailing-mates, and the mechanics who had direct charge of the motors, was a matter of keen interest to us all. We crowded in and around the motor cabin and listened in awe to his account of this most marvelous invention in the annals of Venus. It was a contrivance that to our minds marked our leader as a veritable wizard of science, though he continued to maintain that he had merely exercised a little ingenuity in adapting discoveries made by men dead before his time.


  I know I, for one, had been not a little piqued at his proceeding on this voyage without first explaining the details of apparatus by which he had hoped to make comparatively simple an expedition that had appeared well-nigh hopeless to us who were uninformed. I wondered, too, that he had not made use of this obvious means of escape when we were first beset by the savages.


  I reflected bitterly that we might then have avoided the incubus of our rebellious female passenger. My very recent escape from a mauling at the hands of that lady served in no way to lighten my grievance.


  But Hunter’s explanation when it came was, like all his mental processes, so fair and reasonable that I was ashamed of my pettishness.


  “The means by which the ship rises from the ground are absurdly simple, once explained,” he began modestly. “Had the need for flying ever before arisen, almost anyone would have hit upon this obvious device. I have simply made use of a large quantity of lifting stone, such as you have doubtless all played with as boys.”


  The nub of the mystery immediately became clear, though the details remained to be explained. The lifting stone was a mineral, comparatively rare in Venus, but of little value from lack of practical use. It was, nevertheless, well known on account of its peculiar property.


  Left alone, it seemed no different from an ordinary piece of granite. But subjected to friction it developed immediately the property of neutralizing gravity. The greater the mass of the mineral and the more vigorous the friction applied to its surface, the more powerful became its force of repulsion.


  I remember as a boy having a toy bird whose body was made of this mineral. To make it fly one had only to stroke its back a few times with a bit of cloth and release it. After the energy of this momentary friction was spent, it would come fluttering gently back on the wings of cloth that were held distended by tiny frames from its sides.


  I well remember my childish grief when I rubbed the thing too hard and it disappeared in a flash, never to be found again, though I spent several sleeps hunting the neighborhood for it.


  Hunter had simply made of his ship a toy flying-bird on a huge scale. Between the roof and ceiling of the cabins he had installed a big amalgam cylinder made of bits of this flying stone. Around this cylinder was a revolving metal jacket, its interior lined with steel brushes in contact with the cylinder. This jacket was attached to the ship’s motor and when made to revolve the resulting friction started the stone to lifting with rapidly increasing power.


  The great wings, when spread flat, suffered the ship to glide down gently, or, when worked up and down-in imitation of real bird’s wings, drove the vessel forward rapidly at any height to which the stone cylinder held it.


  “I was forced to do all my experimenting in my laboratory with small models,” the inventor went on. “I knew that if I tried flying a large vessel in the open I would be deemed more crazy than ever and that probably none of you would risk your lives with me. I did not wish, moreover, to raise false hopes by trying to explain the device till I had proved it. Moreover,” he added naively, “I enjoyed giving you the novelty of surprise.


  “You are probably wondering why I didn’t use it to escape the savages in the first place. I intended and hoped to do so up to the moment when Weaver and Scribner dragged me away from the ship as our blind foes were about to board it. The motor had become jammed in our tussle with the ice, however, and I was not able to get it clear in time.”


  Again our confidence in our leader was renewed, and when he put it to vote as to whether we should continue across the zone of darkness or turn back toward home, not a voice was raised against going on with our enterprise. I noted with satisfaction that our erstwhile grumbling sailing-master led the chorus of endorsement. The bluff sailor had been taught a new trick, the art of flying, and he was all eagerness to try his knowledge.


  So as soon as Hunter and his mechanics had made certain that the motor and flying tackle were properly tuned, we rose again from the ice, no longer fearing closed channels, ice-mountains, or obstructing bodies of land.


  The lifting cylinder was now regulated so that we remained at a safe distance from the surface and still kept it within range of our lights so that we could study the nature of the country as we proceeded. The great wings drove us forward at a surprising pace, we soon became accustomed to this new sensation of flying, and before the first sleep of our renewed journey had ended, we were as much at home in the air as we had been on the surface of the sea.


  Aside from the novelty of flight, however, our voyage had become most monotonous. The unvarying white of the surface below us, broken in contour only by an occasional low ridge of hills, was even more unchanging than the surface of the Land of Light. We saw no more signs of human habitation, the only life in evidence being an occasional shaggy beast like the one we had seen slain by the savages, or now and then a flock of wild birds. Twice we passed through brief storms, but the weather was mainly calm and misty.


  We had merely exchanged one Land of Never Change for another.


  Our spirits were buoyed up, however, by the momentary expectation of coming to an end of this phase, and finding still further adventure in the beyond.


  Only, one thing marred the satisfaction of our leader, as he confided to me during the second sleep. That was the unbroken obduracy of the queen. She continued to sulk in confinement, refusing food, and offering to attack anyone who attempted to approach her.


  For my part, her state of mind troubled me little so long as she was in safe-keeping. But to Hunter, I could see, it was a personal matter over which he brooded deeply.


  On the third sleep he determined, much against the judgment of the rest of us, to try giving her the freedom of the ship. I had as soon have contemplated the approach of another collision with an ice-mountain.


  But the test proved how little we could count on the vagaries of this new type of woman. After explaining carefully to her through the closed door that she was to have her freedom and that no harm would come to her, Hunter, accompanied by Weaver and myself, threw open her stateroom.


  We were prepared for a scrimmage, and Hunter was armed for it with an anesthetic sprayer. But we might have spared our apprehensions. With head erect and face cold with disdain, she walked out, and passed us with a high assumption of queenliness. Without a glance at us, she passed through the cabin up to the deck.


  We followed in time to see her reach the ship’s rail and make as if to leap over. We rushed forward, all three, with a united cry of warning. But it was not needed. For a moment she leaned over the barrier in horrid fascination at the unexpected sight of our vessel gliding forward in midair. Whether it was a resurgence of her civilized, ancestral blood, or whether she had become so inured to the unexpected marvels within the power of her new-found cousin that she could no longer feel an acute shock of surprise, I do not know. But when at last she turned around, her face was as calm and expressionless as though carved from her native ice.


  “Now you may bring me food,” she said quietly. It was not an appeal nor even a request. It was unmistakably a command. The truth seemed to have dawned on her that among male mortals with two normal eyes each, she had no need of physical force or display of barbaric rage to enforce her will.


  If anyone resented her tone, he did not betray the fact. Her command was obeyed as, I blush to confess, were all subsequent mandates of hers.


  Hunter remained head of the expedition. Weaver continued to direct the handling of the ship. But from that moment forth the queen ruled us all, such was the sheer power of her beauty and the fascination of her strange personality.


  We all marveled greatly at her ready adaptability to her new surroundings, once she had made up her mind to accept them as inevitable. Gifted with native gracefulness, as who could fail to be, having Hunter blood, she began quickly to drop the uncouthness acquired during her savage up-bringing. She had a natural passion for personal cleanliness, and once granted the facilities for gratifying it, she pursued it to the point of fastidiousness. She soon demanded civilized garb.


  Our food at first did not appeal to her untrained taste, but she readily acquired a most healthy appetite for it and by sedulous imitation learned to use our unfamiliar eating utensils most gracefully. The tones of her voice, even, became less harsh, and she began after a little to lose her guttural accent.


  And with all these new accomplishments she grew steadily more dangerous.


  The dominant trait of her character reminded me strongly, by sharp contrast, of the First Lady of the South. Never were two women more unusual, more revolutionary in their views as to woman’s place in society, nor were there ever two more diametrically opposed to each other in those views.


  The lady’s cardinal principle was that woman’s place was in the home and with its duties, that she should be subservient to man, and at the same time supported and protected by him. The queen held that woman was the ruler, the leader in public affairs, and that man was destined to do the menial work of life under her direction.


  The one was clinging, persuasive; the other dominant, driving.


  These tendencies of the queen, acquired from her lifelong habit of ruling her subservient, blind serfs, manifested themselves in a hundred little instances. She blandly ignored the obligation the rest of us felt to keep our own staterooms clean and orderly and to do our share in preparing meals, but saw to it that those items were scrupulously attended to for her by the rest of us. On the other hand, she was tireless in mastering the details of managing the ship and was forever in the way of Hunter and Weaver.


  I spoke to Hunter once of this sharp contrast between the two women, who occupied such momentous places in his life. He answered me rather shortly, though good-naturedly enough, with the manner of one who would appear to make light of that which secretly lay heavy on his mind. Watching his face afterward I satisfied myself that he was by no means blind to the weight of my observation.


  It turned out that the queen was the first to announce our approach to what appeared to be the long-looked-for goal of our hazardous voyage.


  It was toward the close of the twentieth sleep of our monotonous flight. Hunter had the watch at the time, and the queen, as usual, persisted in actively sharing it with him. In this case, it seemed to me, she was taking a more active interest than he in the ship’s run. He had become moody and distraught of late and now for moments at a time seemed lost in his brooding thoughts.


  The queen, on the contrary, was all alertness, now noting the working of the machinery, now scanning the landscape below us and keeping up a running fire of comment on such scant features as it presented, and now standing in the look-out-box in the prow, her keen eyes piercing the darkness ahead as it dissolved under our powerful lights.


  “Stop! Stop!” she called out suddenly from the lookout-box. “There’s something ahead!”


  The man beside her, who had been properly stationed as lookout, stared at her in surprise. He had seen nothing. Hunter, who rushed forward at the cry, was equally mystified and evidently irritated. From my position amidship I could of course, make out nothing.


  But meantime the mechanic in charge of the motor had involuntarily obeyed the sharp command without waiting for proper authority. The wings swung into a vertical position. The ship leaped up sharply, then settled back, and hung motionless a hundred paces or so above the ground.


  “What is it?” demanded Hunter. “What did you think you saw?”


  “I saw what I see, my cousin,” she replied serenely. “The darkness ahead is turning white as if it were a great wall of ice.”


  “I see nothing!” he snorted. “But lest your eyes prove sharper than mine, we will go ahead slowly. I want no more collisions.”


  He gave the order, and under slowly beating wings, we crept ahead, pace by pace. For some moments the rest of us saw nothing, though the queen continued to point ahead and declaim excitedly.


  But, in the end, she proved right, though what she saw was no ice wall. It gradually seemed that our lights ahead were defined less sharply against the darkness, then that they faded out to soft gray, but extended an immeasurable distance farther than had been their wont.


  “There is light ahead! There is light ahead! Shut off the ship’s lights so we can see it!” Hunter cried out excitedly.


  The blazing glare from the vessel winked out and at the same instant a chorus of wonder and relief broke from our lips.


  Along the whole horizon ahead of us as far as eye could reach either way, was a low band of soft, gray light that even as we watched rose and grew in intensity until it’s subdued, insinuating radiance revealed our rapt faces to each other.


  We were witnessing the first dawn in Venus!


  


CHAPTER V


  A GREAT REVELATION


  “It is the goal!” Hunter whispered at last. “The new Land of Light beyond the Circle of Darkness!”


  He was pale and trembling with emotion. And all the rest of our company were visibly overcome with awe by this climax of our strenuous, blind venture.


  I say all: I must except the queen. Her emotions were quite different. There was nothing of awe in her countenance as she turned to Hunter, her vivid face alight with excitement.


  “I thank you now, my cousin, for bringing me with you. At last I am to be queen over a land of light!”


  It served as a rude awakening from our solemn mood, a crude anticlimax, as though a wave of icy water had swept over the group.


  Several laughed; then checked themselves nervously. Others glared in anger. Hunter eyed her blankly; then turned away without a word.


  I have never slain a woman. I may say for myself with due modesty that I have never on cool reflection greatly desired to do so. But I swear that had some less finicky person undertaken the task at that moment, I would hardly have had the heart to stay his hand.


  But the irritation of this jarring interruption passed quickly in wonder at the glorious panorama unfolding before us. Steadily, the light grew. We no longer needed the blaze of illumination from the ship’s lamps.


  And now we saw that the surface of Venus over which we sailed was changing character. We had passed out over a great expanse of water again, and water no longer bridged over by an ice flooring. Such ice as it contained was in detached fragments, now and then a considerable floe, here and there an Ice mountain, but resolving more and more into mere drifting bits.


  At length, all signs of ice had disappeared, and below us lay only a vast, limitless field of open water. The air that blew about us was becoming more and more balmy. Our heavy garments grew irksome and we began shedding them one by one.


  Familiar sea-fowl flew about the vessel. And, most gratifying to behold, they had normal eyes.


  In every respect, the sea below us, the mellow air about us, and the soft, gray sky above, were the same as we had left behind when we entered the Zone of Darkness.


  Weaver now brought the ship down to the surface of the sea, and it once more assumed the character of an ordinary vessel. This manner of progress was much less rapid, but it was more saving of the machinery and the chemical supplies for driving it.


  But welcome as was the discovery of light and warmth, we began soon to yearn for something more substantial than a watery realm. A region of limitless fluidity, however salubrious its climate, had little colonizing value to the overcrowded population of Venus.


  Sleep after sleep passed, however, and no land hove in sight, though our lookouts gave to the search for it the same vigilance they had used in watching for the first signs of the new light.


  As before, the queen was again one of the most eager of watchers. She was, likewise, more than ever obsessed with a sense of authority and importance, having discerned the light so far ahead of the rest of us. There was stirred up by her attitude an almost childish spirit of emulation among the men.


  There seemed to be a tacit determination that, come what might, this domineering lady should not score a second triumph over us. The members of each watch, therefore, vied with each other in intentness, even to the extent of cutting short their sleep lest someone give the cry of “Land ahead!” when they were not on deck to share the discovery.


  So for thirty sleeps we sailed over this empty, silent sea.


  Three separate times we were thrown into a pitch of excitement by false hopes of land, begotten of low-lying mist banks, that soon dissipated again.


  But, at length, in the middle of the thirty-first sleep, while the queen, as luck would have it, was for a brief time below decks, Tanner, stationed in the lookout-box, sighted a low-lying coast dead ahead, which quickly proved itself to all of us to be more substantial than the mist.


  With the first cry, those who were oil watch rushed on deck. We behaved like madmen in our joy, rushing about, shouting and singing and sounding the praise of our leader, whose great vision was about to prove true in every detail.


  The queen came on deck in the midst of our jubilation and was most evidently disgruntled at finding that she had been defeated this time.


  With almost breathless eagerness our whole company crowded against the forward rails and intently scanned the approaching shore to learn as quickly as possible what manner of country we were about to invade.


  Nearer and nearer it drew. Land birds began to fly over us. We caught the scent of verdure now and then over the tang of the sea air and were rejoiced to know that we were not approaching a desert country.


  Since first sighting this coast, it had remained partly shrouded behind a thin sea haze which prevented our determining much of its character, excepting that it was low and level and seemed to have few indentations.


  But presently the water rippled under a sudden puff of wind. The mist curtain wavered and broke into curling eddies of clouds that in a moment had altogether dissipated and left the strange coast clear-cut before us.


  At that a chorus of involuntary exclamations arose from our company. They expressed a mixture of surprise, pleasure, and regret.


  I do not know that any of us had definitely thought of the possibility that this land to which we all looked forward so eagerly might already be preempted to the full by intelligent beings like ourselves. Certainly it was reasonable enough that it should be. But, at any rate, I think we had all more or less unconsciously assumed that we were to take possession of a rich but uninhabited territory.


  Hence our surprise and regret, mingled with somewhat inconsistent pleasure, when the shifting of the mist revealed a land covered as far as the eye could reach in every direction with familiar pyramidshaped buildings, such as we last saw as we sailed from our home port so many sleeps away.


  Directly ahead was a port, crowded with great piers and basins. Huge warehouses lined its shores. At either side of the port long rows of houses, evidently dwellings surrounded by gardens, extended away till they faded from sight in the distance. Here and there at long intervals were tall signal towers like those in our Land of Light. Small boats, familiar in form, plied the offshore waters, and as we looked a great ship put out, a ship in many details like our own familiar merchantmen.


  Hunter, who stood near me, sighed deeply, “I don’t know why I expected an empty land. Why should this not be inhabited? But I am amazed that it is peopled with beings evidently like us in development. Certainly there could never have been communication between our lands.”


  “If this be a sample of this new world,” I ventured, “I see little hope that any of our overcrowded population can find refuge here.”


  “I fear not,” he agreed.


  It was evident that his interest in finding another new people was outweighed by disappointment at the knowledge that his quest for an unclaimed land was as yet unfulfilled.


  At that moment Weaver, who had mounted the lookout-box for a nearer view, returned to us. The moment I got a square view of his face I knew there was something amiss. Hunter, too, caught the look, and eyed him apprehensively.


  “What do you make of it, Weaver?” he asked.


  The shipmaster looked our leader in the face for a long moment without replying. I thought I read in his eyes mingled pity and embarrassment. Then, still without a word, he turned away again and studied the approaching shore.


  “In the Over Spirit’s name I what is it, Weaver?” cried Hunter.


  Weaver replied haltingly, without turning his head our way:


  “See those two nearest signal-towers? Note their position. See that longest pier projecting just halfway between? See that light off to the right of the harbor-mouth? See that small stream flowing into the sea at the left?


  “Do those landmarks mean nothing to you? Even in this world of eternal sameness, I could not mistake them. You have both seen them before. I have sailed into this roadstead a hundred times, if once.


  “I am loath to say it, Hunter, but ’tis no new land we see. Something has gone awry with our calculations. We have returned to our own Land of Light. This is the harbor of West Venus before us.”


  We stared at our shipmaster in amazement. Had he taken leave of his senses? But he continued to point at the approaching harbor.


  “Look and convince yourselves,” he said.


  I had visited West Venus twice, once in my early youth and once not long ago. Hunter had been there at least once to my knowledge. We shook ourselves from the daze of Weaver’s revelation and endeavored to recall our impressions of the place. It took some moments for us to convince ourselves that the shipmaster was not suffering from a hallucination, but in the end we were so convinced beyond the slightest doubt.


  But once having made sure that we were now about to touch at the extreme western shore of the great continental mass of the Land of Light, on the side directly opposite to the one from which we sailed, the mystery remained as to how we could have come there. Our guiding instruments, I knew, from such record of our course as I had obtained from time to time through Hunter or Weaver, showed that we had apparently held a straight course due east from our home port of East Venus, throughout the whole period of our voyage.


  I had only the vaguest theoretical knowledge of the science of nautical reckonings. To me, in my ignorance, it seemed possible nature might be so altered that our instruments had misled us. We might then, instead of crossing the darkness as we supposed, have merely skirted its inner edge in a great half-circle, emerging by accident on the opposite side of our continent.


  When I advanced this idea, however, Hunter dismissed it as out of the question.


  “No,” he declared. “The mystery lies deeper. We have two sets of guiding instruments, based on entirely different principles. They have agreed throughout our course, a thing that would not be likely were the laws of nature upset.”


  So I stood by, a curious but useless spectator, while Hunter and Weaver checked back over the records of the voyage. We had slipped down to Hunter’s cabin together, without a word to the others of our momentous discovery. Even the usually vigilant queen was so intent on studying the new marvels out across the water that she hardly noticed our departure.


  At length Hunter arose from his computations and stared thoughtfully at his plaster model of the Land of Light. Suddenly, with an exclamation of disgust, he kicked the model with such force-that the fragile affair broke into a dozen fragments.


  “So perish an age-old error!” he exclaimed. “That model and all its like are of no more use to the scholars of Venus. Our Venus is not a hill of light in a sea of darkness, as we supposed. It is a great ball floating in an open space—one half light, the other half dark. We have held a straight easterly course, just as we supposed, and we have sailed entirely around our Venus! Men! Men! We have made the greatest discovery of the ages! Our world is no longer a mystery!


  “Best of all, we have proved that there are also other worlds as I had dreamed, only different. They are not connected with our Land of Light, as I thought, but float detached from us out in empty space. We have seen them with our own eyes, worlds without end! And we have the means to reach them. We’ll start again as soon as I can alter our ship so as to sail in the airless spaces between worlds.


  “The people of Venus need no longer fear overcrowding! We are the saviors of our race! The universe lies open at our very doors!”


  That is a true saying I have read recently in one of your sacred Earth books: “A prophet is not without honor save in his own country.”


  Our revered leader, Hunter, was a notable exemplar of its wisdom. The treatment accorded him by his own people, even, I regret to say, by some of the very company that had so heroically attended his wanderings, is evidence that human nature, in this respect at least, differs little between Venus and Earth.


  Our leader had sailed away under a cloud of universal disapproval and unbelief, shared even by us, whose personal devotion and zest for adventure had caused us to accompany him against our saner judgment. He returned with a tale of achievement, to the popular mind more insane and preposterous by far than the prophecy with which he set sail, and added to that a new prophecy that staggered the imagination.


  That he was received with almost universal incredulity, I believe proved the greatest surprise and grief of his life. He had fully expected the evidence he offered as to his momentous discoveries to convince even those who had been most skeptical.


  He had been confident of reinstatement as a popular hero with a greatly added prestige.


  But on the contrary, where he had left behind him incredulity tinged with pity and affection, he returned to find not only disbelief but animosity, a quite general conviction that having failed in his quest, he had turned charlatan and was attempting to impose a colossal falsehood upon the world.


  His first taste of this had come’-to him when he called the rest of the ship’s company together after convincing Weaver and myself, and unfolded to them his discovery. They had by now learned the truth as to our whereabouts, and assembled in the main cabin at Hunter’s call, muttering among themselves and casting dubious glances in his direction.


  His explanations they received for the most part in silence. At the end a few asked eager questions and were apparently convinced. The queries of others were put with covert sneers. The rest maintained significant silence.


  From remarks I overheard as our meeting broke up, I gathered that the disaffected ones thought they had been made dupes. They had, they held, been put to great stress of mind and body for a long period when all the time, light, warmth, and safety lay but a scant sleep away, and all that a vainglorious adventure might win false fame and delude the world with false notions and false hopes. To their minds the man they had revered and trusted and followed had proved himself utterly unworthy. Their loyalty was at an end.


  This division of faith and opinion among his followers later proved fuel to the fire of popular distrust.


  While the harbor pilot was putting out to escort us ashore I had prepared a brief summary of our report which I signaled from our masthead to the nearest tower. By the time we set foot ashore, the news was on its way over all the Land of Light and was being posted on the city’s street bulletins.


  Accordingly, the streets greeted us with a throng as great as had watched our departure from East Venus. Everywhere, I noted signs of animosity as we made our way through the crush to a street boat. There was everywhere through the throng the jangling of acrimonious controversy. The shouts that reached our ears made it all too evident that the unbelievers outnumbered our friends.


  We did not know till afterward that the director of the chief college of West Venus happened to be among the first to read my bulletin and to misinterpret its meager explanations. Being a man given to hasty actions, he had immediately caused to be posted under it a statement by himself denouncing the account as an outrageous fraud. This man had once had a controversy with Hunter’s father, the Chief Patriarch, and his conduct was animated not a little by spleen.


  I will do the man justice to add that he afterward was convinced of Hunter’s truthfulness, on going over his complete records, and apologized publicly.


  The mischief was done, however, for the denial of this high authority reached the people at the same time as my original statement and they felt fully confirmed in their natural tendency to be skeptical, and highly resentful at what they believed was an attempt at a general swindle.


  But, of course, no one interfered with our progress, and we arrived shortly at the leading travelers’ home and engaged apartments for a brief, rest and an opportunity to prepare a fuller statement before proceeding around to East Venus.


  Here we were shortly waited upon by the local Patriarch. He accorded us a polite but rather frigid welcome and intimated before he left that the first-accounts of our voyage were doubtless distorted through haste and that he would await with interest our official statement.


  By this time Hunter was in a sullen rage, a state of mind that hardly left him for a moment during the remainder of our stay on Venus.


  For some sleeps we remained here, working over the records of our voyage and receiving a vast number of visitors, some friendly disposed, but more having a manner of veiled hostility and evidently impelled to call on us only by curiosity.


  No small part of this curiosity was directed at the mysterious queen. Many a notable who called gave his chief attention to this lady, and I was disturbed to note the strong Impression made upon all by her unusual beauty and her childlike interest in her new surroundings. I had at first supposed that her Imperial designs had been abandoned in the face of the vast complications of this world, so new to her that for the moment even she was overawed.


  But I was presently filled with uneasiness as I noted again the readiness with which she adapted herself to her new surroundings, the intelligence and trend of her innumerable questions, and the quickness with which she absorbed new knowledge.


  She was greatly impressed by the fact that our broad continent, with its great wealth and millions of population, had no rulers and no laws, but was merely controlled in its social life by a set of age-old customs. To her, used to absolute authority over such world as she knew, this state of affairs was unthinkable. The trend of her questions soon convinced me that she saw here a great opportunity to supply what was to her mind an obvious lack.


  “I am told,” she exclaimed to me, “that this wonderful land of yours has not changed in hundreds of ages! That should not be. In my Land of Darkness I was constantly changing things, building new and larger and better dwellings. But I had so little opportunity. Here, there is endless opportunity. They need someone to rule over them and make them change their ways.”


  Another observation of mine added to my uneasiness. The disaffected ones of our ship’s company had left us at the pier with scant ceremony and gone their several ways, presumably back to their homes. But as I went about my rounds through the city, renewing my professional relations with public affairs, I ran across different ones of this group here and there. Without any particular reason, I felt their tarrying near our leader boded no good to him. A little later, I had reason for this fear.


  Once, as I was leaving the chief market place, I saw the queen, accompanied by her two blind slaves, turn into a side street. A gaping crowd followed at respectful distance. I followed out of curiosity, and presently saw her joined by Tanner, who of all our ship’s company had been most outspoken in his opposition to Hunter at the last.


  A little way down the street the quartet turned into a travelers’ home. Feeling it my duty to look into this strange proceeding, I withdrew to a convenient doorway and watched unseen.


  Presently, one after another, every one of the opponents of Hunter who had formerly been of our ship’s company arrived and entered this travelers’ home.


  It was evidently a prearranged meeting. There was conspiracy on foot.


  I realized now, as I thought back over recent happenings, that since our arrival the queen, though apparently on the best of terms with all our party, Hunter in particular, had never at any time expressed to a caller any faith in his tale of a round Venus, and of worlds beyond the sky. She had always avoided discussion by declaring that she knew too little of such things. Moreover, she had developed the habit of spending much time going about the city alone, save for her two blind slaves, who were always with her. Evidently she had not been bent on excursions of mere curiosity.


  Putting these circumstances together, I came to the conclusion that the queen was plotting for power through the medium of Hunter’s enemies. Her threat to rule in the Land of Light had been meant as no childish boast.


  While I had no idea at the moment that Hunter’s ambitious cousin could make any real headway with such an absurd scheme, I realized at the same time that she might develop enough influence to create no end of trouble. I felt it my duty to go at once to Hunter and put him on his guard.


  But on my way back to our lodgings I witnessed an act of a drama that for the moment drove out of my mind all thoughts of the apparently petty machinations of the queen.


  It had to do with that other female nemesis of our leader, the Lady of the South. An astounding sequel it proved to the matter that sent me on my late journey to her home and had made a profound impression on my mind before it had been submerged by the more momentous affair of Hunter’s expedition.


  I had just rounded the corner into the market-place again when I was startled by a clanging of gongs and an uproar of many excited voices. Out across the square opposite me poured an excited throng.


  At first I saw only the mingling of drab and white of the usual crowd of men and women. But as I ran across the square for nearer view, an array of brilliant color burst from the center of the seething human mass. A long file of women, arrayed in shimmering robes of many hues, marching four abreast in tune to the clamorous gong-beats, pushed out into the open.


  Even before I read the inscriptions on the many banners they bore triumphantly above their heads, I had a premonition that this demonstration had to do with the First Lady of the South. Never but once before had I seen garments such as were worn by these women. Each was a counterpart of the alluring robe in which the Lady was arrayed when I had interviewed her.


  The lettering on the leading banner confirmed my impression: “Our leader, the First Lady of the South,” it read.


  “Let men direct the world. We will rear its children,” ran another.


  “Woman’s place is in the home. Man must support that home,” was a third maxim.


  “We will love whom we choose, without fear of clan,” and so on down the line, which I should judge was some twenty thousand strong.


  I was astounded. Here was evidence that the repulsive and revolutionary ideas of the daughter of the Patriarch of the South, had, during our long absence in the darkness, won a large following. She had made good her boast far beyond my most pessimistic forebodings.


  After seeing the last of this strange procession, I hurried to the nearest signal tower to turn in a report of what I had witnessed. I might have spared myself the pains. The report was already spread on its bulletin-board and with it statements from all parts of the Land of Light, and all of a most alarming nature.


  In every center in the Land of Light there had been simultaneously, a feminine demonstration like the one I had witnessed. The women of Venus, almost in a body had refused to do any further work outside their homes. Wives had refused to live with their husbands until they agreed to these terms. Women not yet married had pledged themselves to marry only for love and regardless of clan, and then only to mate with men who would agree to support them.


  Of a truth, our World of Never Change, once having tasted the passion for alteration, was indulging it to the full.


  And he who had been among the first prophets of change must needs now stand by, discredited as a leader, a mere spectator of change far different than he would have had, nay, rather that he had been willing to sacrifice his life to avert.


  I lost no time now in returning to Hunter and acquainting him with what I had learned. To my surprise I found him making hasty preparations for departure.


  “We sail for East Venus at once,” he announced as I entered the apartment. “I have a message from my father. He needs me with him. The world is in a turmoil, and I must be at his side, though I fear my present disfavor with the people will render me of little use. I may be able to help him in another way, however.”


  “You have heard, then, of the revolt of the Lady of the South?” I asked. “I saw the parade here and read the bulletins. I came to tell you.”


  “Yes, my father’s message told me. And I have another important message which I will confide to you. In it I see a possible way of saving the society of Venus from destruction.”


  He paced the floor in his agitation.


  “Change! Change, indeed!” he went on. “I wanted change. I thought by discovering new worlds and introducing new ideas, something new to work for, I could save our world from rot. Then, even as I planned my venture, I realized suddenly that the world was awaking. It would soon of itself demand change. I hoped to provide healthy channels for this restlessness, but I was too late. Change has overwhelmed us! But it is the wrong change! It had already found its nervous outlet. But read that. Perhaps by sacrificing myself, I may yet arrest this madness.”


  He handed me a tablet newly arrived from the signal service. It was from the Lady of the South, and was” couched in shamelessly endearing terms. It began by saying that she had read of Hunter’s return and of his great discoveries. She assured him of her absolute faith in the truth of his statements and declared that he could count on her support against all the world. But of most significance was the closing paragraph:


  
    . . . And by the time this message reaches you, my dearest friend and sweetheart, I will be in a position really to help you with my moral support. For I know, dear one, that despite your ancient prejudices, you are in truth my sweetheart. I read it in your eyes that time so long ago when I. offered you myself as mate and wife, and you refused because of the customs of Venus. But I have planned to overthrow those customs. My plans are well-laid. The women are with me. By the time this reaches you, those chains of custom will be thrown off forever. We will be free to follow our love, and wed. Come to me at once.

  


  I looked up, aghast at the shamelessness of the sender of this message. But if Hunter had felt this same repugnance, he no longer showed it in his face. There was rather in his expression something like puzzled tenderness.


  “There can be no doubt that she loves me,” he mused. “And I—I have always believed love could come only with the affection of married life which could not exist except between those of the same blood and clan. And yet—she moves me strangely. Can it be that I love, her, as she says? Scribner, tell me, can a man love two women at once?”


  I gasped in astonishment. It was some moments before I could give him my utterly futile reply.


  “I know nothing about this thing called love, my poor friend,” was all I could say.


  “Nor I, I’m afraid,” he sighed. “I feel that I know less of it at this moment than ever before. Once I fled the Land of Light to escape this lady because she appealed to me so strongly that I feared for the strength of my own resolutions. Then I met the queen, my kinswoman, a most proper mate for me, and I felt for her the same emotions that the Lady of the South had aroused for the time, I thought I had been cured of the infatuation I had felt for the other. But now, I confess, she has set it aflame again.


  “But the worst of it all is, I have already given the queen to understand that I will wed her. Was ever a man so beset?”


  He faced me, a very image of woe, the appeal in his eyes bidding me settle the vexatious question.


  “As for the queen,” I said, “I think she has already settled that matter for you:” Then I told of the evidence of her disloyalty that I had just gathered.


  “So much for the queen,” I added. “As for this Lady of the South, I can only appeal to the ancient customs of Venus to guide you. You should be the last to yield to this outrageous demand on the part of the temporarily insane women of our land.”


  But my advice, I could see, weighed little with him. The information preceding it, however, seemed to lift a great load from his mind.


  “Scribner!” he exclaimed. “Your news has solved my problem. I am under no obligation to my treacherous cousin. I think, then, I can save Venus from this menace. I will marry the Lady of the South, and take her away from Venus. Without her, this revolt will die a natural death.”


  I was so stunned by his totally unexpected decision that I could have made no reply even had his manner indicated that he expected further counsel. But evidently the decision was irrevocable, and I was saved the embarrassment of comment by the arrival at that moment of the porters who were to take our baggage to the ship.


  We departed immediately afterward and proceeded to the pier in silence, he evidently preoccupied with his plans and I too much disturbed by this latest turn of affairs to give thought to anything else.


  The rest of the ship’s company had been summoned before I had returned to our apartments, and were already aboard. Our baggage had arrived ahead of us.


  Under Hunter’s orders, that there might be no delay, the vessel had cast off from the pier and lay awaiting us in midchannel. A small boat was ready at the pier to take us to the ship.


  We were hurrying down the pier toward the boat when we heard behind us a wild outcry and the thudding of many feet. We stopped and looked back.


  Such bystanders, workmen, and sailors as had been about were scattering in every direction with cries of terror. And no wonder! The cause was such as had never before been seen in our peaceful world, though for a moment it transported Hunter and myself back to our adventurous surroundings in the Land of Darkness.


  Sweeping all before them, there charged straight at us a most warlike band. The queen, flanked by her two eyeless retainers, led a company of some fifty men, all, like herself and her slaves, armed with the short, deadly spears that had struck such terror to our hearts when we had faced them in savage hands in the Land of Darkness.


  To add to the grotesque savagery of the spectacle, each wore over his mouth and nose one of the protecting masks Hunter had used to prevent himself from being affected when employing his anesthetic spray to overcome the savages.


  In a flash it was evident that the queen had perfected her conspiracy, and intended to start activities by making Hunter and his friends prisoners. Had she learned or suspected that her cousin did not, after all, intend to wed her, and proposed to force him into the married state? Or—was murder her object?


  She had evidently planned thoroughly, and guarded even against his potent anesthetic sprayer, a precaution she could have spared, for it had never occurred to Hunter to go thus armed in the supposed security of the Land of Light.


  But we tarried no longer to consider this amazing outbreak. It was apparent to both of us on the instant that we could not get aboard ship too soon.


  We whirled about again, and ran as I had never run before in my life. We shouted to our waiting boatmen to start their motor and cast off. We leaped from the pier across a gap already a pace wide, and fell, sprawling, in the center of the boat.


  The motor-driver at the same instant threw the power to full speed, and the craft leaped out into the open water.


  We were not an instant too quick. As our feet let the pier, the queen, some paces in the lead of her retainers, dashed up to the landing. With a savage snarl of baffled rage, all her newly acquired civilization for the moment forgotten, she let drive her spear with such force and accuracy that it struck upright in the bottom of our boat, scarce a hand’s breadth from Hunter’s body.


  Fortunate indeed it was that our departure had been unexpected. Otherwise the queen would have had the pier guarded, and this tale would have had quite another ending.


  As it was, our pursuers seized another small boat that proved faster than ours, and gave us such a close chase that we barely made the ship in time. But once aboard, our big vessel swiftly gathered way and left them behind.


  During the first stretch of our voyage almost nothing was discussed aboard the ship but this amazing outbreak of the queen and the appalling world-wide revolt headed by the Lady of the South. But it never occurred to us that there could at any time be any comparison in magnitude between their activities. Having escaped her savage spears, we could afford to laugh at the puny exhibition of rage by the queen with her handful of followers. Force could gain no headway, we felt sure, in the civilized environments of Venus.


  But the world-wide mortal onslaught of the Lady was no laughing matter. And we were sailing directly into that Lady’s power, for Hunter proposed to return home by way of South Venus, and pick up the Lady on the way. He determined to see his father before finally leaving Venus, and convince him that his revolutionary conduct was the only possible way of saving the order of Venus.


  Hunter had intended to make use of his ship’s flying apparatus, and thus hasten the voyage as much as possible. But the long strain, to the vessel’s machinery, and the impromptu repairing it had received in the Land of Darkness, had left a flaw in a vital part of the motor that the mechanics had not discovered while overhauling.it in West Venus.


  We were compelled, therefore, at a time when speed was most important, to limp along for twenty sleeps over a course that, with our flying device in order, should have been accomplished in one. We were all the more distressed at this delay in view of our fear that the queen and her followers might possibly seize a ship and overhaul us.


  But no such catastrophe occurred, and on the twentieth sleep, just as the mechanics had put the lifting gear once more in order, we sighted South Venus, and presently were waiting off the roadstead for the harbor guide.


  But when that official arrived, the astounding news he brought instantly changed our plans and banished our delusions as to the minor nature of the queen’s activities.


  Momentous history had been made in Venus while we drifted idly at sea.


  With the disaffected members of Hunter’s company and a few of their friends as a nucleus, whom she had charmed by her beauty and cleverness into abject obedience to herself, the queen had organized a counter-revolt among the men against the strike of the women under the Lady of the South.


  Force and absolute authority were a matter of course to the queen, and she had converted her enthralled followers to believe that its use under her was a sure way of bringing their rebelious women to time. Her opponents, unable to conceive of such a thing as force, made, no attempt to resist her little army.


  Following her first foray, in which they had nearly captured Hunter and myself, they had taken possession of a big cutlery works in West Venus, and compelled the workers to manufacture spears by the thousand.


  Meantime other recruits rallied to her until she had a good-sized force under arms. She had subjected West Venus with hardly a show of resistance, driven the women back to work at the spear-point, made the Patriarch a prisoner in his palace, and set up an absolute government in his own council chamber, compelling him to furnish to her council whatever information was necessary for the guidance of the new state.


  Leaving a viceroy in charge of conquered West Venus, she had marched overland diagonally across the continent upon South Venus at the head of her army, arriving there five sleeps ahead of us.


  There the Lady of the South, driven desperate by danger, had attempted to meet force by force. Hastily organizing her women into an army provided only with clubs, they had met the queen’s force, and had been routed with considerable slaughter, the first bloody battle in the history of Venus.


  The Lady, with her disrupted rabble of women, was now in full flight along the main canal for East Venus, hoping to win protection from reenforcements there, but hotly pursued by the queen and her men.


  The queen had publicly announced on her way through South Venus that she proposed to kill the Lady as soon as she caught her. She would then move on to East Venus and capture the chief Patriarch, and hold him as hostage until his son, Hunter, should give himself up and redeem his promise to marry her.


  The last news of her had come through three sleeps before. By now, her dire threats may have been accomplished.


  Thus, while he had drifted helplessly at sea in a disabled ship, had been demolished Hunter’s dream of saving Venus by sacrificing himself and removing from the planet the Lady of the South, whom he had deemed the world’s one great menace.


  The Lady was to be removed, perhaps had been removed, by one who was a far greater menace than she. Hunter had only the ignominious choice of saving his life by sacrificing his father, or by giving himself up to become husband and accomplice of this tyrant.


  In either event he would add to the ignominy of his supposed attempt to hoax this populace, the real reproach of having been the means of foisting this female monster upon them.


  I knew Hunter too well to doubt which horn of this dilemma he would seize. It was not in his nature to seek physical safety at the expense of others, least of all of his revered father.


  This foregone conclusion had barely entered my mind when he gave Weaver the order to throw the ship into the air and fly to East Venus at all possible speed. He left a message to be forwarded to his father that he was coming.


  During our brief trip I had little to say to our leader, because there was little I could say. Again and again I went over the situation from every angle, in vain search for a loophole of escape.


  The plan by which he had hoped to remove the menace of the Lady of the South manifestly would not work with the queen. There had been method in her study of the flying-ship. There would be no hope of luring her aboard a second time and kidnaping her. She would control the vessel once we surrendered, and surrender we must without condition or hope of escape, or the life of the Chief Patriarch would be forfeited.


  As for the simple tricks with anesthetics by which she had been foiled before, she was now thoroughly on her guard against them.


  To you of Earth, familiar with tragedy, one obvious solution would have occurred—murder of the queen; failing that, suicide with honor, perhaps both.


  But such tragic methods were undreamed of in Venus, and such, a thought never occurred to me, nor could I have dreamed that Hunter had such a solution in mind.


  So in the spirit of utter despair we approached South Venus.


  The old familiar harbor looked so peaceful as we approached, that for a moment we hoped the marauding band had not yet arrived.


  But we. were quickly undeceived. Our vessel had scarce settled down to the surface of the harbor when a boat shot out from a pier and approached us. As it drew a little nearer, we saw in the hands of each of the company on her deck a shining spear. These were emissaries of the queen come to take us. Hunter shouted a direction, and our vessel rose from the surface of the water out of their reach, but near enough for conversation.


  At this unusual sight those on the approaching boat were thrown into temporary consternation. The boat stopped abruptly, and they stood at her rails, craning their necks at us, their faces blank with amazement. The queen was not among them.


  Hunter, seeing no advantage in delay, caused a signal to be waved from our mast-head, assuring them that we knew their purpose, and intended to surrender without attempt to injure them. First, however, he wished to talk to them and invited them to approach without any fear.


  Thereupon one who was evidently in charge of the party, a man none of us knew, gave an order, and the boat came on until it lay almost beneath us.


  “We come from the queen,” shouted the spokesman. “She bids you surrender your, vessel and yourselves, and come with us to the market-place, where she awaits you. If you refuse, or if you offer any resistance after surrender, your father, who is in her hands, will instantly be killed.”


  I remember studying this man’s face curiously as he spoke of killing in such offhand manner. Such sentiments would have seemed natural in the mouth of the queen herself. But I marveled that even her influence could in a bare three score sleeps have so transformed a civilized being of the Land of Light into a brutal savage worthy of the Zone of Darkness, “I will go with you,” Hunter replied, “but first tell your queen that I will not surrender my company or my ship. If she will allow them to sail away, as I pledge my life they will, I will do her bidding. If they return afterward, or offer harm, you may kill me.”


  After some demurring, this leader agreed to signal the queen this answer.


  While we awaited her reply, I sought permission from Hunter to accompany him. I claim no great heroism in this. I did not at the time believe our lives were in danger, I was moved partly by loyalty to Hunter and partly by the instinct of my craft that bade me be where momentous events were happening. It was not without much argument and a threat at absolute rebellion that I won his consent.


  Not to be outdone by me, each of our company in turn made the same request. Weaver was particularly insistent. Him, Hunter took into, his cabin for a private conference. I did not know at the time what was said between them, but when they returned to the deck Hunter announced that he would have only-myself with him, and Weaver acquiesced without further argument.


  A moment later we saw a return signal waving from the nearest signal-tower ashore, which reported the queen’s acceptance of Hunter’s terms.


  Weaver drove the vessel to a safe distance from the harbor boat to provide against possible treachery, and Hunter and I lowered on a life-raft. The vessel immediately lifted while the harbor boat was bearing down to pick us up.


  It was with deep emotion that we finally left our comrades and the old ship that had borne us through so many perilous adventures together. Weaver took our pledge to the queen very literally, for before we were fairly aboard the harbor boat, he had driven the flying vessel up out of sight in the haze.


  Aboard the boat, we were surrounded by armed men, thoroughly searched, and our hands bound behind us. By the time this was accomplished, we had touched the pier.


  Thus in most humiliating fashion we returned to our home city. We were led through streets, deserted save for armed sentries of the queen here and there, a strange contrast to the popular tumult that hailed our departure.


  And so presently we came to the market-square and into the presence of the queen. She stood in front of a great file of armed men, drawn up across half the square. We were halted in an open space some twenty paces in front of her.


  I saw in the beautiful face of the tyrant, which had formerly held a mixture of childlike simplicity and barbaric cunning, a new veneer of sophisticated hardness. It was the face of one who could be infinitely, calculatingly cruel, and yet be swayed at times by overwhelming emotion.


  As she looked upon her captive cousin, there crept into her eyes, a sudden fire that was not altogether lacking in tenderness.


  “And so, cousin, you have returned to me,” she said. “I knew my love would win. Return that love and work with me, and you shall have unlimited power and glory. Refuse it, and my love will turn to hate.” She paused as if to give Hunter a chance to reply. I looked at him now. His head was bowed.


  He seemed not to even notice the queen or those with her. His attitude was that of one listening for a distant sound.


  And then I, too, fell to listening. Somewhere far off overhead it seemed I heard a familiar hum. it grew rapidly louder. The throng heard it now, and stirred about uneasily. The queen was so intent upon the captive before her, and the emotion his presence stirred in her, that I do not think she noted it until too late.


  I looked up. As I did so, there burst out of the mist directly over our heads the ship we had so recently left. I could just make out the figure of a man leaning over the side.


  The next instant came a resounding crash on the pavement between us and the queen. I saw the queen reel and fall. Hunter staggered against me: I heard discordant shrieks. Then my own senses wavered.


  Everything went black, and I knew no more.


  


CHAPTER VI


  A WORLD ABLAZE


  I returned to consciousness to find that I was debating a problem of religion with myself. My last fleeting thought as I lost my senses was that I was about to die a violent death. When my glimpse of our ship above us had been followed so swiftly by an explosion at our feet, I jumped to the conclusion that Hunter had arranged with Weaver to release him from an impossible dilemma, and at the same time free Venus from the peril of the queen by dropping some infernal machine on our heads that had wiped out all our lives together.


  A brief resentment that he had included me in the sacrifice had flashed through my mind, to be followed instantly by shame at such an unworthy thought, and pride that I had been permitted to share his martyrdom. So much can pass through a man’s mind in an instant of deadly peril!


  With this sharp conviction in my mind, I had no doubt now that I was dead. But if dead, ran the argument in my still dazed brain, then all our anciently taught and still firmly held beliefs as to life after death were wrong. For though I would, of course, possess a conscious self, I should not, according to all teachings of patriarchs for a hundred generations and more, have any memory of my past life, nor have redeveloped as yet the power to think. I should at the present moment be a squalling babe, a new little Scribner, with the soul of the lately deceased adult that I was, reborn in the body, of a fresh offspring to my clan.


  For in the theology of Venus all souls at death return to supply the bodies of a new generation of their own clan: And so I argued in a maudlin way over the riddle of the ages till at length I realized that I still possessed an adult body whose stomach was very sick, whose eyes and throat and nostrils smarted as though I had gone through fire.


  Then I became conscious of a steady rumble and whir that seemed somehow familiar. At that I attempted to open my eyes, and succeeded after a struggle. I looked straight into the anxious face of Hunter, who was kneeling beside me about to present a cup to my lips.


  This being dead was indeed far different from what we had been taught! Thank the Over Spirit, we still had our friends and could remember them!


  “There, old fellow!” soothed Hunter. “You’ll be all right now. Drink this and rest awhile. I’m sorry you had to have such a rough dose, but I couldn’t risk warning you.”


  Weakly I obeyed and drank his draft. It seemed to leap through my veins and fire me with strength. My head cleared as if by magic, and I realized suddenly what nonsense I had been thinking. I was not dead, nor was Hunter. And the humming I heard was our good old ship’s motor again. We had somehow been saved, and left our mad captors behind.


  Then a flood of perplexities rushed to mind, and despite Hunter’s protest I sat up and plied him with questions.


  It seemed that while we waited over the harbor for the queen’s reply to Hunter’s conditions of surrender, he had been seized with a last-minute inspiration, a desperate expedient that might cost us our lives, but if it did would at least remove the queen from further troubling. Its execution he entrusted to Weaver.


  On shipboard, he still had a large glass Jar full of the anesthetic fluid. To this he added a chemical which greatly increased its potency, though making it dangerous to life. This liquid, exposed to air, would form a heavy vapor that would cause immediate and greatly prolonged insensibility, and leave the victim for some time afterward in a weakened condition, if indeed he survived the ordeal.


  Weaver, according to instructions, brought the ship over the square just as we were presented to the queen. He dropped the jar of anesthetic on the pavement directly in front of us. Fortunately it hit no one.


  Hunter had held his breath till the worst of the fumes had scattered, and escaped with nothing more than a brief fainting spell. The rest of us fell to the pavement, and when the ship alighted in the square a few moments later, our comrades found the entire throng lying like so many dead men.


  The queen, Hunter, and myself had been immediately taken aboard ship. The Patriarch had been found a prisoner with a large group of his friends in his own house. Our ship’s company had released them and armed them with the spears taken from the queen’s unconscious bodyguard.


  To Hunter’s relief, the Lady of the South had been found a prisoner here also, still alive, but momentarily expecting death at the command of the queen.


  Then, satisfied that his father, thus protected, would be able to handle the now leaderless uprisings, he had at last sailed away from East Venus, taking with him the originators and essential souls of the two rival revolutions which had so nearly destroyed the ancient Land of Light.


  “It has worked out far better than we could have hoped, had we planned it carefully,” he added triumphantly. “My father is amply protected by his armed friends, and has promised me to lay aside, temporarily, if necessary, his prejudice against force. He will form a nucleus around which the saner elements will rally as fast as they come to their senses on finding their respective leaders gone. Many men of the queen’s followers in other sections are still armed, and the women of the Lady’s party will hardly dare refuse longer to work, now that they lack their leader’s direction. On the other hand, no one else of the queen’s former supporters will have her desire or ability to usurp power. So the two revolts will neutralize each other, and die natural deaths.


  “Meanwhile we are left free to follow out our own purpose of discovering a new world, and may yet find a normal outlet for the spirits of our restless brothers and sisters.”


  “Do you mean to tell me,” I demanded , incredulously, “that you have both those mad women together, alive, on board one small ship?”


  “I have.” He laughed. “Both very much alive, and already each is plotting how she can make way with the other and claim me for her own. And I, the Over Spirit help me, cannot but feel a certain admiration and tenderness for each.


  Either, once subdued, would make an admirable mate for a strong man.”


  It was evident to me, however, that our « leader did not take the matter as lightly as his present mood of elation might make it appear. It would be some sleeps yet before we could actually put Venus behind us, and start on our second great exploration.


  We must first find some place where it would be both safe and convenient to alight and prepare and provision the ship for its flight through vast, airless spaces.


  During this delay there were all sorts of possibilities for unexpected hazards to upset our plans.


  Hunter had selected, as the best site for this preparatory work, the southern islands. They were well isolated from the main continent, out of signal-tower communication, and not likely to have been affected yet by either of the revolts. We would, however, find there all the supplies we needed.


  At the time of my return to consciousness we were already on the way thither, and a sleep later we alighted of the principal harbor.


  We lay there for ten sleeps. There were no signs of disturbance in the islands, though some report of the revolts had reached the inhabitants by the last ship from the mainland, and many excited visitors besought further news from us, some inclined to favor one party, some the other; but all, for the most part, quite content on being assured that the disturbances were practically at an end.


  We allowed no one on the ship, however, save members of our own company. The work was pushed as rapidly as possible, and during all that tune we kept our two prisoners below decks under heavy guard.


  Nevertheless, paradoxical though it may seem, in view of the uncertain fate ahead of us, I, for one, did not breathe freely until we rose from the surface of Venus for the last time, and were finally started on our search for one of the new worlds we had seen shining in the blackness above the Land of Night.


  We were now inured to danger and surprise. Nothing, we instinctively felt, could surpass in these directions what we had already met and conquered. We faced now the mysteries of the vast, empty spaces with a certain blasé imperturbability amounting almost to contempt.


  How fortunate for us mortals that we cannot see clearly along the winding trail of the future! Had that pathway which lifted before us at this last sailing been for a moment illumined, I fear that even we would have shrunk from its perils and hardships, before which our sojourn in the Land of Night and our feverish reception on our return became as mere child’s play in the safe garden of one’s ancestral home.


  As soon as I was sufficiently recovered from the effects of my anesthetizing I had become greatly interested in the alterations Hunter was making in our vessel.


  It will be remembered that during our first trial of the flying qualities of this ship we had discovered that at some distance air altogether ceased. Indeed, we had nearly paid for this new knowledge with our lives.


  It was patent, therefore, that no attempt could be made to fly past the confines of Venus unless some way were found to carry our air supply with us. To my unscientific mind such a proposal was unthinkable.


  It seemed, however, in no way to baffle our resourceful leader. In the first place, he made all the cabins air-tight, fitting double doors where entrance was absolutely necessary, and making their joinings air-proof. A large part of the deck, too, he covered with an air-tight shelter containing many heavily glazed windows.


  What amazed me most, however, was an ingenious chemical apparatus, which was designed to consume the vitiated air of our breaths, and give forth again a pure, breatheable gas. It was, I confess, a bit of a shock to learn that the mysterious substance which I had always vaguely thought of as the very breath of the Over Spirit could be thus juggled with by mere mortals.


  At any rate, when we lifted from the waters of the Southern Islands, our vessel was a miniature world within itself, stored with condensed, preserved food enough to last our little company of fifty for half a lifetime, and with countless other supplies which Hunter conceived might be important to us in case of landing in a savage or perhaps unpopulated world.


  Keeping safely in sight of the surface of Venus, we shaped our course directly back into the Land of Night. For Hunter had in mind to locate again the region over which we had seen shining those myriad points, which he conceived to be worlds of light. It was his purpose to steer his course toward that single one which had so far outshone the others as to suggest that it was nearer than they.


  For my part, I could not yet grasp the reasoning by which he came to believe these lights to be other than they seemed—merely particles of radiance in a black roof over-cupping the floating sphere on which we lived. But I reasoned that if they were such, they could not be at any great distance, and the truth would be quickly learned. Moreover, if they were lights set in a solid roof, as they seemed to me, there might quite possibly be on that roof the new world we sought.


  “The matter of steering our course to this new world troubles me most,” Hunter confided to Weaver and myself. “Once we leave the air of Venus, our wings will be useless for controlling direction. Therefore, our only recourse is to start from a position directly under the world we seek. Our vessel, when the lifting power is applied, will fly straight up. We must depend on its keeping to that straight course.”


  “And if we miss our aim,” Weaver pronounced grimly, “we may fly on forever, lost between the worlds.”


  “That may be,” Hunter conceded.


  So you may imagine that our first elation at getting safely away from Venus cooled somewhat as we contemplated the perplexities and uncertainties before us. It was, after all, I confess, with somewhat the same feeling of desperation that we had experienced before under like circumstances that we again watched the light of our world fading away, and the chill twilight of the mysterious Land of Light swiftly closing around us.


  In our newly enclosed decks, artificially heated, we had no need this time for the heavy garments with which we had sought before with poor success to fend off the bitter cold of the eternal darkness. We rode in safety far above “the hazards of ice-mountains, savage beasts, and more savage human beings that had hitherto beset us.


  Indeed, we saw nothing of the wild, eyeless denizens of the region, nor of the ice city over which our captive queen had formerly ruled; for no sooner were we well within the Zone of Night, or Hemisphere of Night, as Hunter reminded us our new knowledge should dub it, than Weaver drove the ship upward, and presently we emerged from the envelope of haze that shrouds our planet, and once more saw above us the brilliant galaxy of the black, spark-studded heavens.


  All of us not needed below decks in the management of the machinery stood out under the glass roof windows, our straining eyes searching the great dome from horizon to zenith to locate once more that brightest of these heavenly worlds that had before beckoned to our leader.


  Again and again some point stood out brighter than those near it, and led us to think we had at last found our objective. But each time, no sooner had Hunter bent our course to take up a position under it, than someone would sight another light of equal magnitude, and we knew we had again been misled.


  Hunter and Weaver soon became greatly puzzled at this. Though the readings of their nautical instruments showed that we were approximately over the same spot from which we had before sighted our particular world, we cruised about there for an entire sleep without again bringing it into view.


  At length they concluded they had made some mistake in their calculations, and decided, therefore, to cruise around this region in continually widening circles until, if need be, they had scoured the entire hemisphere. At the same time they drove the ship still higher, thinking thereby to get a closer view of these worlds above.


  How futile this minute elevation was in comparison with the appalling distances of space we could not know at any time, of course. I think my own impression of them, as far as I had any definite one, was that our voyage from Venus to this world above could at the most be little greater than the distance from East Venus to South Venus.


  However, what we did not know could not dismay us, and we continued our spiral cruise for three full sleeps quite unrewarded.


  But at length, as we were about despairing, and Hunter was debating if we had not better drive for one of the myriad lesser lights, there arose above the horizon a, clear, steady gleam, so different from the twinkling sparks about it as to be unmistakable. I was reminded, as I sighted it, of the description the queen had given of it when she first told us of the “light above” she had seen as a child during the great wind, “a light as of a torch a long way off.”


  So we headed our ship in the direction of this peerless gleam, and made toward it at all possible speed. And it rose steadily in the heavens as we advanced until it had mounted the zenith, and shone directly down upon us.


  At almost the same moment we noted down on the horizon from which this desired world had arisen the same white gleam of dawn we had seen once before on emerging from the Land of Night. We had sailed almost across the dark hemisphere in search of our world!


  “Strange!” Hunter muttered. “Can it be that these worlds move about in space? It is certain that we saw this world over our heads before when we were at the very center of the Land of Night.”


  “If it be true that this world moves, we may make a sorry chase of it,” suggested Weaver. “If we aim at the spot where it is now, it may be far from there when we reach that spot. Once started, we cannot change our course.”


  “We must count on making such speed that it cannot be far away when we arrive,” Hunter declared. “Then, too, I reason that if Venus draws all things toward it by a great attraction, as we know it does, yonder world will exercise a like power. For were not both created by the same Great Over Spirit? And we cannot think He builds capriciously or establishes his law by whim. Be that as it may, we are committed to our course, and it is too late for turning back.”


  Taking a sighting instrument and making it fast to the deck in an exact perpendicular, he held his eye to it until Weaver had maneuvered the ship so that it hung exactly under the light at which we aimed. He shouted to Weaver, and instantly the lifting motor began whirring at full speed. We all stirred uneasily. Then, as we felt the ship leap under us, we held our breaths. Some of us, I think, offered a prayer.


  At last we were off on our long-planned voyage between worlds.


  We stood staring upward through the roof windows, our eyes fixed on that serene point of light till we were fairly hypnotized with its gleam. Our brains swam with emotion which overflowed in audible exclamations here and there through the company.


  At length I became dizzy with staring, and had to turn away a moment to steady myself. Others, I noticed, were likewise affected.


  Again I sought out the pale beam and watched it for long moments. Then one of our number broke the silence and voiced our common feeling:


  “It grows no larger! It seems no nearer!” he said doubtfully.


  Indeed, I think all of us, realizing something of the tremendous speed with which we were being hurled through space, and having not the slightest conception of the enormous distance that lay ahead, actually expected to see that far-off world begin almost immediately to bulk large above us. At that moment of disappointment we were diverted by another outcry.


  “Look down! Look down!” shouted some one.


  In providing for unobstructed vision in every direction, Hunter had built several alcoves in the deck-shed jutting out over the rails like shallow bay-windows with glass in the floor, so that one could get a clear view below.


  To these observation ports we all rushed and looked over, as we had been bidden. Never shall I forget my sensations as my eye fell on the world we had left behind us. In our experience with the flying ship we had all become more or less inured to great heights with no support beneath. But the stoutest nerves quailed at the awful abyss that now opened under us. Many turned away at the first glance, sick with the horror of it.


  Down, down, till it seemed there was no bottom to the universe, our vision at length rested on a circular field of softly glowing gray mist. So far below it was, and occupied so little space in the black bespangled circle of the nether heavens that it seemed incredible that this could be all that was left-to us of the Venus we had known.


  For the first time the full awesomeness of our situation burst upon our consciousness. Our atom of a ship was all the world that was left to us, a little company of half a hundred souls hung out in vast, bleak, empty space, supported on less than airy nothing, the world we had known shrunk to this unsubstantial shadow, as unreal, and to all intents as far away as any one of the other glittering worlds about it.


  Even as we watched, it had shrunk still more. In a half, bow along one margin it gleamed with a soft, silvery effulgence fading out toward the center of an ashy gray, and on the far side becoming barely visible.


  I was aroused from my trancelike intentness by a voice at my side, and Hunter placed his hand on my arm and clutched it spasmodically in his nervousness with such force that I shrank from the pain of it.


  “Awful! Awful! But wonderful beyond words!” he whispered. “Who could dream it would be so?”


  I looked at him, speechless with the inadequacy of such words as came to my tongue. I was about to resort to some banal reply when we were interrupted by a frantic voice behind us. Carpenter, trembling so that he could hardly stand, his voice choking with the panic fear that had driven all blood from his pasty, tortured face, was clutching wildly at Hunter’s sleeve like a drowning man at a life-raft.


  He was utterly beside himself with abject, uncontrollable terror and he, too, a man who had borne himself well through all the dangers of our previous voyage and had been one of Hunter’s staunchest supporters at the time of the defection of part of our company in West Venus. Of his moral courage he had given abundant evidence, and his physical bravery had stood severe test.


  But this sudden and overwhelming revelation of undreamed-of heights and the appalling sense of utter aloneness and helplessness had torn his nerves to shreds and annihilated his will and reason.


  I was too conscious of my own panic greatly to blame the man. I hold him now no more responsible for his words and acts than a gibbering idiot.


  “Take us back!” he rasped in a weird mixture of shriek and whisper. “Take us back! Take us back! Take us back, if you can! You madman, to get us into this! Take us back—or if you can’t, let us die at once before we fall! I can’t stand this! We’re falling now, I believe!”


  His tirade ended in a choking shriek, and he fell half fainting to the deck. This outburst was the electric spark to our explosive nerves. To some few of us, myself included, belongs the sorry credit of remaining at least passive spectators of what followed, making no demonstration of our panic, it is true, but too unnerved for the moment to be of any real service to our leader.


  The majority of the company rushed around Carpenter, who had put voice to their own feelings and thereby given the little added impetus needed to drive their frenzied fear past all control.


  Scarcely knowing what they did, they seized Hunter and dragged him bodily toward the motor-cabin.


  “Make him turn back!” was the cry from a score of throats.


  “Drop him overboard if he refuses!” shouted one.


  “If we are to fall, let him go first!” screamed another.


  “He knew this meant death! He sought suicide because no one in Venus believed his wild stories! We knew too much, so we must die, too!” came another hysterical voice.


  “Shame! Shame!” cried someone at that.


  We passive ones now had collected ourselves a little, and pushed into the frantic mob, exhorting them to be calm.


  Weaver, at this, emerged from the motor-cabin, and his deep voice rose in a roar above the tumult, demanding silence.


  He backed up this demand with a pair of sturdy fists to such good purpose that the mutineers fell back a little, and presently he had Hunter out of their hands and standing with him, their backs to the cabin wall, where I and several other more sober ones joined them, not a little ashamed of our belated show of courage.


  All this time Hunter had not spoken a word. Now he stood in dignified silence, eyeing them sadly, pityingly, understandingly, it seemed, without a trace of anger in his face.


  This vigorous stand by Weaver, backed now by some dozen of us, together with the calm demeanor of Hunter, had a slightly sobering effect on our panic-stricken fellows. Some of them already showed a dawning shame at their conduct.


  At length, when his voice could be heard easily, Hunter spoke.


  “My friends,” he said, “you don’t know what you have been saying. Listen to me for a moment; then, if I cannot convince you that you are unduly alarmed, I will turn back as you ask. If I still seem then to be deceiving you, you may throw me overboard, as one of you has proposed, and as in such case I would richly deserve.”


  He paused for a moment, and a low, angry murmur arose in the hostile group before him. He silenced it with a wave of his hand and went on:


  “I have no heart to blame you for your alarm. Our position is appalling even to me, but I am sustained by my faith in the ship I have built and the proofs that my ideas of the universe are true. I said that Venus was round, like a great ball. Men scoffed at me. But below us now it lies in full view for all to see. At this distance we can see it as a whole, and know that I was right. You believed me once on faith. Now you must believe me from the evidence of your own eyes.


  “We are not falling, as one of you feared just now, else Venus would not steadily grow smaller in seeming, as it does. We can turn back toward it at any moment if you insist, but it is no worse to go on. What a shame to stop on the eve of a great achievement because our hearts had failed us!”


  He paused again. This time the murmurings were fewer and less angry in tone. Under the spell of his personality they were forgetting for a moment their panic, and I could see that his argument was bearing weight.


  “We are going to have many trials to our nerves on this journey,” Hunter went on, “and I beg of you steel your wills to meet them without panic, as you did so bravely the perils of our former voyage.


  “You were alarmed a little time ago because the world toward which we are speeding seemed to grow no nearer. That means to me that the distance we have to go is vastly greater than even I thought. But I had, nevertheless, provided for a long journey with food to last many times as long as I had any idea would be needed. Would a madman or one planning suicide or murder do that?”


  By now I could see shame stealing over the faces of his hearers. Several started to speak, but again he silenced them with a gesture and went on:


  “Now, let us watch the world above us and see if, after a little, it does not draw nearer. I promise you this: If within half a sleep it is not clear to your eyes and minds that we are actually approaching our goal, I will turn back again. I must exact from you in return a promise that in the meantime you remain quiet and in no way interfere with the running of the ship. Do you agree?”


  He ceased speaking and awaited their reply. Several, thoroughly converted, gave assent at once. Others followed a little doubtfully, and finally the remainder, seeing themselves in a minority, grudgingly Joined in the promise.


  Then with one accord we fell to studying the heavens above us.


  At first glance there seemed to be no visible change. The countless lights still twinkled as mere points of brilliance and still seemingly no nearer.


  But after studying for a moment in comparison the steady light of that brightest of these illuminations, toward which we aimed, it seemed to me that there had been a change in it since last I saw it. I feared at first it might be my imagination, and said nothing.


  But the longer I looked, the more convinced I became that I was no longer gazing at a mere point of light, but at a tiny sphere that, as I looked, took to my eyes a definite size about equal in diameter to the nail of a man’s thumb. No longer in doubt, I cried out excitedly:


  “It shows nearer already! It has grown larger. It is a globe like Venus!”


  One after another my fellow watchers assented.


  “You are right,” Hunter declared. “My faith is justified sooner than I had hoped.


  We will wait, however, for stronger proof.”


  We had been so intent on this that we had not noticed a new element that had been creeping upon us unawares. There had been no lights on the vessel, save one small deck-lamp. The others had been turned off when we started our upward flight, that we might better see the phenomena of the heavens.


  But now several of us noted at once that a bright glow pervaded the deck-shed. Our solitary light paled before it. We stared about aghast.


  “It comes from below!” someone shouted suddenly.


  We turned toward the observation alcoves. From their bottom windows streaked upward steady beams of intense white light!


  Again we looked down, and again we fell into panic.


  Our world of Venus that a little before had gleamed so dully had burst into brilliant flames, blazing from all its circular rim far into the heavens.


  Only a fleeting instant this tremendous spectacle smote our retinas, and then, with hands before our faces, we shrank back from the windows, our eyes, accustomed only to the soft lights of our world, stricken momentarily blind by the terrible glare.


  I expected this new and yet more frightful turn of affairs to bring on a fresh panic; but it seemed that our nerves had been harassed beyond the point of reaction to further horror. Even those who had been most hysterical at the first discovery of our position now stood in stunned apathy at this later revelation.


  Indeed, it was Carpenter, who had precipitated the recent mutiny, who now first collected himself sufficiently for coherent speech.


  “My friends,” he said as solemnly as his shaking voice would allow, “we have the answer to our demand that we turn back home. Who now wishes to return? Hunter, I am ashamed even to apologize for what I said. While we were accusing you of leading us to destruction, you were saving us from a terrible death by fire!”


  “By the Great Over Spirit!” swore Weaver, getting his breath at last. “I never believed before in prophecy, but who can doubt now that our leader is a prophet and foresaw this destruction coming?”


  “I am no prophet,” Hunter disclaimed. “This destruction of Venus by fire is the last thing of which I could have dreamed. Had I foreseen it, would I not have saved at least my own father from this terrible death? Would I not have labored unceasingly to provide other ships to save as many as possible of our unfortunate brothers and sisters? Alas, I had rather have perished with them!”


  His words instantly shamed those of us who had given first thought to our own fortunate escape.


  “We cannot question the wisdom of the Over Spirit in this,” I said, seeking for some words to comfort him in his distress of soul. “None of us can think you consciously foresaw this destruction. But can’t we believe humbly that the Over Spirit ordained you to select certain ones of us for salvation from death? Why we of all others were chosen, we cannot say, but to us perhaps it has been given to perpetuate the race in this new world to which we are flying.”


  He looked at me sadly, doubtfully. “It may be so,” he assented. “Who can decide what is just in the eyes of the Over Spirit? Be that as it may, we are here. They are gone. It is for us to meet bravely the conditions that are.


  “Our great purpose was to provide a new world for the teeming peoples of Venus. Now, those for whom we strove and sacrificed have been blotted out. It remains, then, our duty to preserve ourselves and continue our fight to the end.” During this time the light that permeated our ship had grown steadily brighter. We slowly recovered the partial use of our tortured eyes, but they continued to smart as though laved with corroding chemicals. We were still unable to look toward the lower observation windows through which streamed this terrible glare.


  This growing intensity of light suggested to someone that perhaps, after all, our ship had turned and was falling back toward this fiery caldron into which our doomed world had been converted.


  The suggestion disturbed even Hunter. He made haste to examine the lifting device, and reported that it was still working properly, and that we should be continuing to rise, unless the conflagration of Venus had interrupted the working of gravity and caused our lifting-stone no longer to repel as it should.


  “We can test that fact by observing the world above us to see if it has drawn any nearer since last we looked at it,” suggested Weaver.


  But this apparently sensible suggestion was easier made than carried into effect. We found, on looking up, that our seared and streaming eyes could make out nothing save an indistinct blur.


  We laved our eyes with water, and held them closed moments at a time in the hope that in thus refreshing and resting them, their full use might be quickly restored. But it availed little.


  At length Hunter was seized with an idea—one whose whimsicality struck me forcibly even at that tragic moment.


  “We have forgotten that we have aboard with us two good pairs of eyes that have not been injured by the glare,” he said.


  We turned to him, bewildered, not comprehending for the moment what he could mean.


  “I mean the queen and the Lady of the South,” he explained.


  You may well imagine, that the shocks and perils we had been experiencing since we left the surface of Venus had driven our fair passengers quite out of our minds.


  Indeed, we had all been so engrossed with the affairs of our flight that once we had these two troublemakers safely secured, each in a suite of staterooms of her own and at opposite ends of the ship, none of us gave any further thought to the women who had for a time held our fate in the balance, excepting the guards appointed to watch and feed them, and Hunter who visited them regularly. They were no longer important factors in our lives.


  True, I had speculated at times as to what would happen when we finally reached our destination if the two women should be released and allowed to get together freely.


  I was puzzled now as to how Hunter could expect either one to serve us willingly, and expressed my doubts.


  “I would myself hesitate at releasing the queen at the present time,” he admitted. “But the Lady of the South is in a somewhat different frame of mind. She feels deeply grateful to me for saving her life in East Venus. She was quite contented to come away with us, for she realized that her cause in Venus was lost and that her life was not safe there. Moreover, I am sorry to say, her zeal for her cause was wholly secondary to her desire to marry me, and she now hopes that she has accomplished that wish. Her confinement to one suite of rooms has been made quite satisfactory to her on the ground that she is thereby safe from the queen, of whom she is in mortal dread.


  “As far as the queen is concerned, I think she, too, will be quite reconciled when she finds that Venus has been destroyed and that her kidnaping has saved her life.”


  “But,” Weaver demurred, “once you bring the Lady out on deck, will not she, too, be blinded by this glare and be then in no better case than we?”


  “Quite right,” Hunter assented. “I had not thought of that. Is there no way to dim that outrageous light?”


  “There is,” cried Weaver triumphantly, after a moment’s thought. “We have in our stores some black paint for use in keeping the ship’s hull freshened. It will take but a little time to blur over those lower windows, through which the light streams, with a thin coat of paint.”


  “Well suggested,” Hunter agreed. “You might detail several men to that work at once. They will, of course, have to act mainly by feeling. Each had better hold a shield over his eyes while he works, or he will be blinded completely.”


  “In the meantime,” cried Carpenter, with a new show of excitement, “we may be falling head on to destruction!”


  “Contain your fears, Carpenter,” commanded Hunter, with unwonted sternness. “There is practically no chance that we are falling back toward Venus. But if we are, I assure you time will make no difference. For there is no power or device by which we can stop that fall if our lifting-stone has refused to work.”


  At this Carpenter turned away, rebuffed, but evidently doubtful. We stood or sat about helplessly in our half-blinded state, while Weaver carried out Hunter’s direction as to the panning. Hunter himself went below to inform the Lady of the South of our predicament and prepare her to act as the eyes of our ship.


  Weaver’s suggestion as to the paint proved a happy one. The coating of black once applied, the glare of light ceased, and little by little some degree of normal service returned to our vision. It was several sleeps, however, before my eyes ceased smarting and my sight became entirely clear. In fact, my eyes have never fully recovered their former strength.


  Presently Hunter returned to the deck with the Lady of the South. It was the first time I had seen her since my famous interview with her before we sailed on our first voyage. Now my eyes still troubled me too much to make out her features clearly, but I noted that her bearing was calm and dignified, and that she still affected the same style of robe as that in which I had first seen her.


  She took her place under the roof window and looked up, as Hunter directed her.


  “What do you see?” asked Hunter, after she had studied the heavens for a moment.


  “I see a little, round, pale spot in a black sky, right over my head,” she said. “Around it are several little points like tiny lights, only very pale.”


  The glare of the light below us had evidently made the heavens above less brilliant by contrast, even as it had seemed to dim our deck-light.


  “How large is the pale, round spot?” pursued Hunter.


  She held up her thumb and finger spread a little apart.


  “About so far across,” she answered.


  The measure she gave proved beyond doubt that we were steadily approaching our new world, for its size, judging by her rough measure, was at least twice what it had appeared when we last noted it. So each of us, according to his state of mind, took certain comfort from this assurance and began to assume as philosophical an attitude as possible toward our precarious position.


  Hunter now insisted that we return to our routine, prepare regular meals, and resume our watches as before. We were too excited, however, to take great interest in our food; and I, at least, found my first attempt to sleep a lamentable failure. Hunter, as was his wont in times of peril, slept only in brief naps. He took observations of the heavens from the Lady at regular intervals and each time reported noticeable progress. Several sleeps passed in this way without further excitement. We were becoming almost inured to our strange routine. The world above, according to the Lady’s estimate, now showed a span the width of a man’s hand.


  Then came the time when Hunter’s eyesight was sufficiently restored to make an observation himself. At his first glimpse of our goal he uttered an exclamation of despair.


  The fear he had expressed when we started out as to our holding a course directly at the world above had been realized. Our goal no longer shone directly over our heads, but off considerably to one side. It had moved, as he feared, or else we had turned from our course.


  At any rate, we were shooting off into the empty heavens far wide of our mark!


  


CHAPTER VII


  THE ISLE OF CHANGE


  I had happened to be standing next to Hunter at the moment of his making this disheartening discovery, and caught the full import of the fragmentary exclamations that escaped him. He recovered his caution immediately, however, and looked around to see who else had overheard. Fortunately none of the rest of the watch were near by at the time. We had all grown somewhat accustomed to these regular observations by Hunter and the Lady of the South. As long as our leader had depended entirely on another’s eye, the reports had continued optimistic.


  To her untrained observation, the gradual departure of the world above from the exact zenith had meant nothing, if indeed she had noted it at all. So the reports had become an old story, and we had ceased to give much heed to them.


  “I think no one else heard,” Hunter whispered, seeing from my stricken face that I at least had taken in this new situation. “Say nothing about it at present. I must consult with Weaver, and see if we can think of any device to alter our course. I confess it seems hopeless to me at the moment, but there’s no need of plunging our companions into despair yet by letting them know of it.”


  He called Weaver and told him of our predicament. The shipmaster received the news in grim silence. Finally he walked out and observed the nearing planet for himself.


  “There is no way to tell how much of our distance to the new world remains to be covered,” he said at last. “Let’s see if our eyes will stand another look at Venus.” The three of us approached the blackened floor-windows rather gingerly; but discovered that we could look with impunity at the blazing orb, now that, the dimming of the glass had cut off most of its rays. We were greatly puzzled, however, to note that the fiery disk did not appear appreciably smaller than it did when the flames first burst out. This in spite of the fact that, we supposed we had been receding from it at tremendous speed, and that the world above had in the meantime certainly increased steadily in apparent size. “There are two possible causes for that.”


  Hunter reasoned. “Either the burning of Venus has caused it to swell enormously in size, or else we have reached a point beyond which our lifting-stone refuses to act and we are hanging in one spot. The apparent increase in size of the world above might be due to that world moving toward us instead of we toward it. In that case it is pursuing a diagonal course across our path, and I see no hope of our meeting it.”


  How strange now seem all these blind speculations of ours as to these unfamiliar elements of the starry spaces, as we look back at them after being set right by the ages-old earth-knowledge of astronomy! The merest schoolboy of earth should have been able to show us how greatly we still erred in our conceptions of the nature and movements of the heavenly bodies.


  Now that I found I could safely hold my gaze on the great conflagration, it became a fascinating study to me. The flowing disk appeared about three times the width of a man’s hand. From its margin great streamers of flame shot far out into the heavens. Off near one side was a small, circular patch of black about the same size as the world above now appeared to us. This, I reasoned, was a small area of our old world not yet touched by the flames.


  I wondered if by any chance that spot, not yet overrun, was an inhabited area, and if those living there were still ignorant of their approaching fate. I pictured in imagination the awful agony of those whom the flames devoured. At the same time came to my mind the hope that perhaps the flames would die out before that area was burned and so that some of our people might escape, and I prayed that it might be so. I was aroused from my gruesome reverie by joint outcry from Hunter and Weaver, followed on the instant by a shrill mocking laugh from the motor-cabin.


  No need to look around. I knew that laugh all too well. When I did turn, I saw, as I had expected, the queen. That redoubtable female was standing over the controlling pins of the ship’s motor. Somehow, during the distractions due to the kaleidoscopic succession of perils that beset us, she had taken advantage of the inattention of her guards and had escaped. Now she stood with one hand on the controlling pin of the lifting-motor, with the manipulation of which she had become perfectly familiar in her continuous attendance on Hunter during the latter part of our previous voyage. Her malicious eyes fixed Hunter’s in flashing triumph.


  In her other hand she held a heavy hammer directly over the delicate and complicated mechanism of the motor control, the slightest disarrangement of which would hopelessly disable our lifting apparatus and leave our ship to plunge to destruction.


  “Now, cousin, I have you again,” she taunted. “Don’t take a step or sound an alarm, any of you, or I’ll smash your precious motor. I know its workings. It means that your ship will drop, and we’ll all die together. I’m not afraid. Better die than be shut up like a slave. Now, we’re going back to our world, where we belong, and where I now will rule as queen. You told me you were going to take me to a new world, but you are not. I’m running this ship now. Try to interfere at your peril.”


  We stood, eyeing her helplessly. We could not doubt that she would keep her promise. We had seen enough of her desperate determination on other occasions. Let one of us make a false move, and that menacing hammer would fall. The motor that kept our ship supported in space would not only stop, but no one could start the mutilated machine without extensive repair, which could not be accomplished before we had fallen all the way back to our blazing world.


  I trembled at the thought that her deadly rival, the lady of the South, might inadvertently stroll on the scene at this inauspicious moment. I feared that the queen’s rage at such an appearance might lead her to carry out her threat, willy-nilly.


  But no such complication intruded. Her purpose was fired by iron determination to rule, but without the element of wrath. She stood there, taunting us with her mocking eyes and threatening hammer for several moments.


  Hunter reasoned, as he told me afterward, that it was best to appear for the time being to yield to her absolutely. If she insisted on shutting off the motor by the controlling pin, it would still be possible to make her see her mistake and her peril before we returned too near to Venus to be in danger.


  “I admit you have the best of me,” Hunter assented finally. “You do not need to wreck our motor. Turn it off, and let the ship fall back to Venus if you wish. No one will interfere with you. We value our lives too much. We had just learned that we had lost our way in our course for the new world above, so it was useless for us to go on. I am, therefore, quite ready to agree with you.”


  But I assure you that neither Weaver nor I, nor the two other members of the watch who had happened along in time to take in what had occurred, felt any of the nonchalance that Hunter was attempting to assume.


  Of course we knew, as a matter of fact, that it would take as long to fall back to Venus as it had taken to fly thence. That would give us several days’ leeway in which to effect some safe method of overcoming the queen, or of persuading her from her purpose. Probably when she saw the fiery ruin to which we were falling, she would be reconciled to giving up her obsession.


  But in the alarm of the moment we thought out nothing clearly. We merely felt that our only support from imminent destruction would be gone, once the lift-motor were stopped. It seemed to us that even to pause in our flight would mean that the spreading flames of our world would leap up and devour us. Nor was it any foregone conclusion with us that the queen would accept Hunter’s acquiescence and refrain from wrecking the motor. We had always been convinced that she was at least half mad. Now we feared that she might be quite so.


  These fears she must have read in our faces, for she continued to feed them by swinging the hammer up and down over the motor, her evil smile growing the more pronounced.


  It seemed an endless time that she stood thus gloating over this tearing at our raw nerves. I know that during that time I held my breath.


  At length she seemed to weary of this by-play, and withdrew the hammer from its dangerous neighborhood. At the same time, with her other hand, she thrust in the control-pin and the motor ceased humming.


  Of course the momentum of our tremendous speed could not be checked instantly. So, despite our instinctive dread, nothing perceptible happened at that moment, save the cessation of the sound of the motor.


  Now the queen turned to us and held the hammer before her.


  “I’ll keep this in reach, and use it if necessary,” she declared. “So let there be no treachery.” As she spoke, she tossed it toward a corner of the cabin.


  Then something did happen, the beginning of a most astounding series of incidents.


  It had riot seemed to me that the queen employed any force in tossing aside the hammer. As far as I thought of the trivial matter at all, I had expected so heavy an object to drop almost at her feet.


  Imagine our surprise, then, to see it shoot out in a straight line parallel, to the floor and crash into the farther wall of the cabin some ten paces away.


  Then our surprise turned to blank amazement when the heavy metal, instead of dropping to the floor, rebounded from the wall and started back across the cabin still parallel to the floor, but now moving quite slowly as though merely floating.


  The queen had been watching our faces, and had not noted the beginning of this miracle. But suddenly she saw the hammer float by her face, barely missing the tip of her nose. It was naturally startling. She screamed and jumped. Then, climax of amazement, with that slight impulse she rose clear of the floor as though she had the mere weight of a bit of waterfowl’s down.


  While we stared, stupefied with amazement, in which for once Hunter fully shared, she rose gently to the ceiling and lodged there, on her face a look of the most utter astonishment I have ever seen on the face of a human being.


  For a moment she seemed stunned by the shock. Then she recovered her breath and began screaming with terror and thrashing about frantically with arms and legs.


  At these outcries, two others of the watch who were a little way down the deck, had, as they said afterward, started to run toward us. With the first step they shot forward into the air. Our first intimation of their predicament was when we heard their shouts of astonishment and saw them come sailing toward us on a level with our heads, kicking vigorously in an effort to regain their footing.


  I had been so absorbed in this amazing spectacle that I had not noted before anything peculiar in my own position or that of my other companions. But now, as one of our brethren sailed by uncomfortably near my head, I instinctively attempted to dodge back.


  My own feet were not touching the floor! I had likewise in some mysterious way lost my weight and I saw at a glance that the rest were in a like predicament.


  Before we had time to collect our wits and do any clear thinking, the deck began to move sidewise under us, slowly, almost imperceptibly, then with gathering speed. Finally, with an abrupt lunge, the ship rolled completely over and lay bottom side up with the blinding rays of the burning planet that a moment before had shone dimly, through the blackened bottom windows, now blazing unchecked through the broad roof-lights, filling the deck-shed with a fiercer glare than ever.


  My last glimpse, before these battering rays compelled me to close my eyes, revealed my companions and myself still floating upright in the air, but with our feet now pointing at the roof.


  The shrieks of the queen had redoubled. Even in my own distress of mind I was able to glean some satisfaction from this evidence that the hitherto dominant and imperturbable woman had at last met a situation that completely unnerved her.


  So for a little time we hung suspended in thin air, half blinded, completely helpless, waiting with chilled hearts for the next blow of a freakish fate.


  But presently I felt the top of my head touch something. Shading my eyes carefully with one hand from the glare at my feet, I looked up and found that my head rested on the inverted deck. Even as I discovered this, my mind underwent a strange reversal of the sense of direction. A moment before, I had seemed to be still in an upright position.


  Now, without at all altering that position, I suddenly acquired the sensation of standing on my head. The deck once more seemed properly down to me and the roof up. Now the blazing world of Venus was over us, and the world we sought below us. I began to feel the pull of weight toward the deck, and a slight congesting of blood in my head. My body swayed toward the deck, and presently it was stretched full length along it.


  I made out my companions in like position, and, near by, the queen.


  That lady a moment later ceased her clamor, arose gingerly to her feet, and felt her way into the ship’s cabin. That act of hers completed our sense of reversed direction, and one after another we followed her example.


  Cautiously we tried our legs, and finding that we could stand, and that the pull of weight was actually toward the inverted deck, we groped our way to the cabin for shelter from the dazzling light.


  But, though the direction of gravity had thus unquestionably reversed itself, its pull was still very slight. We had the sensation of being as light as feathers. With each step we had a tendency to bound upward half a pace.


  At the moment, Hunter was as much at a loss as the rest of us to account for the amazing phenomena. It was not until later that he found a theory as to their cause which did not fall far short of the truth, as explained to us some time afterward by an earth astronomer.


  As even the laymen among my earth readers may already have guessed, we had just passed through the neutral point where the attraction of gravitation of Venus was exactly balanced by the gravitation of the other heavenly body toward which we had been driving. At that moment, therefore, our bodies ceased to have any weight. The tremendous momentum of our upward rush from Venus under the impulse of our lifting-stone had driven us past this dead center. At that instant the queen had shut off the lifting motor and left us within the pull of the other planet.


  Hence, naturally, the hull of our ship being its heaviest part, the vessel had rolled over, and what had a few moments before been “up” to us, now became “down” so, as the pull of the new planet became stronger, we had gradually settled back to our inverted deck.


  Of all this, however, we were ignorant at the time, and general confusion reigned in our company. Hunter presently recovered his self-possession, and directed the draping of the cabin windows with our sleeping-pad coverings, to shut out the blinding glare. This done, with Weaver and the mechanics, he gave the ship’s machinery a thorough examination to see if it had been damaged in any way by our strange capsizing, and also if any freakish misadjustment, due to the queen’s meddling, could have caused the inexplicable trouble.


  I, having no part in this technical investigation, turned to wondering what had become of this female meddler. She had not been seen since she had found her feet and fled into the cabin.


  Fearing that she might be up to other mischief, I set out in search for her. I found her in her own suite, lying face down on the floor, her head buried in a blanket, weeping convulsively, and trembling violently from head to foot.


  My hatred for the woman was for the moment lost in pity. Several times I spoke to her before she gave me any heed, and then she scrambled to a sitting posture and shrank away in fear.


  I resolved to take matters in my own hands and push the advantage of her unnerved condition to drive home permanently the impression her late experience had made upon her.


  I am as much a devotee of truthfulness as the next man, but I was convinced that here was an occasion when subtle prevarication for the accomplishment of good was amply justified.


  So I gave her to understand that the miracle that had just thwarted her purpose to take command of the ship, and which had so terrified her, was entirely the working of Hunter, simply another of a long series of his exploits, beginning with his use of the anesthetic spray, that by now should prove to her that he was all too clever and powerful for her to get the best of. I warned her against any further rebellion, lest he at last lose all patience and do her real harm. Then I told her of the burning of Venus and that he had foreseen it and saved her, despite the wrongs she had done.


  I had even the presumption to assure her that through all he had continued to love her, and might yet make her his mate, if she would remain hereafter gentle and obedient.


  Then I referred to the Lady of the South. She already knew that her rival was on board. I told her how foolish she was to fear that woman’s rivalry, inasmuch as the ancient customs of Venus forbade Hunter to marry her who was not of his clan. I assured her that if the lady came to harm through her, Hunter would hate her forever, and added that the best way to hold his heart surely was to show friendship for the lady.


  The queen said little in reply, and that in broken sentences. What she did say, and her humble manner of saying it satisfied me, however, that she was utterly broken in spirit, and that we would have no further trouble with her. I saw, too, that she had been made genuinely ill by her experience. I left her, promising to send someone to look after her needs.


  Returning toward the motor-cabin, I met the Lady of the South just leaving her suite. She had retired immediately after assisting Hunter at the last observations, and had slept through the whole disturbance.


  Acting on the inspiration of the moment, I told her of the queen’s experience and conversion and present illness. I told her the sick woman needed the attendance of another of her own sex. I assured her that she could take no surer means of finally winning Hunter’s heart than to look after the welfare of his stricken cousin.


  Somewhat to my surprise, and greatly to my satisfaction, though not without my misgivings as to the outcome, she assented to my suggestion and started at once for the queen’s suite. What took place at that meeting I never knew, but it proved the beginning of a strange alliance, and what for a long time thereafter appeared on the surface to be a genuine friendship.


  On returning to the motor-cabin I found our company faced with a new perplexity. The improvised drapings had been removed from the cabin windows, and the men were about to venture forth on the decks again. The fiery light from above was no longer beating through the roof glass with its former intensity. Instead, the glass had become clouded over till it had the opaqueness that, our black paint had given the floor windows, and the light now came through dully in a degree that our sorely tried eyesight could easily endure.


  What could be the nature of this new miracle we could not even guess, but were disposed to accept it at its face value and be grateful for its benefits.


  This mystery was also deciphered for me afterward by my astronomical friend. It seems that so-called empty space has in it vast clouds of fine, meteoric dust drifting about till the attraction of some great planet draws it down. With the repelling force of our lifting-stone shut down, this dust had settled on our deck roof till a thin coating of it had clouded the lights.


  But our present concern was to take advantage of the use of our eyesight that this gave us, and determine, if possible, what course out ship now pursued. Hunter was greatly concerned lest we were dropping back toward Venus, now that our motor was stopped, but the facts that our direction of gravity had been reversed, and that the dimension of the fiery sphere, as revealed dimly through the clouded glass, seemed no greater than before, militated against this fear.


  He therefore sought to get another glimpse of the planet toward which he had originally set his course. Scraping a little of the paint from the floor glass, he took a brief observation and then shouted his relief:


  “The queen’s meddling saved us in spite of ourselves. She stopped the motor just in time, and we have swung into the attraction of the world we sought. It is directly under us, now, and we are dropping toward it so fast that it now seems nearly double the size it did when I last saw it.


  If our motor had been allowed to run on at full speed, as it was, we would have been driven away from it, and by now be lost in infinite space. At last we are on our right course, and are nearing our goal!”


  We gathered eagerly around the various floor windows, a strangely light-hearted company, fairly intoxicated by this sudden reaction from bewilderment, terror, and despair, to a climax of hope, now amounting, we thought, to practical certainty. Those off watch had been roused from sleep to share in the spectacle.


  It seemed incredible that the faintly glowing sphere directly below us could be identical with that little point of light we had seen once shining over our heads seemingly an infinite distance away!


  What marvelous prescience our leader had displayed in seeing all this in his mind’s eye, when to our lesser imaginations that point of light meant nothing but a puzzling illumination! How shameful now seemed our puny doubts and terrors in the face of his sublime faith!


  Had we not beheld with our own eyes, as we thought, our old world of Venus burst into fiery destruction, the flames of which we could still see by turning our eyes upward, we might well have believed that we were again being deluded by an error, as when on the surface of Venus during our other voyage, we had burst from the Land of Darkness to believe we were confronting a new Land of Light.


  As we found then that we had merely returned to our own familiar land, it seemed now almost as though we must discover soon that we had described a great circle in space and were bearing down on our old home planet. But the persistent rays of that great globe of fire above prevented such illusion taking any real hold on our minds.


  And yet the world now below looked, m size and form, the very counterpart of Venus as she had lain below us just before she had burst into flame.


  But as we continued to sweep on down, and the new world gradually filled a greater space in our nether heavens, we began to note faint differences. Venus had shone with a faint, whitish glow, uniform in color throughout its surface, though brighter toward the side from which the flames first burst.


  This new world had a faint, greenish hue, shading to a suggestion of blue in some areas and to darkish gray in others, save in one semicircular patch near its circumference where it showed nearly pure white.


  Venus also had a somewhat hazy outline. This world was more clear-cut, its lines more definite.


  Presently Hunter decided that it would be judicious to check our sheer fall a little at this point. He reminded us that a body falling unchecked steadily multiplies its speed. There would therefore be danger, if our fall continued too long unhindered; that we would be unable to check our speed in time to avoid destruction when we struck the surface of the planet.


  He turned, therefore, back to the motor-cabin and started the lifting-motor at low speed; then, making repeated observations of our apparent rate of fall, he adjusted the motor’s rate so that we still continued our descent, but at a much reduced rate.


  This regulation of our speed had just been completed to Hunter’s satisfaction, when an exclamation from one of the party turned all heads toward the entrance to the main cabin.


  To much greater astonishment of the others than to myself, the queen came forth with faltering, uncertain footsteps, arid beside her, guiding and supporting her with one arm, her face all tender solicitude, came the Lady of the South.


  There had been no opportunity for me to tell Hunter of the diplomatic duplicity I had employed in bringing these sworn enemies together, and you may be sure none was more amazed than he at this unexpected sight.


  I hurried over to him, and in a hasty whisper related briefly what had happened.


  He was so relieved and delighted at this solution of a problem that had weighed heavily on his mind during the whole voyage that he greeted them jointly with a measure of affectionate cordiality that would have left nothing to be desired by either love-sick maiden had it been directed to her solely.


  But though I studied both faces carefully, I saw no trace of jealousy or resentment in either.


  “Come, ladies,” Hunter exclaimed, leading them toward one of the floor windows, “we have a happy surprise in store for you. Look down!”


  But though the queen suffered herself to be led to the window, she did not look down as invited, but continued to stare blankly ahead of her. Nor did the Lady of the South seem concerned with the spectacle below us, but instead turned a pitying look first to the queen and then to Hunter.


  “The poor girl cannot see a thing,” explained the Lady. “She was stricken totally blind by that terrible glare.”


  We understood at once. The eyes of this woman, who had spent her entire life until recently in the darkness of the Land of the Night, had completely succumbed to the shock which had so nearly destroyed our more toughened vision.


  This plight of the unfortunate girl affected me with conflicting emotions which I dare say were shared by others. There was a measure of retributive justice in the smiting of this wild-tempered and malicious creature with blindness as the result of her own wrong-headed act. On the other hand, there was something peculiarly pathetic in seeing such a young and beautiful creature made helpless.


  Further than that, she had been the agent, involuntarily, to be sure, by which we were now approaching this promised land. It was her chance comment about the “light above” back at our first meeting in the Land of Night, that had set Hunter to seek a new world in that direction. And only lately it had been her wilful throwing off of the power of our motor that had made it possible for us to be safely arriving now.


  And yet this fair, unruly instrument of the Great Over Spirit, who had all unwittingly proved our good angel, was not to be permitted to see the new world to which she had led us!


  I had a fleeting feeling of guilt in the matter also. I had taken great pains to impress it on her mind during my lecture to her in her stateroom that the all-powerful Hunter had deliberately inflicted punishment on her for her rebellious conduct. I had, of course, not known then that blindness was a part of this punishment. I now had a sudden fear that she might hold Hunter responsible, and in the end seek some form of barbaric revenge.


  But Hunter’s manner toward her now went far toward offsetting this feeling, if, indeed, in her crushed and bewildered state of mind, it had ever been hers. He gently led her to a seat in the motor-cabin, expressing the greatest, sorrow for her affliction, and assuring her that it would pass in time. He told her that we had all in some degree been stricken in the same way, but were all safely recovering. She clung to him, weeping, for some time, and seemed to get much comfort from his words.


  At the same time our tactful leader managed to convey to the Lady of the South, more by a look than by speech, the gratitude and affection she had won by her noble conduct.


  So he left them together presently to return to the business of directing the ship.


  There was no more sleep for any of us. Every moment of our time not actually employed in necessary duties was spent leaning, fascinated, over the floor windows.


  Steadily the great sphere opened out below. There came a time when it seemed nearly to fill the nether heavens.


  We discovered then another point of difference between it and Venus. It was not covered by an envelope of opaque mist like our old home. This at first caused Hunter to fear that we might shortly be stranded on a world without air. But a little later he was relieved by noting small patches of cloud floating here and there above the surface of the planet. Where there were clouds of vapor, He reasoned, there must of necessity be air to sustain them. There remained, however, the uncertainty as to whether or not this air would be of the same consistency and composition as the all-sustaining gas that surrounded our old planet. Might it not be possible that we would find ourselves surrounded by an atmosphere alien and poisonous to our form of life?


  But some time later these doubts were set at rest in startling fashion. We had approached so near to this world that it now spread out under us like a great, circular plain from horizon to horizon.


  We could now distinguish clearly the major details of this vast surface. And those of us who had sighed for change in our old, monotonous world were delighted to see that here, in the main physical aspects, at least, was unending, bewildering variety.


  We looked down on vast, open oceans, dotted with green, irregular islands in great profusion, and bounded by great, winding continental shore lines. These big land masses, unlike our monotonous continent of the Land of Light, were varied by winding water-courses, instead of our straight canals; irregular inland lakes of all shapes and sizes, instead of our orderly storage basins; towering mountains, plateaus, and plains interspersed in profusion, instead of the almost unbroken dead level of Venus. It all lay below us like a great relief map.


  But in the midst of these observations we were interrupted by a terrific shock.


  Our vessel seemed suddenly to halt in its course. We were thrown violently to the deck. The ship creaked and ground in every joint—then began rolling and pitching violently.


  We began struggling to our feet just as, with a roar and a crash, a big section of one side of the deck-house was torn away and scattered in fragments into empty space. We were overwhelmed by a strong blast of freezing air.


  “We’ve struck air again!” Hunter shouted, as he struggled toward the motor-cabin.


  We followed him in to warmth and safety, while our ship continued to careen on down.


  After a few moments of manipulating. controlling pins, Hunter got the ship’s wings in operation again, and presently we were gliding down in great, easy spirals toward the surface of our new world.


  After a little it became safe to appear on the now nearly open deck. The motion of the vessel created a strong wind that chilled us to the bone, but we threw on extra garments and braved it for the sake of gratifying our curiosity to the full.


  We were now slowly descending over an open ocean. In the distance was a low, green shore toward which Hunter headed.


  From now on there was no further incident of note, save as we drew nearer we now and then saw high-flying birds that indicated animal life similar to that on Venus. Of ships on the water or buildings on land we had seen nothing to indicate the presence before us of any human life.


  So some half a sleep after first striking the air of this new world our vessel settled on the surface of this strange sea, and we began gliding toward a beautiful wooded shore backed by rolling green hills that lay only a little ahead.


  We were standing forward in an eager group, each tensely waiting the moment when he could once more set his foot on solid ground.


  Weaver had sighted what appeared a deep inlet, and was running in to seek harborage, when there came seemingly from under our very bows a thunderous report. The sea leaped up in a great column of water higher than our mastheads. I felt the deck suddenly rising under me. I was thrown violently down. Before I could struggle to my feet the great water column toppled and submerged us.


  In a twinkling the tranquil scene, the atmosphere of joyful expectancy that pervaded our company, had been changed to horrible confusion and terror.


  The surge of green water that engulfed us when the great liquid column toppled over swept me with several others against the rail, where we clung, choking and sputtering, while the vessel heeled over till we were driven so far under that it seemed we were destined to drown there. Yet so powerful was the, rush of water that we instinctively kept clutch on the rail rather than strike out and attempt swimming in the racing current.


  Then, before I could collect my wits and consider the advisability of swimming free of the wreck, the ship dipped over in the other direction and bore us clear of the flood.


  I saw, as I staggered to my feet, that several of my companions had been wrenched away and were struggling in the sea. Some still clung, half drowned, to whatever projection about the deck afforded a hold. Hunter and Weaver had been in the motor-cabin directing the ship when the blow fell, and though the room was flooded, they still held their posts.


  A glance showed that the high bird-head figure at the prow had been torn away by some powerful explosion from under the surface of the sea, and that a gaping hole extended well below the water line, into which the sea was pouring in a torrent. Already the ship’s nose was burying itself under the waves. The deck was taking a sharp incline, and the stern was gradually lifting itself from the water.


  Then, before any of us could take thought to saving ourselves, an after hatch blew out from the compression of air within, and the ship began to dive straight down by the head. There was no time to launch such life-rafts as had not already been swept away.


  But even as we clung to the now almost perpendicular deck to meet this final plunge, we heard the lifting motor whirr, at full speed. By great good luck neither explosion nor flood had injured the machinery.


  Our vessel stopped in its descent. It seemed to shake itself like a man emerging from his bath. Then slowly draw its nose from the engulfing waters.


  A moment it hung suspended, just above the churning surface, slowly returning to an even keel as the great weight of water poured forth from the gaping wound in the bow.


  While Weaver held the ship at this height, Hunter dashed out, rallied half a dozen of us to his aid, and in a few moments we had launched our remaining life-raft and were rescuing those who had been swept overboard.


  A little later, with all our company accounted for, and little worse for this final adventure, our ship ended the strangest voyage in the history of two worlds, and lay on a sandy beach well out of reach of the elements that had so nearly devoured it at the last.


  But now that our perils seemed over, and we found ourselves with solid ground under our feet, a warm, clear air about us, and the flaming orb that had given us so much trouble shrouded a little behind a cloud that had lately drifted up, the reaction set in. We did not stop to speculate on the mysterious upheaval that had wrecked us.


  Our worn bodies and nerves that for some three sleeps had undergone great strain without a moment’s rest, cried aloud for nature’s restorer. Not curiosity as to our new surroundings, not fear of unknown dangers that might lie in wait for us, not any remaining urge of nervous excitement, such as one might expect would still have held such castaways, could longer keep us awake.


  Still in our drenched garments, with common and tacit consent we threw ourselves on the warm sand. No watch had been set. Precaution had been hurled to the soft, spicy winds that played about us. We slept the sleep of the dead.


  And when we awoke it was dark!


  I was among the first to open my eyes upon this unexpected change. When I found only blackness about me, the first confused thought that came to my halfdrugged mind was that we were back in Venus and in the Land of Night. But why, then, this genial warmth?


  Then I remembered that I had gone to sleep in a land of light toward whose ever-shining face we had flown for sleep after sleep. Had we been snatched away while we slept and borne to some strange region of night?


  Trembling with apprehension, I arose and looked toward the heavens. The fiery orb had vanished. Instead there gleamed through all the firmament that same myriad of sparkling points that we had seen over the Land of Night in far-off Venus.


  Had this world, then, also a Land of Light and a Land of Night like our globe? But how could we have been moved from one to the other while we slept?


  Then my mind reverted to the queen, whose malice had before played strange tricks with us. Could she have made use of some of the ship’s store of anesthetics, drugged us, and borne us away in our ship? Her blindness might have driven her insane and led her to perpetrate a ghastly joke.


  But at that I remembered that the queen, being blind, was helpless.


  Now I heard others moving about, and, calling out, presently located Hunter. He was as much perplexed as I.


  “I would think that the fire of Venus had burned out and been extinguished while we slept,” he said. “but we have seen this world gleaming With light from afar, long before Venus burst aflame.”


  I mentioned my thought of the queen arid the possibility that we had been moved.


  “It would seem that some strange power had moved us, but not the queen,” he demurred. “I have found her near by, still asleep, as was also the Lady near her. Our moving may have to do with the mysterious force that wrecked our ship, but another such explosion would surely have awakened us. I fear we have to deal with new, mysterious forces such as we never dreamed of in the world of our birth.”


  At this moment I noticed, or fancied I did, that the darkness about us was not so intense as it had been. I called Hunter’s attention to it. Certainly objects began to appear to our vision. We made out the dark hull of our ship. The dim forms of our companions could be seen here and there.


  We scanned the heavens again in wonder. Then down on the horizon we saw a faint, gray streak of light. The brightness grew and turned to crimson. The lesser lights of the sky faded before it, save one clear, torchlike glow that hung just above this illumination and reminded us of the appearance of this new world when we had first viewed it from Venus.


  But now the great glow spread and mounted and seemed to consume that one remaining spark. Suddenly Hunter grasped my arm convulsively.


  “Is it possible,” he cried, “that some vast, universal conflagration is consuming the universe: first Venus, and now this new world to which we have fled? Must we flee again?”


  Black despair filled our hearts as we watched the flaming sky momentarily grow brighter.


  Then one and all we gasped in amazement. Up out of the sea that still spread before us as when we lay down to sleep lifted the same glowing orb that had beaten its hot rays upon our heads when last we saw it.


  This blazing world had broken from its moorings and was traveling about in the heavens, perhaps presently to collide with this planet and destroy it!


  But our amazement and perplexity was tempered with relief at being assured that our new world was not yet in flames.


  And again the demands of the body turned our minds from our greater worries. We were famished for lack of food.


  So we turned to the ship, which we now saw, as a matter of course, lay right where it had come to rest before we slept, and partook of a hearty breakfast.


  This accomplished, and no new marvel having beset us in the meantime, we began to view our situation with philosophical calm. We abandoned other speculations for the present, and fell to making ourselves as comfortable as possible in our new abode. Too many surprising perils and amazing mysteries had beset us in our long wanderings for us to dwell long over any new one.


  The ship remained our dwelling-place, but many of us, so enamored were we with the feel of the ground and the cool shelter that the great trees afforded against the growing intensity of the light from above, pitched tents improvised from blankets and green boughs and moved our sleeping pads to them.


  Next we explored a little way about our landing-place. The shore at some points was high, rocky, and bare, at other points the forest came almost to the water’s edge. These woods were a never-ending novelty to us, who had before known only the tiny trees of our walled gardens. Moreover, all the species of trees and smaller plants that we saw differed from anything we had known in Venus. The foliage was brighter, and of infinite variety of color and form, sharp contrast to the few varieties and general sameness we had always before known.


  The number and variety of birds and the sweetness of their songs were also a novelty.


  But nowhere in the short walks we ventured to take away from our landing-place did we see any sign of human life or mark of the hand or foot of man. So far, it seemed that we had preempted an untouched wilderness.


  In the meantime the orb of fire had crossed the heavens and sunk from sight on the other horizon, leaving us once more in darkness. Being again weary, and seeing no profit in continuing our exploration by torch-light, we slept again, wondering as we lay down If we would ever again see this wandering light.


  When we next awoke we were already reassured on this point, for the great globe of fire was just peeping above the horizon again. The light still troubled our eyes a little when we were out from shelter, but at no time did it blaze so intensely as it had in the airless spaces above, an indication, we thought then, that it was burning out.


  After this alternation of light and darkness had continued unbroken for three sleeps, we accepted it as a regular thing, and thought less and less of the perplexities of the present and the uncertainties of the future. For the time being the thousand and one novelties about us absorbed our minds.


  The view we had of this land before our ship came down had shown us it was an island of no great extent. We had not been here many sleeps before the Lady named it the Isle of Chicago, and it was not an inappropriate title.


  So, beguiled by the delightful surroundings, we became less and less eager to explore farther, more content to lead a quiet life of idleness. Our past sorrows and dangers, all our former life in Venus, seemed very far away.


  Then, in the midst of this pleasure-drugged existence, fell a blow that awoke us again to danger.


  Every sleep, on arising from rest, we had become accustomed to bathing in the open ocean, a refreshing change from our cramped ship baths. We were all swimmers save the blind queen, and even she under the guidance of the Lady, soon mastered the art and seemed to take great delight in it.


  Once when we were all in the water together, the queen, somehow, in her blindness, became separated from our group, and instead of turning toward shore, swam directly out to sea.


  Hunter was the first to notice her when she was already some distance away, and called to her in alarm to turn back.


  We all watched her as she paused and raised her head to catch the direction of the sound.


  At that instant a straight, slender, upright object, that looked at a distance the size of a man’s arm, arose in the water right beside her.


  While we stared in helpless wonder a rounded thing like a great inverted bucket arose from the water bearing on its top the projection we had first seen. Before one of us could cry out in warning, the top of this object opened and we distinctly saw the head and shoulders of a strangely clad, barbarous-looking man protrude from the opening.


  He reached out, grasped the unsuspecting queen under the arms, and drew her through the opening.


  Then man and woman disappeared within the great bucket. The cover slammed down, and the whole thing disappeared beneath the waves.


  


CHAPTER VIII


  A NEW RACE


  Not until the queen and her strange captor had been completely blotted out by the waters did we break from stupor of astonishment. Then there was not a man of us, whatever may have been his former attitude toward the unfortunate girl, but boiled with rage, and, forgetful of personal danger, dashed to the rescue.


  Hunter led the group that had dived forward and were swimming in all haste toward the spot where this strange thing had happened But though we swam about, diving repeatedly to explore the depths below, until we were all exhausted, we could discover nothing.


  After resting a little, some of us paddled out again on the life-raft and continued our search, but to no avail. The queen had utterly vanished and her brutal captor had left not a trace behind.


  For many sleeps thereafter we continued the search, spending much of each period of light in the water, but nothing came of it. So at length we abandoned the search in despair.


  But thereafter we never dared separate our forces. Hunter always kept his potent spraying apparatus with him and the rest of us carried always the short, deadly spears which we had brought with us, useful relics of the Queen’s invasion of the Land of Light.


  Whether Hunter’s grief at the fate of the queen struck deeply I could not determine. I do know that he found ready consolation in the Lady of the South, and from that time on, the rival removed, I had no doubt that she would eventually overcome Hunter’s scruples and have him for her own.


  But aside from our natural grief at this first real loss from our devoted band, our greatest concern was, after all, over the discovery that we did not have this new world to ourselves. There were previous tenants, manlike beings apparently, but of what strange appearance and habits! I say this world was inhabited by others.


  But our first glimpse of the mysterious new creatures indicated that their dwelling-place was the deep sea. If they did but confine themselves to that element we might well be enabled to occupy this new world in harmony with them, for the land and air were quite sufficient for our purposes.


  But presently we were disabused of even this hope. It happened some thirty sleeps after the disappearance of the queen when we were out in a body exploring the slope of the high wooded ridge that led back from the shore. We had become weary and had paused on a flat table-rock overlooking the sea to partake of luncheon.


  Then out on the still air came a cry, a feeble “halloo” coming apparently from only a little way up the slope.


  We started up in surprise, and instinctively began to take account of our company to see if by chance anyone had strayed on ahead and become lost in the forest. But all of our party were present


  Again came the “Halloo” a little nearer seemingly, but a bit more uncertain in quality.


  A half dozen of us picked up our spears and started forward in the direction of the sound.


  Scarcely twenty paces on, in another and smaller clearing, we came upon its source. Crawling painfully forward on hands and knees was something that was undeniably of the human form, but the most wretched sample of the species that ever I laid eyes on, excepting perhaps the blind savages of the Land of Light.


  The creature was evidently suffering from ill-use or exposure or both. His strange, almost skin-tight blue garments were torn and spotted with mud and bloodstains. His head was crowned with short hair that looked as though he were in the habit of having it sheared, a practice unheard of in Venus. But stranger yet to us, this hair was almost jet black in color.


  What perhaps to our eyes at that time gave him his most brutal touch was that his hair was not confined to the top of his head but grew in stiff, coarse bristles over, all the lower part of his face, lengthening out his upper lip till it formed a ludicrous thatch above his mouth. No hair had ever grown on human face in Venus and this first view of a beard greatly amazed and disgusted us.


  The large mouth with its tusklike teeth and the heavy jaw reminded us repulsively of the eyeless men of the Land of Night.


  But this man had eyes, his only redeeming feature, beautiful brown orbs, such color as I had never seen in mortal head, and with expression suggesting, despite the other brutal aspect of his face, refinement and intelligence.


  I called him a man, though at that time we had not the slightest notion whether he were male or female.


  He was more sturdily built than the men of Venus, but much shorter, being I should say, a scant two paces high and reaching barely to the shoulders of the shortest of us.


  He beheld us, on the other hand, with amazement apparently as great as our own. I could well understand, if this were a typical specimen of the people of this new planet, that our appearance must have been as strange to him as was his to us.


  But while his keen, brown eyes expressed bewilderment and curiosity, they showed no trace of fear, nor did they betray any evidence of malice or ferocity. On seeing us he had simply raised both hands in the air and emitted a string of harsh sounds, both sign and sounds being unintelligible.


  So thoroughly harmless and peaceful did he appear, and at the same time so evidently in need of aid that we gladly bore him back to our bivouac, though at the same time we kept a sharp lookout for ambush or other form of treachery.


  He ate ravenously of our food, though with a wry and puzzled face at the first taste, an expression he made haste to conceal. We were interested to note, too, that his manner of eating, though differing from ours, had none of the beastliness which we had learned to expect of a savage.


  After he had eaten, we bore him back to the shore and aboard the ship, where one of our party who was a physician bathed and dressed his wounds, which proved superficial, and left him to sleep.


  With the next light he was up and about, apparently well on the way toward recovery.


  During his convalescence, I was detailed to bear him company, with the end in view that I discover some key to his speech. Thus we hoped to obtain knowledge of the new world in which we were destined to live and of the strange race of men who dwelt there.


  You may well imagine my task was a difficult one. I quickly discovered that there was absolutely nothing in common between our method of speech and his. But he was quick in intelligence and evidently as eager as I to open up means of communication.


  So, little by little, by pointing at common objects and getting him to name them in his language and by long and earnest practice with, his painful twisting of tongue, I began slowly to acquire a vocabulary which I, in turn, passed on to the others.


  At length the time came when we could begin to ask him questions intelligently and in a measure understand his answers.


  And the things we learned so passed beyond our powers of belief that for a long time we feared he was making game of us by weaving fanciful tales from his imagination. But I am free to confess that he entertained the same theory toward the story of our wanderings between worlds.


  All that he told, however, later proved true. In fact, he was able, as he went along, to offer certain proofs that gradually gained him credit for truthfulness, but convinced us that here in this new world of change we were about to meet with stranger experiences than had ever yet befallen us.


  I will not weary the reader with the slow and painful process by which we gleaned our information from him. When I say that among the first things he told us was that this new planet on which we had landed was called Earth, and that this was in the late summer of your year 1914, I need not reiterate what is familiar to every school boy and girl of you.


  That this was a world holding not one but many races, speaking not one but many tongues, that these races were waging bloody war involving wholesale murder made a tale that it was difficult for a son of changeless, peaceful Venus to comprehend Further, it dampened all our ardor for settling in this unthinkably barbarous world.


  Our informant, it seemed, was from a land called England, and the tongue he was teaching us was the English language. The original impression we had made as to his intelligence was correct. He had been a graduate student of astronomy at one of his country’s great universities when the war broke out, and had enlisted in England’s navy.


  The island on which we found ourselves was an uninhabited bit of land in the Pacific Ocean which his country’s chief enemies, the Germans, had made use of as a secret naval base for their boats that traveled under water. His ship had been sunk by one of them and he had been brought to this spot as prisoner.


  As they were landing, however, he had managed to escape to the woods, where he had nearly perished from his wounds and lack of food. At length, driven by desperation, he was crawling back to the coast to give himself up when he had heard our strange voices and supposing us barbaric natives of these seas had chosen surrender to us rather than a return to the Germans.


  The naval base of these barbarians, it seems, was hidden in a bay on the other side of the ridge which we were mounting, and we would presently have stumbled upon it unawares and been made captives.


  At his mention of the German submarine boats, Hunter perceived that here was a possible explanation of the mysterious wrecking of our vessel and the disappearance of the queen. I told the Englishman of these incidents.


  “Undoubtedly,” he affirmed. “Your ship was wrecked by one of their torpedoes. Those brutes don’t stop to identify a vessel. You were nearing their secret base. That was enough. I wonder they haven’t before now attacked you on land. Possibly, not being able to understand your strange appearance, they fear a trap. They are cowards at heart. As for your unfortunate lady, evidently a submarine was studying your part off shore. A German submarine captain could never resist the temptation to kidnap a beautiful woman.”


  He told us tales of the treatment these people had accorded helpless people, accounts that made us faint with horror.


  But, to digress for a moment from this distressing subject of the queen’s fate, not all of the information our English guest gave us had to do with this bewildering and terrible Earth. Strange as it may seem, this son of Earth who had never left his native planet was able to tell us news of the planet from which we-came, the world which for the first time we learned to call, in his English tongue, Venus. And that news, once we were convinced of its truth, filled us with new hope just at the moment when his dark picture of Earth had plunged us into the blackest despair.


  It was some time before we could convince him that we had actually come from another planet. Not till he studied carefully our ship and its contents and found there many things he knew did not exist on Earth, was he convinced. Further, he admitted that we ourselves resembled no known race on Earth. As a final proof, Hunter demonstrated the flying apparatus of his ship.


  When we described our planet in detail, the course we had taken, and the apparent time our journey had consumed, he at length identified it as Venus.


  We were most at cross purposes, however, when we told him that our world had caught fire after we started and calmly pointed out the flaming orb above us as the planet in which we had formerly lived. One of us had made this statement at the outset and he had misunderstood our meaning.


  But when it finally dawned on him what we meant, and we had again described the moment when we had first seen our world apparently aflame, he laughed long and loud, a rudeness for which he apologized profusely after his mirth would allow speech.


  Imagine our incredulous surprise when he told us that our lately despised but now beloved Venus was Intact and had never been touched by flames. Our joy when this was proven to us was unbounded.


  But he convinced us at length that what we had mistaken for Venus aflame was really a great world called the Sun, thousands of times larger than Venus and Earth together, which had always been aflame, and was the source of light and heat for all the worlds that revolved around it, including Venus and Earth.


  So in language fit for babes, as we were in this new knowledge, he explained the great mystery of the source of light and heat which had ever baffled our sages. At length we understood the meaning of our Land of Light and Land of Darkness, and learned of the changing light and seasons of Earth.


  It seems that our delusion that we had seen Venus burning had been a very simple one. We had left Venus as it was in transit, that is passing directly between the Sun and Earth, we had started from the dark side of Venus, the Sun, which we had never seen or imagined existing, hidden behind our planet as long as we were close to its surface.


  But there had come a moment when we reached such a distance from Venus that the planet could no longer hide the great sun behind it. So the flaming rays had shone out around our world and made it appear ablaze. From then on we had seen our old home only as a glimpse of a dark spot on the Sun.


  As final proof the astronomer at sunrise the next morning pointed out the bright star we had already seen near that flaming orb at dawn.


  “Behold your lost world!” he had exclaimed simply.


  Choking with emotion, we watched it until its light faded in the glare of the rising sun. Then Hunter broke the silence.


  “We will go back!” he exclaimed.


  In our hearts every man of us fervently echoed his resolve.


  “But first,” he added, “we must rescue the queen from those barbarians.”


  When Hunter made the statement that he purposed to rescue the queen if she were yet alive, we listened with grave misgivings. Once we would have mentally convicted him of madness. But we had seen our intrepid and resourceful leader make good too many strange resolves to be ready any longer to condemn him offhand.


  Our friend the Englishman, however, seemed convinced that Hunter’s hardships and dangers and disappointments had unsettled his reason.


  As tactfully as possible he set forth the difficulties in the way of carrying out any such design. Hunter listened gravely, and stored away this information for future use. But it left his purpose unshaken.


  One of your Earth proverbs declares that “fools rush in where angels fear to tread.” I would not seem to characterize our leader as a fool. But his outlook on life was a simple and direct one. Stupendous as had been his undertakings and his titanic battles with strange forces, the elements of these conflicts had after all been few and offering little complication.


  He proposed now, if necessary, to hew his way to the very heart of great, iron-ringed Germany and snatch this lone maiden from the Kaiser’s millions of armed barbarians. And his plan of action was the same simple and direct one with which he had sailed across the formidable Land of Night. Had he been able to grasp the idea of the innumerable and complicated difficulties with which his way would teem, he might have hesitated, sought out devious methods, and failed.


  But he was blind to all this. It sometimes happens in a world accustomed to meeting complications with more complications, that the very audacity of a simple soul wins by sheer surprise of directness. And on this basis Hunter unwittingly proceeded with strange results.


  It was not till he explained to the Englishman the nature and potency of his anesthetic preparation by which in an instant he could make any number of men powerless, and had demonstrated its power, that our guest was ready to consider our leader’s dream of a madman.


  When he was convinced that we possessed a weapon of marvelous power his enthusiasm knew no bounds. It seemed that the men of Earth possessed poisonous gases with which they slaughtered each other in battle, and crude anesthetics which I judged were closely allied to these gases, but were used for the strangely contradictory purpose of ameliorating the sufferings of friend and foe alike. Such was one of the many paradoxes of this strange Earth.


  But a gas like ours, that rendered a foe powerless without injuring him, was unheard of. He at once insisted that Hunter come to England and manufacture this article in unlimited quantities for his country, declaring that both could realize enormous fortunes thereby.


  But to Hunter such a proposal was unthinkable. In the first place, to a native of Venus this talk of a fortune had no meaning. In the second place, we had no desire to take sides in this war, all parties to it at that time seeming to us equally barbarous. He deemed it politic, however, to give the Englishman no decisive refusal.


  Hunter’s plan was to take a picked group of us armed with anesthetic sprayers and under the Englishman’s guidance, surprise the German base in the night, overcome and make them all prisoners. He hoped to find the queen there and make a quick end of our Earth sojourn. To this, our guest, now no longer skeptical, consented.


  So there came a cloudy night when the stars were hidden and that other bright world, the Moon, with which we had lately made acquaintance was not in evidence.


  In darkness as dense as ever held us enthralled in the Land of Night, we followed our guide, single file, up the long ridge and down a steep, winding path on the other side, into what he told us was a deep, narrow gulf at the head of which, screened by trees, was the German base.


  The descent occupied the greater part of the night. We had to feel our way, inch by inch, over the unfamiliar trail. A misstep, our guide warned us, meant a possible fall over the precipice, or, at the least, a sound that would inevitably warn the foe of our approach.


  The first faint glow of dawn had just begun to tinge the sky overhead when we reached sea level at the head of the gulf and spread out around the area in which, our guide declared, were the masked wharves and barracks of the base.


  We had so far met no sentry. The Englishman explained that the Germans guarded this base mainly by a submarine which constantly patrolled around the island, thus making any approach by sea or air impossible. The only other detached outpost was in the lookout station hidden in a tree-top at the summit of the ridge opposite, to the one we had descended. He could be dealt with later.


  The only sentries we would have to cope with immediately, therefore, would be those stationed on the docks and about the barracks. Hunter counted on overcoming them with vapor from a distance before an alarm could be sounded.


  As we came to a halt ready for action, we could make out, through the fringe of trees, the dim shadow of low buildings. Fortunately for our purpose there was no wind, save a gentle land current that bore down through the gulf and out to sea in just the right direction to carry our vapor effectively.


  it had been agreed beforehand that when all was in readiness the Englishman would whistle softly in imitation of one of the familiar birds of the region. Now we waited breathlessly for the call.


  At last it came, each of us discharged his anesthetic sprayer, and after counting ten, as directed, advanced on the buildings.


  A few steps ahead I stumbled against a figure leaning against a tree. He made no move, and I knew by the alien feel of his garments that it was one of the barbarians overcome by our vapor.


  By the time I had bound this man’s hands securely, so smoothly had our plans worked out that the attack was over, and crowned with complete success. While we were locating and binding the sentry, Hunter, accompanied by the Englishman, entered the barracks and overcame the sleeping men within, some two hundred of them. Then the lights were turned on, and before the first of our victims recovered consciousness we had them all securely manacled.


  Two of the submarine boats lay by the dock, but cautious investigation showed that there was no one aboard either of them save the single sentry on each of their decks, who, like the rest, were now thoroughly secured.


  But this overwhelming of the base itself, simple and complete as it had proven, did not finish our task. There remained the sentry in the lookout tree at the top of the ridge and the patrol boat that might at this very moment be heading into the base.


  We, therefore, wasted no time over our present captives, but gagged as well as bound them so that no sentry might give untimely warning to their compatriots with whom we must still cope.


  The Englishman took upon himself the task of disposing of the lookout man. He selected one of the curious tubes with which the sentry at the barracks had been armed, a rifle, he called it, and explained briefly its deadly purpose.


  Hunter, seeing that he purposed killing in cold blood the unsuspecting man on the hill, expostulated vehemently against such a brutal murder. We all, I confess, looked at our mentor and guide with a new loathing.


  But he assured us that this was entirely within the rules of civilized warfare as the Earth-born conceived it. It was that man’s life or ours, he insisted. The fellow was due to be relieved soon by the day watch. Once let him suspect, when the relief failed, that all was not well below, and he would signal the patrolling submarine. We would then be slaughtered without hope of defense.


  At Hunter’s proposal that the anesthetic could be used on this sentry as on the others, he showed that it would be impossible to get near enough to the German to use the sprayer before he discovered his would-be assailant and shot him down.


  A rifleman, on the other hand, could climb half way up the slope under the trees and, without exposing himself, get a good shot at the man in the tree.


  So Hunter reluctantly consented to the repulsive plan. Before going on his errand the Englishman warned us that we must keep out of sight within the barracks while he was gone. If by lucky chance the patrolling submarine should return during his absence, he said our only hope was that the crew might come ashore unguardedly and put themselves within range of the anesthetic.


  I shall never forget the horror of the minutes that elapsed while we waited for the rifle report that would tell us that one human being had calmly executed a death sentence upon another with whom he had no personal quarrel.


  We crouched by the barrack window and listened, a cold sweat of horror streaming down our faces. The moments dragged by till it seemed a day must have gone. At the slightest sound of one of our company shifting a cramped foot we all jumped as though each had himself felt the assassin’s bullet.


  In the meantime it had been growing steadily lighter. Now, by craning our necks from one of the windows, we could just make out the tall, plumed tree on the summit, in which was posted the doomed man, all unsuspicious of the swift end that was creeping upon him up the trail below.


  Now the breathless silence was stirred by the distant note of a bird. Another took it up, then another and another, until the air rang with the glad chorus of feathered creatures in greeting to the sun.


  As we listened its first soft rays glinted across the little harbor and gilded our horror-paled faces. A faint breath of awaking sea breeze fanned us.


  Then the forest orchestra seemed to reach a period in its orison, and there came a brief pause. Even the breeze hung suspended a moment as if in expectancy.


  And it came! A sharp, rattling report, ripping the crisp morning air and reechoing again and again from hill to hill.


  A moment longer we held our breaths, avoiding each other’s faces. Then the hurried clattering of the Englishman’s footsteps as he raced back down the mountain. trail told us that his gruesome errand was accomplished.


  But we had not yet stirred from our cramped positions when from a new direction came a thunderous report, a wailing scream from the air as of a soul in anguish, a rending crash, and another appalling shock in our very ears.


  The ground shook under us. One end of the long room in which we stood flew away as if on a mighty wind. We were half buried under a shower of wreckage.


  What had happened we knew not nor stayed to see. Before the echo of the first explosion had died away we had fled incontinently by the door opposite to the wrecked end of the room, and fairly falling over each other in our haste, were well within the shelter of the woodland before we stopped.


  Hunter had already determined, as soon as we had our captives secure in fact, that the queen was not a prisoner anywhere in the group of buildings, so we had no obligations as far as our party went, but the saving of each man by himself.


  I am a little chagrined as I look back, however, to think that after barely having finished censuring the Englishman for his callous attitude toward the lives of his enemies, we had instinctively adopted the same attitude. For in our panic we gave not so much as a fleeting thought to our bound prisoners who lay in the adjoining building helpless to save themselves.


  We had no more than achieved the shelter of the woods than the thought of our inhumanity struck us almost simultaneously. One by one we stopped and turned back and then hesitated at the very edge of the wood.


  For at that instant had come another stunning report, and another section of the barracks fell in ruins. It was followed almost instantly by another explosion. Out in the channel, perhaps half a mile away, we caught through the trees, a flash of flame and saw under it a strange craft lying low in the water, the flash coming from a great gun on its deck.


  We recognized it instantly, from its resemblance to the craft lying at the dock, as the dreaded German patrol boat. The Englishman’s shot had evidently come too late. The submarine crew had been warned that an enemy was holding their base.


  But even as we grasped this fact the Englishman dashed out from the end of the trail, crossed behind the shelter of the ruined barracks and, oblivious of the threatening gun, jumped aboard one of the moored submarines and went below.


  For some minutes the cannonading continued and the incoming vessel drew steadily nearer.


  Then we witnessed, this time as mere spectators, a repetition of the fate that had overtaken our own vessel. There was the same thunderous explosion, a detonation that made the late cannon reports seem puny by comparison, the same great column of water rising over the doomed vessel. The craft rose half out of the water, then seemed to break in two, and a moment later all traces of her had disappeared beneath the sea.


  The Englishman, as we learned later, had sunk her with a torpedo from her sister ship at the wharf.


  It was some minutes, however, before we grasped the fact that our danger was over, and came forth to view the ruins and give proper thanks to our rescuer, though even in our gratitude, we could not help shrinking inwardly from this man who committed wholesale murder in such matter-of-fact fashion.


  Thus we peaceful men of Venus, greatly against our will, made entry into the great Earth War, in which though we little dreamed it at the time, we were destined to play a part of paramount importance.


  Our prisoners we found by the sheerest miracle were unharmed, but thoroughly cowed. They were a group of men so coarse and brutal to our eyes as to make even the Englishman seem refined. They were even shorter than he, and sturdier in build.


  The Englishman at once went at them in most browbeating fashion, and by cross-questioning them, one after the other, got much important information.


  Hunter was greatly relieved when he was made certain that the queen had not been aboard the destroyed submarine. The prisoners informed us that the woman had been picked up by another submarine that had come in from a raid to reprovision before sailing to a larger base on the Siberian coast to be refitted. Its captain, a certain Von Herdweg, a man of noble family, of whom they stood in great awe, had taken her with him.


  They laughingly told how enthralled was the noble sailor with his beautiful captive, despite the fact that she overtopped him by a head, was apparently quite able to take care of herself, and treated him in most cavalier fashion.


  They had taken her for a barbarian member of some hitherto unknown island race, but were evidently greatly impressed by her beauty and intelligence. Her blindness she had cunningly concealed, a thing she could do quite readily from her long years of going about much in darkness among her eyeless people.


  Hunter was, I could see, somewhat chagrined to be told that his cousin had to all appearances been quite ready to accompany the barbarian captain. But this fact in no way deterred him in his determination to follow him up and rescue her.


  The Englishman, whose name, Floyd Gresham, we had at last learned to pronounce, was all enthusiasm for this course. He was eager to get credit for capturing a submarine base and two boats, and the destruction of another. He saw a chance to add to his exploit the destruction of still another base. But most of all he was determined to get Hunter back to his own country and make available for her use his marvelous anesthetic gas. It suited Hunter’s purpose to encourage him in all this.


  Prepatory to this expedition our own vessel was brought over to the base and our. company taught the use of the German guns to defend it against further attack. Hunter prepared a large additional quantity of his anesthetic preparation of added strength, and floating tanks of it were set at the harbor mouth, electrically connected with the base, so that an incoming enemy could be overcome before he could fire a shot.


  Hunter was for making the excursion in his own ship, but Gresham convinced him that his vessel would have no chance against the military flying ships of the Germans.


  Gresham’s plan was to seek the Germans on the main land in the two captured submarines. They would be able to sail right, up to this base before its occupants discovered that the boats were not operated by their own crews; then a heavy charge of gas would do the rest.


  So, two weeks later, we sailed, with twenty-four of our company, divided among the two boats, together with enough of our prisoners to complete the manning of the boats. Weaver had been left behind, somewhat under protest, to command the base until an English squadron could be sent back to take it over.


  The Lady of the South accompanied us perforce, as she absolutely refused to be separated from Hunter.


  The details of that frightful voyage are commonplace matter to Earth readers, momentous as they seemed to us. It would make but a tedious account of seasickness and all the excessive discomfort that goes with life on a submarine.


  Once we were nearly wrecked by storm. Twice we were attacked by cruisers, once by a Japanese, and once by a British vessel, to neither of whom were we able to prove in time our friendly nature, and we escaped only by diving.


  But at length we crept into the hidden base on the Siberian coast and captured it without a struggle, together with ten submarines, practically putting an end to the German menace in the Pacific, a part of the secret history of the great war now revealed for the first time.


  The Germans in the base had no suspicions of us till we were at their very wharves. Then we dropped a single shell in their midst, loaded with our potent anesthetic. The rest was a mere detail of making prisoners of unconscious men, and I will not weary you with monotonous repetition.


  But again we were baffled in the object of our expedition. The queen and her German captain had departed for Germany on a fast cruiser a month before. Captain von Herdweg had been ordered to home service, and had taken his blind sweetheart with him.


  And simultaneously with this disappointment developed another complication that doubled the motive of our search and greatly distracted our long-suffering leader.


  Among-the prisoners whom we took from the island base to Siberia was another submarine captain. Von Bendstrum by name, a man of striking appearance and in some ways attractive personality, barbarian though he was.


  From the first, the Lady of the South, though in no way ceasing her attentions to Hunter, gave much of her time to this man. She explained her interest by the fact that he spoke both English and German, and had offered to teach her the latter language. As we all were seeking every opportunity possible to learn what we could of our new, strange world, this interest of the lady caused no comment.


  But after the excitement of capturing the Siberian base had subsided, and we were in the midst of our chagrin in failing to find the queen, we made a startling discovery.


  Under Gresham’s direction, the prisoners on our two submarines were being conducted ashore to be held at the base until the Russian authorities could be notified.


  To our complete mystification Von Bendstrum was missing.


  On the heels of this mystery someone thought to inquire for the Lady of the South. Investigation showed that she, too, was gone.


  Though we made diligent search all about the base and extended it into the surrounding territory, later sending an alarm to the Russian secret service, not the slightest trace of them could be found.


  And the manner of their escape remained a complete mystery.


  Six months after the mysterious disappearance of the second of the two women of our company of castaways in an alien and barbarous world, Hunter and I ceased for a while from our wandering and fruitless search and took refuge in a little country inn of Switzerland near the German border.


  We were completely discouraged by the apparent hopelessness of our quest, deeply disgusted with the general savagery of these murderous Earth people, utterly homesick for the sane, peaceful, unchanging world from which we had come. We were all but ready to abandon the queen and the lady to their fate and return to Venus, forever cured of our ambition to transplant any of the population of that happy world upon this hopeless, unsuitable planet.


  Indeed, our rest was a forced one. For the first time in our lives, and for that matter, in the life of any native of Venus in our modern times, save those smitten with extreme old age, we were overcome with physical disability. The mode of living on Venus, together with our highly developed science of disease prevention, had ages ago banished sickness from our planet.


  Among these Earth people of almost universal physical uncleanness, irregularity of living, and crude state of medical knowledge, infection and disease ran riot. Only our habitual practices in the elements of sanitary living which we had been taught as a matter of course in early childhood, prevented our succumbing to one of the many deadly plagues that surrounded us. As it was, our systems, unaccustomed to constant changes of temperature and climate, and in no way immunized by generations of infection, as are the Earthborn, fell easy prey to the lesser infections in almost continuous succession—colds, minor fevers, and the like.


  Moreover, our nerves, already severely strained by our many adventures, were near to prostration from the constant, daily multitude of changes that are the commonplaces of Earth life in ordinary times, and were greatly aggravated by the conditions of war.


  Indeed, most of those of our company who had accompanied us on the submarines as far as the Russian coast were in such physical state on arrival there that they had already lost all interest in further Earth exploration. Several were seriously ill during their brief stay in port. Those who were not were in a state of such constant bewilderment amid the unintelligible hurry and bustle around them, and the jumble of conflicting and unintelligible languages and customs, that they were soon near to nervous prostration.


  Not the least of our afflictions was the atrocious Earth food. I have never yet become reconciled to the barbarous eating of animal flesh, however prepared and seasoned. When these Earth people were not eating their unpalatable concoctions, they were seemingly either drinking some poisonous fluid that had the quality of making them for the time being semi-sane, or burning a rank drug, the smoke of which they drew into their nostrils with great gusto.


  And mind you, we had not yet been in the actual theater of war. The Earth people at peace were bad enough.


  So the rest of our company were quite willing to return to our island on the British cruiser that went with Captain Gresham to take possession of the German naval base there. Hunter deemed it best that they should do so as any considerable number of followers would only hamper his search, particularly if most of them were to become confirmed invalids.


  He gratefully accepted my company, however, as he did not wish, to be left entirely unfriended, and, moreover, he wished me to continue to keep a record of our voyagings.


  We parted with Gresham with a promise or Hunter’s part to consider the proposition to supply the anesthetic gas to the English government after he had become more familiar with the merits of the great war. So sure was Gresham that we would agree ultimately, however, that he provided us with an abundance of Earth money for all our needs.


  He, on the other hand, agreed not to divulge the secret of our strange origin, as Hunter felt that the notoriety would be a hindrance to us.


  Before leaving he gave us credentials and letters to Russian officials, and to the representatives of his own and allied governments, describing us as natives of the little known island on which we had landed, having a mixture of English blood, and claiming the protection of the British flag.


  By now we could speak an understandable, though very broken English, and could readily account for our ignorance of Earth affairs by our coming from an isolated island.


  Nevertheless, we were marked men wherever we went. Though we had adopted European dress, our height and exceeding slimness, together with our delicate, beardless features and extraordinarily light complexions, when compared with any of the varied Earth races, made us everywhere conspicuous.


  Moreover, as we progressed, we frequently found ourselves in trouble, through our own blunders or the interference of unfriendly police or officials. In each instance Hunter extricated us by the use of his anesthetic sprayer. Between us we were able to carry on our persons and in our baggage a large quantity of this condensed and highly volatile fluid. Its use made possible the continuance of a quest which I realize now would have otherwise been cut short at the outset.


  There persist to this day in various parts of Russia and Germany miracle stories of two “great white men” or “Ghost Men,” as we were called in some sections, who, when seized by police or soldiers, utterly vanished in the air, to reappear again at some distant place.


  Our entrance into Germany was effected through Switzerland. An official friend of Gresham in the latter country furnished us with new credentials giving us the apparent status of citizens of a land called America, which had then not yet entered the war.


  In Germany our course was much more difficult than in Russia. We were forced to make almost constant use of our bewildering anesthetic. We had by now corns in contact with individuals of all the chief warring races, but barbarous as they all seemed to us, the rest appeared civilized in comparison with the majority of these bloodthirsty people of Germany.


  The more we saw the so-called “Earth civilization, the more we were con-fused by its marvelous advancement in certain sciences and in mechanical inventions, and the sharp contrast of these developments with their savage ways of living, their savage attitude toward human life, their tyrannous governments, their absurd and contradictory customs and beliefs.


  Of their governments I could make nothing. No two seemed alike. All, however, seemed founded on the principle that a few of the more powerful of the people should rule by authority over the many, whereby the few were rich and powerful, and the many lived in poverty and squalor.


  I was reminded of the queen’s method of ruling in the Land of Night, and of the unhappy state into which she had proposed to thrust Venus.


  Of their religious views I could at first make little. I heard much talk of religious matters, a thing unknown in Venus, where we took our common, simple faith for granted. But here there seemed as many opinions as there were people, and each man had worked out for himself a most complicated system.


  I soon learned, however, that all worshiped one God, who, to my mind, was none other than our own Great Over Spirit. Christianity, which seemed to be the general name of a vast group of religions, I found on reading its sacred book, was a faith of great beauty and truth, teaching practically the same code of living and worship as practised in Venus.


  But when it came to practise, I found these professedly devout Christians curiously inconsistent, particularly among the Germans. One of their chief laws forbade killing, and at the same time all the Earth was engaged in killing as its chief occupation. Another-forbade stealing. Yet, apparently, Christian Germany had adopted the profession of killing in order that it might steal as much as possible from its neighbors.


  We were vastly sickened of the whole miserable, inconsistent mess.


  Then, while we rested in the little mountain inn and digested these impressions, there came to us a report that was to change greatly our attitude toward the Earth and its people, and proved an important turning point in our future.


  A refugee from Germany stopped at our inn one day and told us a tale of an unfortunate American girl who was being held practically a prisoner in Germany, on the suspicion of acting as a spy for England, despite the fact that her country, America, was not yet in the war. Lately she had learned that her sister, a Red Cross nurse in France, was seriously ill. She was frantic to go to her sister’s bedside, but had been unable to move the German authorities.


  The story of these unfortunate girls affected us greatly. We had already conceived considerable respect for their country from reports we had heard, and from representatives of the people whom we had met; that is, as much respect as we could well have for an Earth country at that time. In the first place, we heard it called a country of peace. It had kept out of the World War, which to our minds then was a distinct merit. We learned differently later. Then too, we were told that Americans ruled themselves. While they had laws, to be sure, they made them themselves, changed them when they saw fit, and were not too particular at any time about enforcing them.


  So the fact that these, ladies in distress were Americans rather than that they were women, largely influenced our decision to go to their relief.


  There was no time to be lost. The sick sister might die at any moment. Hunter went at the task with his usual simple directness.”


  First he learned from the refugee the general directions for reaching the place where the lady was held. She was, it seemed, in a garrison town in Belgium, a few miles back of the German line where she had gone to help with the Belgian relief work.


  Without further delay, and scarcely pausing for Hunter to outline his plans to me, we packed our bags and took up a position in the main highway near the inn, where there were constantly rushing to and fro those marvelous inventions, automobiles, one of the many forms of ingenious devices by which these restless Earth creatures manage to rush madly about for no reason conceivable to our leisurely, Venus-born minds. Here was an occasion, however, when even we could appreciate them.


  Hunter, being as I have already shown of a mechanical turn of mind, had long since learned to drive one of these vehicles.


  Now we obtained the use of an excellent one in our emergency by the simple expedient of standing in the middle of the road and forcing the driver of the next car that appeared to slow down to avoid an accident, a caution we had made doubly sure by rolling a fair-sized boulder into the roadway.


  In a twinkling we had the occupants of the car, two prosperous-looking men besides the driver, insensible and lying by the roadside. We placed a roll of money in the pocket of one in payment for the car, rolled the obstruction out of the way, and were off toward the German border at full speed.


  No German officer could have acted in more highhanded manner, but I doubt if any German officer would have left payment.


  An hour later, we had met the challenge of the border guards with a dash of anesthetic in their faces and were rolling swiftly over the highways of Germany.


  


CHAPTER IX


  A GREAT CONVERSION


  Our passage from the Swiss border to the little garrison town in Flanders was a swift one, but punctuated thickly with excitement. Barely a mile did we travel without challenge. It was well that we had with us a large quantity of this anesthetic fluid, for we were forced constantly to resort to it.


  In each instance we left behind us superstitious terror at our magical disappearance. But amazement at the unknown could not altogether balk the matter-of-fact German mind. As Hunter had anticipated, the telegraph was brought into play, and we soon found ourselves expected along the route ahead.


  Our first intimation of this was when a sentry fired at us on sight, before we could get near enough to use our sprayer.


  We countered, however, by a frequent change of routes. We also abandoned our car several times to confuse pursuit, and commandeered a new one each time by the same process as that by which we had acquired the first one, excepting that we quickly gave in to the conventions of Earthly warfare and ceased paying for the borrowed vehicles.


  Hunter also increased the strength of his anesthetic so that our victims would be in no shape to send an alarm for several hours, and in addition we changed garments with two of our victims each time it was possible.


  As it was, bullets twice ripped through the car body and once punctured a tire. On two occasions we were forced to leave the car and hide in the woods, but in each case our pursuers defeated themselves by coming upon us too closely before they saw us, and thus again getting in range of an anesthetic dose.


  Nevertheless, we escaped unwounded, and early one evening found ourselves near the object of our search, on a shell-torn road in ravished Belgium.


  This was the first time we had actually been in the active war area. In all our previous journeys about Germany we had carefully kept away from the battle-front, as the reports we had from them made intolerable the thought of visiting such scenes of horror.


  And at the moment of our arrival the battle madness seemed to be raging at its height. So near were we to the front line that the ground trembled under the continuous explosion of the great guns, and all along the horizon was a continuous flashing of bursting shells. The little town lay in a shallow valley at our feet, and in the waning light we could see a file of fresh troops starting for the trenches. Motors were constantly dashing to and fro, many of them ambulances bearing the wounded back to the hospital.


  Graphic as had been the description given us of these scenes, in the presence of the actuality we suffered from momentary faint-heartedness at the thought of braving the very depths of this caldron of hell, our only defense against its destruction contained in a glass jar that one man could carry.


  But I had experienced myself the potency of one of those same jars of volatile fluid released in the crowd at East Venus. I took fresh courage from the memory, and with a firm grip on my will prepared for the ordeal. In addition to the milder, temporary anesthetic which we used in our sprayers, Hunter had prepared two jars of the stronger mixture.


  One of these, Hunter was confident, when released, would fill all the area of the valley in which the town lay with a gas that would render every living thing in it insensible for hours, unless revived by an antidote.


  Now, with one of these in readiness, we drove down the slope toward the town.


  Being at the time in the uniform of German officers, and driving a military car, we were not challenged till we reached the sentry at the edge of the town, though we passed many soldiers on the way.


  Our sprayers silenced the sentry. Then we donned our gas-masks, opened one of the jars and shook its contents into the air about us. We waited until the gas had time to take effect, and then drove down into the town unmolested.


  Everywhere lay the bodies of men apparently dead, officers and common soldiers alike for the time being made helpless by our powerful gas.


  We had been given a map of the town, together with the location and description of the house in which was interned the lady we sought. After a half-hour’s search we found it and made forcible entry.


  Outside were the insensible bodies of one old man, a crippled youth, and three women. We had no difficulty in identifying her we sought, not only from the description we had and letters in her room, but from the fact that the other two women were elderly and of the heavier German type with which we had come to be familiar.


  If the story of this girl had appealed to me before I saw her, my pity was doubly stirred when I stood in her unconscious presence.


  I had hitherto found the women of Earth rather repellent than otherwise. They had seemed to me to be divided into two classes, one group of the type introduced lately into Venus by the Lady of the South, and therefore particularly obnoxious, the clinging sort who practised supposedly seductive charms for the sole purpose of luring men to support them in idleness.


  The other species was the domineering kind, more masculine than the males themselves, bent on ruling, the ideal introduced into startled Venus by the Queen of the Night.


  To us of Venus, accustomed to regard women simply as human beings and equal companions, differing neither in physical appearance and dress, nor in social duties and privileges from the men, these Earth women, so totally different in every aspect from the males of their species, seemed even less of the human sort than those barbarous beings whom they sometimes sarcastically called their “lords” and “masters.”


  This latter jest I learned, was an echo of an earlier age, when the Earth male really dominated the physically weaker female.


  But this girl at first sight impressed me as different. Physically she had the tall, lithe figure of a boy. Her face, too, had an appealing quality of boyish frankness.


  She was not exactly beautiful according to the standards of Venus, particularly as exemplified in the unusual persons of the queen and the lady. But she departed less from the type of Venus than did most Earth women I had so far seen. Her tall, slender figure, her pale face and light hair, and her features that for a daughter of Earth were almost delicate, all gave her a physical personality somehow familiar and appealing.


  But her eyes, when at length under the influence of restoratives she opened them, were the wonderful, soft, luminous brown never seen on the planet of our birth.


  With her first look my heart seemed for and instant to pause; then it leaped violently. She spoke. I never could remember afterward what she said. But with her first words came to me a great revelation.


  The guns still thundered in the distance. Brutal Earth men were slaying and being slain by the thousands out there. I was still in the planet I had cursed from the bottom of my heart a thousand times a day.


  But in a twinkling it had all changed. It had suddenly become a most interesting world in which I somehow by a strange metamorphosis of soul found myself at home.


  At last I had learned the meaning of love.


  From that moment, without being conscious of it, I seemed, as I realize now, to take the leadership of the expedition. Only one thing mattered, and that was the safety and comfort of this glorious girl, and I was the one ordained to insure it. If I thought of Hunter at all in the matter it was only with a feeling of jealousy lest he, too, share in the glorious emotion that obsessed me.


  But of such sentiment on his part, there was no evidence. He was all cool, swift efficiency. If he noticed in any way my new attitude, he did not betray his knowledge.


  Our plan of action from this point had been carefully worked out and agreed upon. Everything proceeded without mishap.


  We purposed to drive boldly down the valley to the front battle-line, asphyxiating the troops as we went, and, pass directly through the lines into the territory held by the English.


  We had devised capes from the robes found in the car to hide our German uniforms at the moment of entering the English lines, and each had a suit of civilian clothes into which we purposed to change immediately afterward. From there on our papers would protect us.


  As we proceeded toward the front we soon reached an area where our gas had not extended. Even to our untrained eye it was evident that things were amiss with the Germans.


  As we learned afterward, the Germans in this sector had just made a brilliant charge following a terrific artillery duel. They had captured a section of the English trenches and silenced their batteries. To this last fact we owed our immunity from danger from the English fire, which beforehand had worried us not a little.


  But now the victors were ready to push forward again, and something had gone awry. Fresh men were expected from the base back of us to help consolidate these gains. The guns demanded ammunition that was due from this same base. Ambulances should have removed the wounded. None of these things had arrived.


  We had put an important base out of commission with our gas.


  In the confusion and hesitation that resulted we pushed forward over the shell-torn road to the rear trenches. Here we left the car, throwing our capes over our uniforms and discarding our helmets.


  Before anyone could molest us, we had opened the second of our deadly jars and scattered its contents.


  A few moments later we were threading our way through the labyrinth of communication trenches and across what had lately been the torn and deadly area of no man’s land.


  We arrived at the new position the Germans had taken before they were overcome by the gas, just as the English had rallied their forces and were about to countercharge. We had climbed to the top of the trench preparatory to dashing across to the English lines when a star-shell burst near by.


  A scant, fifty yards away a yelling line of brown-clad men were leaping toward us from their trenches. Instinctively we threw our hands in the air and shouted.


  I can readily understand that we must have presented a weird and Impressive sight to the battle-distorted imaginations of those oncoming men, three tall, robed figures, our fair hair shining like halos under the star-shell’s glare.


  The brown line directly in front of us wavered for an instant. Distinctly to our ears came an awed cry from some one in the ranks:


  “The Angels! The Angels!”


  Then the others swept them on toward us.


  At that we awoke to the peril of our exposed position, and, dropping back into the trenches, took shelter in a dugout while the brown line thundered over our heads.


  An hour or more later we were picked up by a patrol well back of the English lines. We told him a fanciful tale of coming up from a channel port in a car which had broken down. We said we had lost our way while searching for the hospital in which the young lady’s sister lay ill.


  Despite the fact that the hospital was many miles away, our papers satisfied our challengers, and we were presently on our way to our destination in a military car.


  But to this day there persist strange legends of the Angels who appeared over the battle-field and encouraged the English troops to retrieve a sharp defeat and hold their line from further German advance. These tales are many and various, but the standard version of the story, though giving a somewhat different time and location to the. incident, is so near to the account of our actual experience that I have always been convinced that we unwittingly furnished the foundation of the legend of “The Angels of Mons.”


  Little did Hunter and I realize when we started out on our chivalrous adventure, having as its purpose the rescue of Margaret Fanwood and her. reunion with her sick sister Elizabeth, that we were destined to spend three long years amid the tragic scenes of this Earth war.


  We would have been even more amazed had we been told that we would spend those years there willingly, and in the end play an all-important part in bringing that terrible conflict to its close.


  We arrive at the base hospital to find Elizabeth Fanwood at the crisis of her illness, to which, happily, the arrival of her sister gave a favorable turn, and she was soon on the road to recovery.


  Elizabeth and Margaret were twin sisters, and, with the former restored to health, I defy the casual stranger to tell them apart. I have described Margaret. For the reader to know Elizabeth, he has only to turn back to my introduction of Margaret.


  But to the clairvoyant vision lent me by my new-born love there was no such confusion of identity. I readily concede that Elizabeth is an estimable and attractive girl, but have never yet ceased to wonder that from the start Hunter seemed to be more drawn to her than to Margaret, a fact, to be sure, for which I was devoutly grateful.


  I had no reason to believe, however, that he entertained for her a feeling similar to my interest in her sister.


  As time wore on, indeed, my devotion became a source of misery rather than of happiness. My sober sense told me of its hopelessness. I could, no more than Hunter, conceive of union with an alien Earth maiden. Abhorrent was the thought of wedding one of Venus not of our own clan.


  Yet I could not tolerate the thought of leaving her. I was secretly relieved, therefore, when Hunter again got into communication with Gresham and learned from him that the secret service of all the allied powers had taken up our search for the queen and the lady, and that we might better remain in France or England and await their reports, as we could not accomplish anything on our own account.


  He did not make it clear to us why these great nations were so concerned over the whereabouts of the missing members of our party. Indeed, we ourselves had about given them up for dead. But we were too unfamiliar with the relative values of Earth affairs at that time to be impressed by the strangeness of this interest. We rather attributed it to Gresham’s hope that he could eventually induce Hunter to give up the secret of his powerful gas.


  But Hunter, though often importuned by this English officer, who had been promoted for his exploits in the Pacific to an important post in the home office, could not yet bring himself to take active part in this Earth quarrel. He still held it our duty to return to Venus as soon as we were successful in rescuing our two missing women.


  So we compromised by taking up a work of mercy in one of the Salvation Army huts near the base hospital where the Fanwood sisters were employed.


  And as time went on we began, at first unconsciously, to take sides in the war. The French and English and Belgians, once we come to know them well, proved far less barbarous than all Earth people had at first seemed. We came to understand that they were engaged in this horrible butchery against their will, against a race of outlaw barbarians who sought to destroy them. The terrible sufferings of these people appealed more and more to our sympathies and aroused more and more our hatred for the Germans.


  Then, too, as the Fanwood sisters told us of their native land of America, we began to realize that the peoples of the Earth were striving for the ideals that were our birthright in Venus. And in some respects we had to concede that there were things we could profitably learn from them and as profitably transplant in Venus on our return there.


  At this point in our education a report from Gresham renewed our interest in startling fashion in our search for the queen and the Lady of the South.


  The Russian revolution had just taken place. But in-the midst of the rejoicing over the overthrow of the Czar of that country, the secret service had unearthed evidence that there was on foot a deep-laid and obscure plot to make the revolution of advantage to certain unknown seekers for power.


  A sect called the Bolshevlki had been formed. Their principles, when we learned them, reminded us strongly of the system of society without laws that had worked so peacefully in Venus. But we knew now enough of the nature of the Earth people to agree that such a system could never work here. Nor did we believe it possible that such an Idea could have originated in an earthly brain.


  This conviction gained strength when Gresham reported that the apparent originator of this plot was an unknown woman who had in her power a renegade German officer. These two, keeping behind the scenes with figureheads in the foreground, proposed to take control of all Russia.


  Meantime there were hints of a plot in Germany similarly bred by a woman and an unknown German nobleman. This pair proposed to overthrow the Kaiser and seize even more autocratic power than he had held, under the pretense of giving Germany a people’s government. They proposed to wait till the present German power had conquered the Allies, then seize the power themselves, and by acting in cooperation with the Russian conspirators, rule the world.


  These plotters could not be located or positively identified, but from bits picked up here and there, Gresham was convinced, as he had suspected for some time, that they had to deal, in Germany, with our Queen of the Night, and in Russia with the Lady of the South.


  After Hunter and I had carefully gone over the evidence, there was not the slightest doubt in our minds that Gresham was correct.


  We sat up long into the night debating this astounding news. These two women who had so nearly wrecked Venus must needs try their ambitious schemes on another planet, this time working together. The queen had evidently recovered her sight, and with it all her mad ambitions. The lady had meantime fallen under her spell.


  Here was the complex dilemma. We had saved Venus by removing these women from the planet. Must we now save the Earth in the same way? If so, where would we take these troublesome females next? If back to Venus, then that planet would be in worse case than before.


  Meantime it was still an academic question, for we knew not where to lay our hands on these women. And two long, disastrous years were destined to pass before we obtained that knowledge.


  My readers know too well to need repetition what happened in those two years, as far as open history is concerned—how Germany pressed her victories till it seemed indeed that she was about to swallow the world; how peaceful America was at last forced into the struggle when it appeared too late to stem the tide.


  The Lady’s Bolshevik plot in Russia became a hideous success. The queen’s machinations in Germany ripened to the point where it was ready to break forth the moment the expected triumph of the German arms was certain.


  In this crisis Gresham sent for us to come at once to London.


  His message was so urgent that we complied, and met him two days later in the London headquarters of the secret service.


  This was the substance of what he told us: it had just been learned that the queen and the lady and their male partners were to meet shortly in an obscure village on the Baltic Sea to complete their plans for the subjection of the world. Though the Germans were now apparently in retreat, that was a part of the queen’s plot. She would use the panic at home to overthrow the Kaiser’s government, and on the instant the renewed armies of Germany, re-enforced by Russia, would turn on the Allies and destroy them.


  The Baltic conference must be broken up; Hunter and his flying-ship alone could do it.


  Hunter paced the floor for a few moments in deep thought. When he spoke, Gresham and I both gasped in astonishment.


  “I will stop that conference,” he said, “if I have to kill both those women. Moreover, I will destroy the German nation so that it will never again trouble the Earth.”


  One dark night early in the fall of 1918, our flying-ship, repaired and once more in working order, with Hunter again in command, and all our party on board save the two still missing women, hovered high over the retreating German battleline at the pivotal point on the western front.


  Immediately after Hunter’s desperate decision to destroy the German people, we had left England on a swift cruiser bound for our deserted island in the Pacific. We had arrived there to find all our band still alive and slowly becoming acclimated to Earth surroundings, but terribly homesick for Venus, and loud in their expressions of joy at the prospect of returning thither.


  We had brought with us on the cruiser all the necessary supplies for stocking our ship for the great home voyage through space. In a day’s time we were ready for the departure.


  But first we must perform the tragic errand which now found us poised in midair back of the German lines.


  Now at a word from Hunter a great jar of strong anesthetic fluid was dropped over the rail. Then with gasmasks adjusted we slowly sank to the ground. For the dropping of the gas was only the beginning of our campaign.


  Our ship was now equipped with machine-guns from the cruiser to ward off any attack from German airplanes. But due to the darkness, and the fact that we were well back of the line of the air patrol, we had no such adventure.


  When our ship touched the aground Hunter came forth from the motor cabin swathed from head to foot in white gauze, with rubber gloves on his hands, and a mask over his face. In his hands he carried a small glass jar.


  He left the ship alone and was gone for about an hour. What he did during that time he never told anyone but myself.


  Ages ago, in Venus, before our scientists completed the elimination of disease, there broke out a deadly plague which killed every victim it attacked and spread with terrible rapidity. It was at last conquered, and its germ absolutely eradicated, save as scientists kept and cultivated it in their laboratories so that succeeding generations of doctors might be familiar with it in case the plague ever revived.


  Hunter had brought with him on the ship a jar of these germs, with the idea in mind that in our search for a new world we might find a region inhabited by fierce beasts that could best be eradicated by use of these germs.


  Now his purpose was to treat the German people as he had planned to treat these hypothetical beasts.


  Accordingly he had taken his jar with him on this night and smeared these germ cultures on the faces of a score or more of the soldiers who lay unconscious from our gas.


  All Earth readers remember the terrible plague that started in Germany in the fall of 1918, and swept over the Earth. Your doctors called it Spanish Influenza. It was in reality the plague of Venus, started by Hunter in and attempt to wipe out the German people.


  That he failed in destroying that people, of course, you know. He could not foresee that the difference of constitution between the men of Venus and Earth rendered the disease less deadly with the latter. But, for all that, this plague had a terrible effect on this war-stricken population. It has been believed by many that the influenza epidemic in reality was the final blow to the morale of the German people and really stopped the war.


  It was a source of lasting remorse with Hunter, however, that he had not foreseen the spread of the plague to other nations, whereby thousands of lives he had never meant to take were sacrificed to the all too deadly scourge.


  But in little over an hour after our landing in Germany our task there was completed, and we were on our swift way through the air to the Baltic village where the momentous conference between international and interplanetary conspirators was taking place.


  I took that last Earth voyage with sinking heart.


  It meant to me that I was soon to leave behind a world which now held all that was to me most dear.


  I had not had the courage to bid a final farewell to Margaret Fanwood. Indeed, when Hunter and I had departed for England at Gresham’s call, we had not seemed to realize that it meant a permanent parting.


  I had up to that moment never avowed my hopeless love. But we must have felt at that parting some premonition that it was for more than a matter of days.


  I had started to bid her a formal farewell when my emotions flew out of control. I swept her into my arms and declared my love, and had the brief rapture of hearing her avow hers in turn. Then I parted from her abruptly without pledge and without hope. Now I realized that it was better that I had never seen her again. It could have meant only pain for us both.


  I was so absorbed in these bitter reflections that I hardly realized when we reached our rendezvous. Hunter called me to the deck and pointed down to a little huddle of buildings on the shore of a great sea.


  Through our telescope, another Earth contrivance that we had added to our ship, we could make out a streamer of white flying from a window of one of these buildings. It meant that this was the house where the conference was to take place. It was the signal agreed upon with the spy who had worked his way into the confidence of the conspirators only to betray them, another despicable Earth custom, of which perforce we must make use.


  We dropped down a little nearer to the village, and then once more, for the last time on Earth, made use of a jar of our anesthetic fluid that had played such an important part in the destinies of two worlds.


  A few minutes later we descended into a lifeless village and made our way to the house with the white streamer.


  In a barricaded basement we found the four conspirators senseless over a table around which they had apparently been settling the affairs of the world.


  When we restored the two women to consciousness, to our surprise they seemed relieved and delighted to see us, rather than chagrined as we had supposed.


  “Oh! Take us back to Venus! Take us back to Venus!” were the queen’s first words as soon as she was able to speak. Then, seeing her still unconscious male companion, she turned white and rushed to him with a cry of alarm.


  “Oh! He isn’t dead! He mustn’t be!”


  “He is all right I’ll bring him around as I did you, as soon as we decide what to do,” Hunter said.


  The Lady, who had shown the same fear as to her own companion, looked up at this.


  “There is only one thing to do. Go back to Venus!” she said. “We have learned our lessons, and we are cured. Let us go back.”


  “I don’t understand,” Hunter said at length, turning to the queen. “My cousin, is this another trick to hoodwink me again? How about your great conspiracy to rule the world? We know all about it and came here to stop it.”


  “We came here to stop it, too,” was her amazing reply. “I once wanted to rule Venus. Then when I came to this Earth and thought Venus was destroyed, I began planning how I should rule the Earth. Then when he took me away with him, and I learned to love him and he made me his wife, I saw my opportunity. He was ambitious, and I spurred him on.


  “Meanwhile the Lady had loved and fled with another ambitious man, a friend of my husband’s. When they were students together they planned some day to win power together. In Russia he saw his opportunity, and in her the one to help him.


  “So each pair of us plotted, and finally got together again. But I have been overfed with the sight of the terrible power I once coveted. I see now how dangerous and evil it is; how it had nearly ruined this Earth, how it would completely ruin it if our plans went through.


  “We tried to persuade our husbands just now to drop it all, but they would not. Can’t you save us? And in saving us save the Earth?”


  “But how about these men, your husbands?” asked Hunter doubtfully. “They will be left behind to go on with your conspiracy.”


  “No! No!” cried both women in chorus. “We can’t go without them!”


  “Can’t the custom of Venus be changed to let us keep husbands not of our clan?” demanded the lady. “Was I so far wrong in my old ideas? Many of the women wished it.


  “I see now how foolish I was in my attempt to make men support women in idleness. What I have seen of that on Earth has cured me. Let me go back and undo the mischief I wrought in Venus with that false notion.


  “But let me teach the people of Venus that love is free of clan. Love has come to Venus at last, and not any custom can stop it!”


  Hunter smiled in responsive sympathy.


  “I think you are right!” he said at last. “Perhaps I. can persuade my father to use his influence to change the custom. I see things differently now.”


  Some hours later, when the ship was once more in the air and the two couples were in their staterooms, the wives beginning the long process of consoling their imperial-minded husbands for their lost Earth, I approached Hunter, who was alone in the motor-cabin. A faint hope was knocking at my heart.


  “Hunter,” I said, “when you absolved the queen and the Lady for marrying out of their clans, did you mean it to apply only to them?”


  He eyed me quizzically.


  “Just what do you mean, Scribner?” he demanded. “Have you by any chance someone in mind whom you’d like to carry back to Venus?”


  “No!” I said, emboldened by his manner. “I have someone, whom I want to stay on Earth with; someone whom I know would never be happy in our strange world of Venus. For to most people it is not given to adapt themselves to any other world than the one of their birth. I can be happy here with the woman I have learned to love.”


  “So you, too, have learned what real love means? The Earth has been a great educator!” was all he said.


  “I can scarcely bear the thought of leaving you, old friend,” I went on. “Will you think I am a deserter?”


  “I will not let you desert me,” he said sharply. “For if you desert me, you will have to desert my sister-in-law, and I won’t have a relative of mine treated so.


  “I mean that just before we went to England to meet Gresham the old chaplain at the base hospital was good enough to marry me to the finest little lady in two worlds, formerly Miss Elizabeth Fanwood. I’m on my way back to France now to join her. If you care to stop off and console Margaret for the loss of a sister, you have my blessing.


  “I have arranged it all with Weaver,” he went on. “The gruff old sea.-dog’s heart is broken, but he is somewhat reconciled by the fact that neither the queen nor the Lady has caught me. He will drop us in France, in the night, without the knowledge of the rest, and then go on to Venus. I’ve written a long letter to my father which will reconcile him, and start some needed reforms in Venus.


  “Scribner, old friend, once we pined for change. We got many changes that we didn’t find so alluring at close range. But I think now we have found something changeable that will fascinate us to the end. For what is more changeable than the ways and moods of an Earth maiden?


  “At the same time we’ve found something that is unchangeable, yet will never weary us with its monotony.


  “For each of us, Scribner, there is a world of never change, the heart of the woman that is waiting for him in France.”


  UNDER MARTIAN SANDS


  Basil Wells


  
    When Jud Lee carried that helpless heiress into a Martian ruin, he thought he was saving her life from the Red Planet’s vengeance. He never suspected that he was only carrying her across the threshhold to a lost world a hundred times more deadly!


    The last great empire of Mars, a series of fertile islands in the heart of a shallow marshlike sea near the equator, came abruptly to an end sometime in the Dark Ages of Earth. Less than a thousand Martian years have passed since the ted sands swallowed the Sea of Raba and its several score doomed cities and towns . . .


    It was in the last years of the empire that science reached its peak. During the reign of Raba Dagan, the Wise, scientists shook off the shackles of gravitation and voyaged in huge metal ships to the moons, and to Venus and Earth. The trading ships of Raba exploited the savage tribes existing at either pole, and her miners reopened long-abandoned mines rimming the dead Kea bottoms.


    Then, with the death of Raba Dagan, came the rest of a series of plundering Voldurians, better known as Toads, gray-fleshed, lumpy, four-foot entities from outer space. And almost overnight the Sea of Raba vanished. The hungry red sands, unchecked now, swallowed the ravaged islands and buried the domes.


    To the north and to the south fled the survivors, there to battle and mingle their blood with the dwindling savage descendants of earlier civilizations. Yet the memory of their vanished fertile homeland persisted in their legends and was woven into the intricate structure of their theism.


    The dune-buried islands and dead cities became a lost paradise that was to be eventually restored to its pristine culture and fertility . . .


    From “Ancient Cultures of Mars”


    by Red ford Blys, published by


    Red Planet Pubs., Inc. 2041 A.D.

  


  Jud Lee ran stubby brown fingers through his snowy hair before he let the pressure helmet drop back in place. Despite the laboring pressure pumps the air in the leaky cabin of the prospecting helicopter was uncomfortably thin. For the last three days he had lived, eaten, and slept almost exclusively in his pressure suit.


  “Lopez!” he called as he snapped on the ship-to-ship audiophone.


  The receivers in his helmet rattled in response. Have to check for loose connections or use the spare helmet, he decided. He bumped the transparent face-plate with a hooded wrist and the voice cleared.


  “. . . speaking.”


  “Almost in the heart of Raba Depression,” he said, his eyes continuing their endless sweep of the desolate dunes and ridged hollows. “No sign of water or desert growth. Two ruined cities off to the north. One just ahead.”


  “No luck here either.” Vincent Lopez’s voice was unsteady. “We have but a week remaining, my friend.”


  “If we could only blast the Toads out of the northern canals, we’d have water in plenty. Ten cruisers from Earth would do the trick. But we do nothing. Let them force us off Mars or use all our profits buying water!”


  “Si,” agreed Lopez bitterly, “but the Rhett Peace Pact says no. For no longer raiding Venus and Earth, we give the northland of Mars to the invaders.”


  “South Mars Limited maybe had a finger in the pie. Their polar waterways are free of grafting Voldurians.” Lopez grunted assent. “Reminds me—seen anything of that SML passenger liner reported missing yesterday?”


  “Nope. Uh, wait a minute. Something down here. Outcrop of rock maybe, or a building . . .”


  “Dropping down to a hundred feet . . . Uh, oh! It’s the ship all right. Half buried in a dune and shattered. Must have exploded.”


  “What’s your position, Jud?” Lee snapped back the readings, easing the heli down toward the base of the marching dune.


  “Stepping out to look her over, Lopez. Stand by.”


  “Heading for you. Visibility almost zero. Sandstorm kicking up.” Lopez snapped out something in disgusted Spanish.


  “Not bad, here. Better climb above it. So long.”


  Lee took his featherweight sand spade and left the heli’s cabin on the side opposite the stiff southern breeze. He swung to the left, around the swirling turtle-paced toe of the marching hillock of ruddy sand. Here it was more sheltered and in a dozen paces he had reached the twisted debris of the half-covered wreck.


  He cleared away the sand swiftly. In two minutes he had wriggled through the burst-open cabin’s wall. He gulped at what he saw.


  A minute later he was calling Lopez. “Five passengers and three crew members. All dead.”


  “Emergency call made it six passengers, one female.”


  “All men.” Lee frowned at the slowly advancing wall of sand particles. The breeze was growing in power. “She may have been thrown free. Cabin split open like a nut.”


  “We’ll radio from the base.” Lopez’s voice was strained. “Getting really knotty here, Jud. Better take off before it gets you.”


  The transmitter of the little Mexican partner of Jud Lee clicked off. The water prospectors and mineralogists of Northern Mars Incorporated always worked in pairs. And never at greater distances than forty miles from one another. So the desert storm would soon be upon Lee.


  He took off, the sudden blast of thin air as he topped the dunes almost smashing him downward again. He climbed as fast as the sky prop’s blades permitted. And his hands froze on the controls.


  A pinpoint of light blossomed in the growing dusk of swirling dust clouds and endured for brief seconds—an emergency flare. Less than a quarter mile to the north it was. He headed toward it and finally spotted a pressure-suited shape kneeling in the shelter of a minor dune.


  Somehow he landed less than a dozen feet beyond the woman. She came crawling through the blast of the sky prop and he yanked her into the cabin. He sent the ship lurching skyward, and, once clear of the sand, locked its controls for 500 feet.


  The helmet slid from the woman’s dusty head. He saw a tear-stained face and long reddish-brown hair. Her eyes were, big, blue and staring with the terror she had known. Lee took in the flabby cheeks and the pouting lips and did not like what he saw.


  “I’m thirsty,” she said. “Give me some water.”


  Lee held a water flask for her and pushed her hands away after the first swallows. “Uh, uh,” he said.


  “Give me that water, Grandpa,” she snarled weakly at him. “My father’ll put you back at mining if you don’t.”


  “Your father will?” Lee laughed. “And who’s he?”


  “Commander Banton, you fool! Now give me that drink.”


  Lee stuffed the flask into his pressure suit’s zippered belly pouch. He snapped on the transmitter, calling Lopez again. Between calls for his comrade he studied his unwelcome passenger.


  “So you’re ‘Louse’ Banton,” he mused. “Worst spoiled brat on Mars. And from South Mars, too!”


  “My name is Lois!” the girl fairly screamed, “and I am not a brat!”


  “Shut up,” ordered Lee abruptly. “Yeah, this’s Lee. You okay, Lopez? Great . . .


  “Got the girl. Jet-happy little dame left the wreck and started off on foot! Honest . . . Banton’s daughter . . .” Lois slapped at Lee’s tough pressure mask and he held her off with one hand, grinning sourly at her gasping rage.


  “Meet you at base,” he concluded, “in an hour or so.”


  Half an hour later he was not so sure he’d make the base. He was making no headway against the raging torrent of sand-laden atmosphere; in fact he guessed he was losing the battle, and the battered heli’s cabin was slowly wrenching apart at its welded seams.


  Once he’d climbed to four thousand feet, to find the wind yet more turbulent there. Cross currents of air had tossed the little mapping ship about and forced him groundward. And the power of the hurricane had kept growing.


  Both he and the Banton girl were strapped into their seats as the heli slammed about crazily. Abruptly the controls went lifeless in his hands. Something had given way. Helplessly, they were carried before the storm. The instruments were crazy, here in the Raba Depression they were far below the arbitrary sea level as it was, and now they could not be read correctly.


  “May crash any minute, Lopez!” Lee shouted through his throat mike.


  Uselessly, Lopez’s faint voice was requesting his position, but before Lee could answer, the crash came. A freakish. swirl in the sand-laden air slowed the ship momentarily, and it dropped like a rock. There was a brutal snapping impact, and then a blackness the storm could not equal.


  After a time Lee was conscious of the cutting blast of air that probed through a great split in the top of the cabin. Only now the roof was in front of him. There was the taste of salty blood in his mouth. And he was no longer strapped in the control chair.


  Clumsily he groped to the locker where the protective sand masks were stored and took out two of them. One he slipped over his pressure helmet and the other he took to the girl’s sprawled body.


  “Keep your filthy paws off me,” she snarled savagely. His audiophones rattled. Her breath gurgled unevenly.


  She clawed at his hands, but he persisted in his task of strapping on the mask, and an extra belt of water flasks and oxygen cylinders. She was only semi-conscious, and he was forced to carry her toward the gaping rent. Only then did complete understanding return to her.


  “What—where are we going?” she demanded pettishly.


  “Have to start off on foot, look for a deserted city or other shelter.”


  Lois Banton laughed nastily. “Hah! You laughed at my ignorance in leaving the wrecked flyer. And now you do the same.”


  Lee shrugged. “Sure. You crashed in comparatively decent weather. The wreckage remained exposed. But in five minutes, ten feet of sand may bury the heli. The dunes build swiftly in such a hurricane.”


  The girl gazed fearfully at the rising level of sifting sand over what had been the control panels. She fairly flung herself at the opening. Lee caught her sand boots just in time and pulled her back. Calmly he snapped a ringed ten-foot line of tough nylon into her belt and into his own. Then he checked his sand spade, pouched solar torch, and pressure-proof zippered holster where his compact machine-gun lay.


  “We could anchor ourselves to the ship by a hundred-foot line,” he told her calmly as he set the transmitter for thirty-second intervals of automatic signals, “but we’d soon be buried too. Only chance is drifting before the wind.”


  Lois’s eyes were streaming tears. “But there’s no water out there,” she quavered, “and our oxygen will run out.”


  “Then we’ll use the hand pumps on our suits.” Lee was angry, suddenly. “As for water there is little loss, perhaps a pint escapes in a day from these suits.”


  He pushed her out the opening and followed swiftly, the blast of the storm hurrying them along. He caught a glimpse of the heli and a building ridge of red dust behind it.


  They stumbled through a ruddy darkness that rustled and chewed at their tough pressure envelopes. They leaned back against the wind, their sand boots slogging mechanically along. The surge of the storm currents threatened to send them hurtling skyward, chiplike. Even the shifting ridges of the dunes offered little protection, and a moment’s halt buried them to the knees.


  The curved solidity of a wall jarred Lee back into realization of his surroundings. Time had lost all meaning and weariness had dulled his senses. He was astonished to discover Lois yet on her feet, her body flattened against the obstruction.


  “Domed city!” he croaked, his throat thick.


  The girl’s teeth showed whitely through the begrimed faceplates of her sand mask and helmet. She was trying to speak but he heard nothing, the communication cables linking them had broken or his audiophone receiver had finally quit.


  He inched along the slow curve of the vast dome toward the left, and perhaps a hundred feet further along found a ragged crevice in the semiopaque shell roofing the dead city’s dust-choked ruins. He squeezed through to a catwalk of spidery looking, but enduring, metal, and drew Lois in beside him.


  Only five feet below them, the highest of the ancient towers and flat-roofed dwellings sprouted from the sand. Lee knew that their bases might be a hundred feet further down, perhaps more. Eventually the outer level of sand and the inner level would coincide. That this dome must have been less badly shattered by the raiding invaders of a thousand years before, he could well believe. Most of the dead towns were completely buried.


  They moved to the right until the spurting spray of sand through the wide slit in the dome could no longer reach them. Lee discovered the phone cable was unlinked and reclipped the contacts.


  “I’m going outside again,” he told the girl, taking out his solar torch, “to mark our entrance. Then we’ll hunt for shelter in the ruins.”


  He lengthened the nylon cord with another ten foot length, before battling outward again, and then, above his head, he burned a sooty broad arrow into the dome’s crystalline surface. To the left of this he burned: LEE, in two-foot letters. And on the opposite side of the crevice he put another, longer, arrow.


  This done he re-entered the huge dome and lay, exhausted, upon the hard metallic ribs of the catwalk. Lois was sprawled there too, mouth slack, sleeping. The effort to stand again was too great. He closed his eyes.


  Lee was smothering, his lungs gasping for air. He struggled to an elbow and opened his eyes to a dust-swirling twilight. The storm had not eased while he slept.


  The oxygen cylinder was exhausted. Stale air sickened him, and his temples were throbbing as he switched over to the spare tank. When that was gone they’d have to rely on the emergency hand pumps to fill them again with compressed air.


  He breathed deeply and switched on the girl’s extra tank. She stirred and sat up too. He grinned wryly at her, contorted features.


  “Hard bed,” he said. “Even sand is better.”


  Lois squirmed uncomfortably, stretching her cramped legs and arms. She stood up, looking out over the mile-wide extent of the dome’s foggy disc. “Now what?” She yawned. “Any chance of rescue soon?”


  Lee shook his head. “Not until the storm’s over. May be a day, may be a week. Our exit’s blown shut too, I see.”


  The crevice by which they had entered was sealed again, and a rounded ramp of sand led down to the dome’s uneven floor. Lee led the way to this and slid and stumbled down it, the girl trailing.


  “Might as well hole up in the ruins,” he advised. “Maybe we can seal out some of the dust so our hand pumps will not clog so fast.”


  Lois did not reply. She had withdrawn an arm from her suit’s inflated right sleeve and was munching at an oval bar that looked like candy. Lee jerked at her other arm, making her drop the remaining fragment.


  “That’s emergency ration,” he said sternly, “food for a week. You’re going to be sorry.”


  “Yah!” spat out the girl, grimacing angrily at him.


  Suddenly she doubled over, her face paling and yellowing to a hideous green hue. For several minutes she was violently sick, the cramped confines of her helmet and pressure suit but multiplying the discomforts of a cramping disgorging stomach.


  After a time she was better, and she smothered a smile as she glared at him. He headed again toward the oval doorway of a rounded tower of seamless yellowed plastic, the same material of which the enormously thick skin of the dome was constructed.


  Inside, a vast, high-ceilinged chamber opened. And here the light seemed to have brightened, perhaps because the dust cloud was thinned. Lee uncapped his solar torch, cutting its radiance to less than normal noontime illumination.


  Vast murals, their colors bright and fresh and the glistening protective coating of diamond-hard transparency unmarred by the centuries, covered the inner walls. Lee blinked his eyes, startled, as he saw familiar animals and vegetation, not of Mars, but of Earth! And then he recalled the legends of the savage natives of the polar waterways, stories of great ships crossing to Earth and Venus.


  One wall depicted scenes of Earth; jungles, seas, and cultivated countrysides with hilltop castles and thatched huts of stone. One figure was that of a mailclad warrior astride a masked and hooded horse. Here was that proof that Martians had visited Earth during the Middle Ages, this and the relief maps just below the murals.


  The other wall represented scenes on Venus, recognizable to Lee, although he had never been there. Froglike natives, Butrads, he saw, and the ever-present aquatic growth of thidin vines. The paintings were as lifelike and colorful as three-dimensional photographs.


  “This must have been old Raba Dagan’s headquarters, Lois,” he said, turning to the pale-faced girl.


  They were now near the further end of the lofty hall, where twin oval ports stood invitingly open. The right hand door opened into a smaller room, its walls also decorated with pictures. Lois stepped inside and Lee followed.


  Sudden emptiness opened in the pit of Lee’s stomach; it was like a long-continued drop into a mine-shaft. The oval opening into the outer chamber gave way to a blurring succession of rock strata and black galleries.


  Lois so far forgot her dislike for Lee that she clung to his arm in terror. “We’re falling!” she screamed. “Stop us! Stop us!”


  “Don’t worry,” he told her, “this is probably an automatic elevator of some sort.”


  As though to confirm his words the “room” slowed and stopped opposite another oval doorway. They stepped out into a dreary cavern of a room that was lightless save for Lee’s solar torch. For another ten seconds or so the platform remained opposite and then it sank away smoothly into the depths.


  Only a faintly luminous mistiness, smokily brown and falling steadily, was to be seen in the square shaft.


  “Now what, vac brain?” demanded the girl. “We’re stuck here maybe a mile below the surface.”


  “The other shaft should have a current of this same inert gas rising upward,” Lee suggested. “Let’s see.”


  They took the four steps necessary to reach the other opening, looking down into a vacancy like that they had just quitted. Lois laughed jeeringly. Apparently her stomach was returning to normal, and she was again her usual disagreeable self.


  “Disappointed, Grandpa ? ” she asked.


  Lois was possibly nineteen or twenty and Lee was twenty-five. It was his prematurely snow-white hair that earned this nickname, a freakish result of a glancing bullet in one of the unending affrays between miners of SML and his own company. He grinned. After all he’d called her Louse, first.


  “Nup. Be another platform along soon,”


  A minute passed. Lois sniffed triumphantly. And then a bulky something came sliding softly up from below and came to rest in the shaft. Its oblong entrance almost exactly matched that of the mysterious barren chamber.


  “Going up, Miss Ban ton?” asked Lee. “No charge.”


  Lois shook her head violently. “No I Let’s keep going down and see what’s there. We might find a treasure or mines.”


  There was new respect in Lee’s voice as he agreed. It took a certain amount of courage, or bravado, to go downward into the unknown when a way to the surface was waiting. Despite her words her voice had quavered a trifle at the end.


  A moment later they were aboard a platform in the other shaft and dropping steadily downward.


  The platform cage glided to a stop again, its seventh, and a well-lighted corridor lay beyond the oval port. Lois went swiftly out of the unmoving compartment with Lee at her side. And for the first time he noticed how their pressure suits wrinkled and flapped about their bodies.


  He tested the outer pressure by cracking the helmet valve. There was no escape of oxygen. Gingerly he sniffed, sniffed again more deeply—and tugged at his helmet until it loosened and hung back on his shoulder hinges.


  “Clean air,” he cried. “Air with the smell of flowers and green growing things in it! Moist air!”


  Lois followed suit. For several long sobbing breaths they were content to stand there and suck in the heady fragrance of the thick air. It made them dizzy after a time, forced them to breathe more shallowly as they peeled off their cumbersome pressure gear.


  “How deep would we be,” demanded Lois, “before air pressure equaled Earth Normal?”


  “Plenty deep, Lois. And the air is moist!”


  “So what? Our domes in South Mars are the same.”


  Lee muttered something uncomplimentary about “Toad Lovers” and started down the corridor. For several hundred feet it extended straight as an arrow, a softly glowing tube of perhaps twenty feet in diameter. The girl hurried after Lee.


  Their now useless pressure suits and helmets, as well as the useless sand gear, they left behind. Finally Lee spoke:


  “Moisture means water, possibly an underground lake or sea. North Mars Incorporated wouldn’t have to close its mines. We’ve been in the red for the past two years buying all our water from the Toads!”


  “I’m glad they’re not in our hemisphere,” agreed Lois.


  “Yeah.” Cynicism dripped from the word. His lips uncurled. “Sorry. Forget you’re just a brat. Shouldn’t be taking out my dislike for SML on you.”


  “I’m nineteen,” the girl cried, “and no brat! But most of us do feel sorry for your people in the north—the women and children, that is.”


  “Thought you’d qualify it.” Suddenly Lee halted and his right hand went down to the gas-powered pocket gun holstered at his hip. It contained a clip of a thousand biaton-tipped needles—each needle an explosive miniature grenade. Because the needles were expelled, rather than fired, the common term of expoder was given them.


  A forty-foot section of corridor had lost its glowing coating, it lay jumbled and dull on the floor, and the slimy darkness of water puddled there as well. On the left a branching corridor, also in darkness, opened. And there Lee thought he had detected movement.


  His hand fell away. He laughed at himself. How could there be life here in this long-deserted necropolis? Of course the weird elevator shafts yet functioned and there was the mysterious light, but in other abandoned cities Earthmen had discovered vast atom-powered machines purring untended after thousands of years. At Port Bemis, his homedome, all the power they needed for lights and heat came from a single Martian-power plant.


  Carefully he picked his way over the debris by the dim light from beyond. He passed the intersecting emptiness, a smaller unlighted way, and then a scrabbling sound came to him. Probably Lois. He started to turn.


  “Jud, behind you!” the girl’s voice screamed.


  His leisurely movements changed. He flung himself forward and spun about, dropping to his knees with the expoder jutting from his fist. He saw three dwarfish squatty shapes, heavy clubs upraised, almost upon him. They must have come from the unlighted passage.


  And then the hand gun sewed its needles across their torsos, those missing the targets exploding against the corridor’s wall. A miniature series of thunderclaps boomed along the way. But even as the echoes died away the last of his attackers fell.


  Lee came forward warily, his solar torch at plus sunlight searching into the other tunnel for other foes. It was empty to a depth of perhaps a hundred feet, but it curved to the right and therefore he could see no further.


  He turned again to the fallen men, discovering them to be dwarfed humanoid creatures, thick-shouldered and hairy, their teeth yellowed fangs, and with foreheads little higher than their bulging frontal sinuses. Two of the naked beast-men were darkhaired, and the other covered with matted, straw-colored hair. Yet among the native Martians of the polar regions, black hair was almost unknown; reddish-blond hair, coarse and thick as fur, being their natural covering.


  And the size of their chests, when compared with the vast lung cavities of the polar natives, was pitifully inadequate. They were warped, bow-legged, and gnarled, with the filthy skin under their coarse-haired covering whiter than that of Lois.


  He returned to the girl.


  “Better go back, hadn’t we?” he asked.


  She bit her sagging lip and her damp eyes grew hot. Her body straightened defiantly. Stooping over a dead savage she found his club, a knotted cudgel longer than a man’s forearm, and lifted it. She moved past Lee. “Come on, Grandpa,” she challenged, leading the way.


  Lee moved up beside her, his hand gun in his fingers, and his eyes alert. Together they strode down the seemingly unending length of the huge tube. Foolhardy it was, perhaps, but the water-hunger that only a native-born Martian knows, burned hot in both their hearts.


  Something of the man’s excitement and flaming hope had touched the girl. In her eyes was the same overpowering lust for water, and more water, that rivaled mankind’s earlier madness for gold.


  Less than half a mile the gallery extended into the misty glow of its inner walls. Then they came out on a wide ledge of stone, its outer wall of living granite waist-high, and realized that they perched near the roof of a vast subterranean abyss. On either side the ledge extended unbroken, an observation platform for the long-vanished citizens of the Raba Depression.


  “This must have been a zoological garden, a living museum of Earth,” whispered Lois softly.


  The cavern floor, a thousand feet below, was almost five miles in length and half as wide. And three-fourths of its area was island-rimmed water!


  Directly beneath them a grassy miniature tableland sprouted oddly familiar structures of stone—castles and crazily constructed little huddles of thatched huts. The castles, four in all, were in ruins, but about the last of them to the right, two-legged figures were moving. There, too, were a few patches of tilled ground with rowed dottings of cultivated green.


  And rimming the lake, basking in the all-pervading glow of light similar to that of the corridor, lifted a mighty tangled forest of familiar, and unfamiliar, trees.


  “Those wild men were Earthmen!” Lee moved slightly away from the girl’s too-obvious nearness. “I thought their structure was decidedly unMartian, too-slight lung capacity.”


  “Must be old King Raba Dagan had quite a zoo.” Lois lolled on the rocky parapet’s flat top and studied the scene below. “Suppose there’s another cave like this for Venusian fauna and stuff?”


  Lee massaged a knuckle thoughtfully. He nodded. “Uh huh. Those murals, those paintings, were advertising the wonders of the strange life imprisoned here.


  “This is a paradise, though. All this water. Means NMI won’t have to close down after all.”


  Lois’s laugh was nasty. “If we can get topside, yes. Don’t forget the sand has covered the opening and your signal is buried. We may be trapped here forever.”


  “I hope not. Probably by now Lopez is starting to hunt for us. Or soon will be. And the crack in the dome may be uncovered again.”


  “Isn’t it thrilling, though, Gramp?” giggled Lois. “We’re like castaways—Adam and Eve in a garden—Harveth and Elise on Luna.”


  “Martian hill-dog and a desert cat in a bag more likely,” said Lee dryly. “And we’re not alone, either. Look, coming.”


  She turned to look in the direction his hand gun indicated, to the left. They saw a tall, broad-shouldered man, his thick black beard like a mane down across his hairy chest, and an ancient explosive-type rifle in his hand. His only garment was a rough, but effective, swathing of animal hide about his hips. He was less than twenty feet from them and the small black eye of the rifle was upon them.


  Behind the savage-appearing creature clustered a dozen of the twisted dwarfs, more beasts than men, that they had already encountered.


  For a long moment they fronted one another, unmoving, before the stranger’s weapon dropped away and his beard split to reveal uneven white teeth. His voice was deep and unsteady, the words blurred by alien pronunciation.


  “Good day, sirs,” he said, apparently mistaking Lois’s golden slacks and brown jacket for a masculine outfit.


  “Greetings, Thug,” chirped Lois. She grinned at Lee’s warning frown. In an undertone she demanded, “Isn’t that a perfectly good caveman title?”


  Lee grunted something about fools and their heads ending in two separate sectors of space.


  “Hello,” he said quietly. “Earthman?”


  “Indeed I am,” said the bearded giant, advancing. “We are all Earthmen.” His arm indicated the motley knot of little monsters at his heels.


  “But you are more recently arrived, eh?”


  The big man grimaced his understanding. “Thirty years ago my father found this horrible place. He came from the desert after his ship was crushed in landing.”


  Lee’s eyes were shining. “The first spacers landed about then. What is your father’s name?”


  “Grant Ashley. He is dead now.” He pulled an ancient pocket-watch of worn soft gold from a pouch beneath his great beard. “One hundred twenty days and—almost an hour from now—ago.”


  Lois bowed her head over it. “I see,” she laughed, “how you knew thirty years have passed. You couldn’t miss seeing this.


  “But you don’t look to be that old.” The big man’s eyes were fixed on the girl. He took a step toward her, hands clawed in a horrible, hungry sort of way, and then another. A ghastly bubbling cry of misery and unbelieving joy wrung from his lips.


  “A woman—an Earth woman,” he mumbled. “Always they told me I must mate with the ugly little shes. But now G’Ash has a woman.”


  Lois backed away uncertainly, getting behind Lee. Lee grimaced with distaste, but held his ground.


  “My woman,” he said. “Sorry.”


  “Then I must fight you for her.”


  The big savage dropped his rifle and bared his teeth. Then, in imitation of Lee, “sorry.”


  Lee shook his head. “The little hes may fight so over their women. Not so real Earthmen. They let the woman choose.”


  The bearded man scratched his shaggy head. His beard again covered his teeth. He grunted grudging assent, but he continued to regard Lois hungrily. Lee knew the truce would not last.


  “My father married a little she,” he told Lee and the girl. He pointed down into the cavern valley toward the castle with the cultivated fields. “Mine,” he added proudly, “you come there, please?”


  “How many of the dwarf-men are there?” Lee wanted to know as they studied the valley.


  G’Ash fiddled with his huge splayed fingers, his lips moving as he counted laboriously and silently.


  “Maybe sixty-one, sixty-two or three, perhaps. Some have rebelled and hide in the forests or in the valley of the Frog People.”


  Lee nodded. “The Venusians. Where does it open off this valley?” G’Ash indicated the dark opening at the left-hand end of the valley. “There,” he said savagely. “Some day I will lead my people into it again.”


  “Are there other valleys, more lakes?”


  The bearded man grunted. “At other end of the cavern. But all is water there, and the light is bad, almost gone. Also huge swimming things fill the water.”


  Lee looked at Lois, and then, meaningly, down into the cavern. She shook her head slightly. He turned to G’Ash.


  “We must return to our friends,” he said, extending his hand, “but we will return again soon.”


  The big man scowled, but he took Lee’s hand. Suddenly he jerked the flyer toward him and his other fist crunched into Lee’s jaw. A second blow landed on his temple and he felt his legs crumpling under him. Feebly he struggled to strike back, to reach his expoder.


  He heard Lois screaming, and he saw the pipestem crooked legs of the degenerate warriors about him, with the last fading senses. Then cool stone was crushing his lips and nose and he knew no more.


  He was penned in a time-weathered dungeon, light seeping through yard-thick walls of masonry, and silvering the cobwebs festooning the falls and ceilings. His bed was a heap of mildewed weeds and reeds on a low stone platform, and in the cell’s center a tiny spring bubbled up. From this a tiny rill crossed the rocky floor and vanished into a gaping cavity wider than a man’s skull.


  Lee went to the narrow slit of the single window, standing on a heap of debris to do so. He looked out over the weedy patches of cultivated ground, and saw the willow-grown border of the lake. In the garden plots misshapen little women worked, their naked flesh a hideous, fish-belly white. And grotesque little dogs played with unsmiling tiny children upon the uncut grass between the gardens.


  The inbred, simple-minded inhabitants of this hidden Eden beneath the ruddy desert, never laughed, and Lee, only once, heard their unintelligible speech raised in a broken sort of song. The proud knights and their humble serfs, brought here from Earth, had fallen far from their early estate.


  Lee tested the walls, searching for loose masonry that could be removed. He tried the warped metal door, and found it to be strengthened by a second sturdy gate of interlocked logs and branches. Last of all he examined the ceiling, a dozen feet overhead, and found it had suffered least of all in the passing years.


  His only hope of escape seemed to be through the opening cut into the walls by the spring’s overflow, and toward this he started to move. But a sound of shuffling feet in the corridor beyond arrested his steps and he faced the doorway. The overlooked clip of needles was worthless as a weapon.


  G’Ash stood in the doorway, a fire-blackened lump of flesh, its white-jointed bone protruding, in his left hand. In his other fist was Lee’s needle-expelling hand gun. He tossed the hunk of meat at Lee.


  “Your woman fled from me,” he complained, his forehead wrinkled. “She hides in the forest beside the lake with the rebellious people.”


  “Good for her,” said Lee. “I told you we Earthlings allow the women to choose.”


  “You must summon her,” ordered G’Ash. “Then When she is close I can capture her.”


  “Go in a vacuum,” Lee told him. He gnawed at a huge mouthful of the underdone meat.


  “You refuse?” G’Ash took a threatening step forward.


  Lee gave the bone and most of the meat back to the bearded giant—in the teeth! He followed the hurled missile with his fists and the weight of his tough sand boots. But the big man weathered the storm easily. One big hand seized Lee and hurled him, stunned, against the further wall of the dungeon.


  He paused only to pick up the misused joint of meat.


  “When you grow hungry,” he roared, “you will be glad to call your woman for me.”


  Lee felt the numbness leaving his battered flesh. He made no sign he knew G’Ash was about. Instead he began masticating the mouthful of meat he had retained.


  The bearded savage growled and lunged off along the corridor beyond. And as his footsteps grew inaudible Lee came to his hands and knees and crawled over to the spring to drink. Then, despite the pain that every movement brought, he lowered himself into the water-slimed cavity where the little rill disappeared.


  His feet found a footing on a narrow ledge; then his elbows locked him in the narrowness of the crooked channel as he slowly descended. Once he stuck fast and for perhaps twenty minutes hung there with the falling water saturating and chilling his coveralls and the garments beneath.


  Then cloth ripped along his back and he was precipitated suddenly downward about eight feet into a thigh-deep pool with a slimy mud bottom. He groped about in the icy depths, his solar torch gone along with his hand gun, and came up a gradual slope of possibly twenty feet m all, to a waterless expanse of rock.


  The echoes, hollow and booming, ©f his boots on the rocky floor, informed him that he was inside a lower cavity of considerable area. He groped along the edge of the pool, found where it overflowed, and followed the escaping thread of water.


  He squeezed through narrow slits in the rocky walls and traversed vast chambers where a faint rippling play of electricity revealed inky pools and lakes. He heard splashings that only living things could make, and he armed himself as best he could with a keen-edged splinter of rock twice as large as his palm. In the depths, darting trails of pale light marked the passage of the watery denizens.


  Three times he slept, his cramped limbs and aching muscles awakening him before he was rested. He was hungry, his stomach crying out for the food that successfully evaded his attempts to scoop it from the growing bitterness of the cavern pools.


  Then came the moment when he wriggled upward through a narrowing slot of dank rock above the gurgling rush of piled-up water. And saw light ahead!


  Once beyond the narrowing of the walls he hobbled along a widening ledge for a hundred yards—and emerged through a trailing curtain of Venusian thidin vines, and lacy, crimson-hued swamp air, into a watery valley yet larger than that of the Earthmeru


  Floating islands of thidin dotted the foggy surface of the steaming lake, and along the narrow shoreline the fruit-heavy bushes of the nilc-nik clustered. Their orange-‘hued husks were specked scarlet.


  Lee ate the ripe fruit, the faded globes of brown with the enlarged splotches of red, as slowly as his hunger permitted. Nor did he have his fill of the crisp salmon-hued pulp and its thumb-sized black seeds when he reluctantly pushed off into the pale jungle.


  He slept once before he discovered the linking passageway with the Earth cavern. It was near the mile-high arch of the cavern’s roof and led upward. A well-worn trail had grooved the stubborn surface of rock to a depth of an inch.


  In the Venusian cavern he had only once seen a noseless, gray-hued Frog. And that lop-eared aborigine had been paddling a living raft of thidin out in the lake. Of the Sarthmen reputed to have taken refuge in the lower valley he saw not a sign.


  He emerged, hours later, into a tree-roofed tunnel piercing the forest. He had taken but a dozen steps along this narrow way, when a tangle of vines and braided ropes of hide and grass, fell about him.


  He struggled despairingly, his keen-edged stone slashing madly. Yet for every strand he severed., two or three more nooses fell about him. At last he lay helpless.


  Three of the crooked beast-men of the lost cavern gathered about him, prancing proudly, and thumbing the points of their rusty dagger-like knives suggestively. And then a pleased gurgle of laughter made him turn his head in the other direction.


  Lois Banton bent over him and began loosing the cocoon of ropes. She had changed greatly in the short time they had been apart, and Lee wondered if perhaps more than four or five days by Martian reckoning, had passed. For under her flapping ragged garments the muscles moved lithely, and the superfluous flesh had melted from her face.


  “Have you loose in a minute,” she said. “O’Lar, you and K’Tton help me. B’Ron can keep watch.”


  “Glad you’re still free,” grunted Lee. And was amazed to discover that he really meant it.


  “We’ve been trying to locate you,” said Lois. “But this eternal dayshine is bad. Only at the sleeping hour did we dare venture from the forests.”


  The last of the ropes fell away and Lee stood up. He saw now that Lois had an ancient-looking, cross-hilted sword in a clumsy scabbard of dried black leather, and that two of the squatty, club-armed hunters wore floppy sleeveless jerkins of battered chain mail.


  “Found the armory of one castle,” explained Lois, noting his curious gaze. “Never did get to rescue you, though. Our friend with the beard kept a guard posted.” She cocked an eyebrow. “How’d you do it?”


  Lee explained his escape. She nodded.


  “I’ve been in the other cavern once. Frogs aren’t friendly any more since O’Lar”—she indicated the largest of the three renegade dwarfs—“refused to let them eat his woman.”


  “They understand English then and speak it!”


  Lois grinned in a superior fashion. “Naturally. Ashley tried to teach them modern English among other things. He was horribly crippled, often lay helpless for weeks. Result of spacer’s crash. So his brief attempts at schooling them accomplished little.”


  Lee dug into his inner pockets, his hand emerging at last with the useless clip of biaton needles for his captured hand gun. He showed them to the girl.


  “If you’ll let me have that dagger,” he said, pointing to the blade she carried thrust through her sword-belt, “I’ll try manufacturing a bomb.” Lois handed it over reluctantly. “Needles are dangerous to tinker with, aren’t they?” she demanded.


  “Uh huh. But we can’t cut our way through to the dome-lifts with just clubs and a sword. Not against an expoder and a high-powered rifle,”


  Lee seated himself beside the trail, and, motioning the others away, set to work on the delicate task of exposing the metal-encased pinpoint of explosive biaton at the tip of three needles. In his hand gun the razor-edged trimmer key armed the needles only as they were expelled, to explode upon contact with anything more substantial than air. But this way he was holding in his hands a death more susceptible than nitroglycerin to sudden jolts.


  With sticky gum from a bruised tree he gingerly sealed all the needles into their clip, leaving the three armed needles projecting further. Then he looped a slender strip of hide about the deadly thing and ran the thong up and over a low limb, securing the other end with a loosely driven peg.


  Directly beneath the clip of explosive needles lay a barely exposed reef of greenish-gray rock where only lichens and moss could root. Last of all he knotted another thin strand of hide about the peg and ran it, knee-high, across the trail where he quickly and properly secured it to another limb.


  His death trap, clumsy though it was, was complete. Now he must lure the childish bearded giant into it.


  Even as he plotted the man’s destruction he could not but feel pity for the poor brute. Had the man been unarmed or alone he would have risked capturing him with snares, or even attempted to escape from the cavern without further conflict.


  But he could take no chances on the bearded giant recapturing or killing them. News of this plentiful supply of the fluid life-blood of Mars must be carried outside whatever the cost.


  G’Ash must die.


  Lee started down the trail toward the castles and then retraced his steps. He tore the cord from the limb and knotted other lengths to it. The blank-faced beast-men and the girl regarded him curiously.


  At a distance of a hundred yards, well inside the tunnel toward the Venusian cavern, he posted Lois with the looped end of the cord in her grip.


  “We must be sure it is their leader,” he said. “A wandering animal or dwarf might set off the bomb. Can you do it?”


  The girl’s lips tightened, but her grave eyes were steady on Lee’s.


  “Certainly,” she said simply.


  Twice Jud Lee showed himself briefly, he could not be too obvious, before G’Ash and ten of his brute-men came charging out of the ruined castle after him.


  At first he ran easily, allowing G’Ash to gain on him, and then he was sprinting desperately to keep safely in advance. The prodigious bounds of G’Ash put him far in advance of his hairy followers.


  He passed the ledge of exposed stone but a dozen paces in advance of the bearded savage, a lead that was swiftly being whittled down, and then flung himself to the left behind a sheltering inky black boulder.


  There was a terrible explosion.


  He stood up at last, ears ringing, and looked back toward the shallow pit in the trail. He saw G’Ash weaponless and broken, his eyes and forehead a bloody mass of ripped flesh, crawling sightlessly toward him!


  Lois had given the rope too late a tug, probably waiting for him to reach shelter, and G’Ash was beyond its full fury.


  He ran around the blinded man to where the satiny metal of his hand gun shone and sent a burst of explosive needles over the cowering heads of the hairy men. They broke before this new menace, raced back along the way they had come.


  Then he turned back toward the crawling bloody mass of flesh that was G’Ash, reluctant to destroy him, yet knowing that the man was better dead. In all the Earth cavern only G’Ash might lead an attack against them.


  But the bearded savage had disappeared. Nor did a half hour of searching uncover his trail.


  “I’m glad he escaped,” said Lois, as they climbed the winding ramps to the upper gallery and the lifts. “We have the guns now. In a few minutes we’ll be in the dome.”


  “I feel the same,” admitted Lee. “He couldn’t stop us now.”


  They hurried along the shining corridor, the three rebellious beast men accompanying them, and Lee had time to consider the future. The storm would be long over now. He could tunnel out through the sand and burn outsized symbols on the dome. Then they could return to the depths until help arrived.


  They passed the unlighted strip of tunnel, where the clean-stripped bones of the two beast men lay, and came to the lift.


  Lee halted, his throat constricting, and the girl squeezed his arm sympathetically.


  The huddle of equipment, pressure suits, helmets, sand spade, and spare belts, was gone! The dusty floor of the passage was empty. Where it had lain, the imprint of splayed naked feet was yet visible. G’Ash and his warriors had carried them off and they might never be found again.


  In fact the curiosity of G’Ash might impel him to tear the suits and pumps apart, to ruin them hopelessly.


  He looked at Lois, and her eyes were steady and calm. Like him she must have been digesting the knowledge that they were trapped here now for a long time. For he doubted his ability to contrive a workable pressure suit and pumps out of the crude materials at hand.


  The thought of enduring her constant companionship was not unpleasant, now that privation and danger had revealed the real character that years of self-indulgence had failed to destroy. They’d quarrel, and she would insult him and bully him unmercifully at times, he knew.


  She must have sensed what he was thinking. Wordlessly she came closer and lifted her face toward his.


  “Break it up,” a muffled voice sounded behind them. They turned.


  “Lopez!” cried Lee. “How’d you find us?”


  Lopez finished removing his helmet, revealing a trim moustache and handsome features. His smile was dazzling and all for the girl.


  “This fortune-hunter making trouble?” he inquired maliciously.


  Lee shook his partner’s shoulders. “How?” he demanded.


  Lopez waved an airy hand. “That? Nothing! Plotted direction of storm’s path and your last position. Discovered dome, explored same, and here I am.”


  He turned again to the amused girl.


  “Now,” he said warmly, “you are safe at last, Miss Banton. I, Vincent Lopez, will see that no harm befalls you. There is nothing to fear . . .”


  “Except you,” supplied Lee, grinning. “Come along, Lois. Let’s show our friend what paradise looks like.”


  Lois came to him, her eyes smiling, and they led the way again to the stone balcony overlooking the valley.


  DOORWAY IN THE SKY


  Ralph Williams


  The thing in the sky circled unobserved about the Earth. It may have just been there, as the Moon is there, and as stars are there. Or it may have been waiting.


  Below in New Mexico, men prepared to launch the first manned rocket—


  During the take-off, the three men of the crew lay on their acceleration couches, as helpless as the mice that had preceded them, while the rocket piloted itself.


  Tiny steel teeth gnawed stolidly and harmlessly at a tape, springing back weakly when they met resistance, transforming the punched patterns in the tape into electrical impulses which activated various relays. The perforated tape gave commands: “Do this and then do that, and if so-and-so happens, then do thus—”; and the activated relays denoted acceptance and readiness to perform these commands. A certain altitude was reached and the ship, knowing this, altered its course to the east as instructed by the tape. The first stage was dropped, as the tape directed, at the exact instant the last few drops of fuel in its tanks were exhausted, and then the second. A few minutes later, the ship realized it had attained the goal set by the tape. With a final triumphant clacking of relays, it shut off the engine.


  The human crew now took over, devising new tasks for the machines. McKay, moving clumsily without the accustomed restraint of gravity, and feeling an inward queasiness which became acute when he moved his eyes suddenly, took sights on the stars and on landmarks on the Earth below. Brown pushed switches which activated small flywheels to turn the ship. Goodrich, the captain, performed further calculations on the navigators figures, and from these prepared another tape which he fed into the autopilot. By the time this was done, it was a few minutes less than an hour after take-off time, and the ship was halfway around the globe from its point of departure.


  At the proper moment, the captain tripped the firing switch.


  The engine caught with a whoosh, slamming the men back into their couches, and the autopilot nibbled precisely at the tape, clucking abstractedly to itself. After seventeen seconds it shut off the engine again. The rocket was now in a roughly circular orbit, a little over five thousand miles from the Earth’s center, one thousand miles above its surface.


  The other thing in the sky was now only five hundred miles above them; but the men in the rocketship did not know this, and might not have cared if they had known. They were busy with a more urgent problem.


  The weightlessness, sudden heavy acceleration, and weightlessness again had been too much for Brown. He was suddenly and violently sick, groping blindly for a container. Goodrich thrust it against the man’s face. He reached for another container and followed suit.


  After a while, the convulsions began to wear themselves out. The men wiped at their streaming eyes and slimy faces. Goodrich saw that they had almost circled the Earth, their takeoff point was coming up over the horizon. There was a tiny squeaking in his headphones.


  “Rubberneck, this is Thumbtack. Rubberneck, Rubberneck, Thumbtack calling. Do you hear me? Is something wrong? Rubberneck, this is Thumbtack. Give us a count, over.”


  Goodrich spat, wiped his mouth, and plugged in his mike. “Thumbtack Control, Rubberneck,” he said. “Do you hear me now?”


  “I hear you fine now. Is everything O.K.?”


  “O.K. now,” Goodrich said. He paused. “We were sick,” he said reluctantly.


  “Roger.” There was a long pause. “Did you know you were off course? We have you about twenty minutes ahead of schedule and thirty degrees off course. Also too high. We’ve been trying to get you for twenty minutes, since we got your first track.”


  “Roger, wait.” Goodrich turned to McKay. The navigator shook his head negatively and pointed at the forward view screen. The coast of California stood clear and sharp ahead of them, but New Mexico was still only a thin line on the horizon. Goodrich nodded. “Get a fix,” he said.


  He clicked the mike switch. “Thumbtack, Rubberneck. There must be a mistake. We’re just coming up over the visual horizon now, on course as nearly as we can tell.”


  “Roger. Well, we have a good track on you, I don’t see how we could be mistaken—” the voice broke off. “Just a minute,” it said presently. “I think we’re getting another track now . . . that’s it, we’ve got you O.K. now, right on course. The first track was a bogey.” There was another pause. “Mr. Welsh wants to talk to you now.”


  Welsh was the project engineer. For several minutes Goodrich answered his technical questions about the operation of the rocket.


  They were almost over the station now, the Earth spinning westward beneath them. In their two-hour orbit, another twenty minutes would take them out of radio range.


  “How about our final course correction data?” Goodrich asked. “Have you got that worked up yet?”


  “Just a minute,” Welsh said. “I’ll check.”


  The minute stretched out. “Thumbtack, Rubberneck,” Goodrich said. “You still there?”


  “Thumbtack,” the operator’s voice said. “Wait. They’re working on a new angle here. We’ll have something for you in just a minute.”


  Goodrich waited, wondering vaguely what the new angle was. Rubberneck had been planned down to the last second for six months now, and so far had cost a little over a billion dollars. The worst of his nausea was gone, but it had left him feeling limp and beat-up, and not too bright.


  A new voice came on the radio. “Goodrich?” it asked.


  “This is Goodrich.”


  “Captain Bartell here. We’re going to have to change your course, want you to vector in on that bogey. We have to get a look at that thing, this is more important than Rubberneck. It may change our whole planning on Highjump. You understand that, don’t you?”


  “Yes, sir,” he said. “I see. We’ll do what we can. We hadn’t planned any major maneuvers, though. How about fuel?”


  “You’ll have enough. We grossed you out on fuel, since you wouldn’t be carrying cargo this trip, and we wanted a good safety factor till we have a chance to check fuel consumption figures.


  “In any event, your landing reserve isn’t important. I want you to close with this thing . . . uh, let’s see, let’s call it ‘Bertha’ . . . I want you to close with Bertha and make an identification, even if you have to bum your last drop and sit up there until we get up and bring you back down. Do you have that?”


  “Roger.”


  “O.K., now here’s what you’re to do. We’re going to vector you in on Bertha. Close to visual range. We get a good sharp return on this thing, but it may be physically quite small, and possibly it’s a natural satellite no one ever happened to notice. If it is, we need it. Make fast to it, go aboard and establish possession . . . put down some sort of marker and get pictures. Get as much data as you can as to size, composition, et cetera, and report . . . let’s see, make that report: ‘Bertha condition Able.’ Do you have that? ‘Bertha condition Able.’ Now acknowledge.”


  Goodrich printed carefully on his log: nat sat—Able. “Rubberneck, Roger,” he said.


  “Good. Now there’s a chance it may not be natural, it may be an artificial satellite. Our intelligence is good, but it isn’t perfect, and it’s just possible somebody has beat us to die punch. If so, we want to know who. Use discretion here, try to avoid observation, and above all don’t provoke an incident; but make positive identification if at all possible, and get all you can in the way of pictures, stuff like that. If you’re fired on, report: ‘Baker.’ Take evasive action, draw as much fire as possible without endangering your mission, and try to keep contact until further advised. Good luck, boy.”


  “Roger,” Goodrich said.


  McKay and Brown had been listening wide-eyed.


  “Well,” McKay said. “You think there’s really something there, or have they just got us chasing flying saucers?”


  “I don’t know, but I don’t think I like it,” Brown said. “You know what that means when they say: ‘Good luck, boy.’ That means you better check and see if your beneficiary is current.”


  Goodrich flipped an impatient hand at them. “Break it off,” he said. “You can figure it all out later. Now give me a hand to copy this stuff, we’ll be out of range in a minute.” He snapped the mike switch. “Go ahead, Thumbtack,” he said. “We’re ready to copy.”


  They picked up Bertha as a faint point of light below and somewhat behind them, but without radar of their own they had no way of knowing exactly how far away.


  The satellite was artificial.


  The men studied it wordlessly. It did not look like the product of an Earthly technology, Goodrich thought, although he could assign no specific reason for this feeling. Apparently spherical, and about the size of a dime on the view screen without magnification, it might have been ten feet across and a few hundred yards away, or a hundred feet and a mile. They seemed to be below and somewhat behind it, but overtaking, the relative bearing changing by about one degree per minute. There were hints of hatches or ports on its surface, and various protuberances which might have been antenna or telescopic gear.


  Or, Goodrich thought, if it was extraterrestrial, they might even be weapons, the strange unguessable weapons of science fiction.


  “O.K.,” he said. “Let’s get to work here. Swing the ship and get the nose camera working.” He turned to his perforator. “How do you set up an evasive course on a rocket?” he asked McKay. “You got any ideas?”


  The navigator shrugged. “We can’t zigzag, all we can do is go in the direction were pointed. I’d say, since we want to use the nose camera anyway, just point her a couple of degrees off a collision course and set up a tape with random accelerations, that should foul up their firing data some, and if they’re looking this way, we could be past and gone the other way before they could swing on us—maybe.”


  “Yeah, maybe,” Goodrich said. “All they have to do is be ready to catch us going away on the other side, if they can see us at all they can see which way we’re pointed.” He scratched thoughtfully at his chin. “Well, I guess that’s the best we can do, though. When they built this thing, they didn’t think we’d have to fight anybody with it, just get up here was all they were thinking about.” He punched a tape and fed it into the autopilot and sat with his thumb on the firing switch, watching the satellite.


  The control station was sliding over the horizon behind them now; they would soon lose contact. He had better report what they had, he thought, in case they were not there when they came around again. But what did they have? Well, there was no evidence, really, only a feeling—


  “Thumbtack, this is Rubberneck,” he said. “Visual contact Bertha condition King. I say again, Bertha condition King. Over.”


  The answer came faintly but promptly. “Thumbtack, Roger. Maintain contact and continue to investigate. Acknowledge.”


  “Rubberneck, Roger. Out.”


  Bertha was abeam them now, relative to Earth. Goodrich gave thought to the problem of fixing its range and relative velocity.


  “Get me a couple of timed fixes on Bertha, Mac,” he said. “How about the pictures? I’ll have to swing the ship.”


  “Let the pictures go, for now, we’ve got a few. Get the fixes and then swing the ship to one eighty azimuth, zero inclination. I’m going to fire a three foot-second blast and see what happens.” He punched a new tape for the evasive action, keeping a wary eye on the sphere, with a runner on the front end for the three foot-second blast. If their move provoked Bertha to action, all he had to do was trip the switch again and keep right on going.


  “O.K. on the fixes,” McKay said. He juggled the flywheel controls and the ship swung gently about. He took another observation. “One eighty azimuth, zero inclination, on heading,” he said. “Ready to fire.”


  Goodrich punched the firing switch once. There was a single sharp jolt.


  “Now get me range and speed,” he said. He studied the sphere narrowly, thumb on the firing switch. It spun slowly, oblivious to their activity.


  “I make it twelve hundred yards range, about one foot- second relative velocity now,” McKay said.


  “O.K.” Goodrich rubbed at his chin. Twelve hundred yards range made Bertha’s diameter around eighty feet. Big. There could be a lot inside a sphere that size.


  He glanced down at the Earth. The North Atlantic seaboard beneath them was dark now, they would be in the shadow in a few more minutes.


  “O.K.” he said. “Let’s get a few more pictures while we can.


  They swung the ship again to bring the nose camera to bear and took pictures until they swung into the shadow.


  “Secure the cameras,” Goodrich said.


  Bertha hidden in darkness for the thirty-six minutes they took to pass through the shadow was not a comfortable companion. Goodrich could make out the sphere at times, as it occluded the stars, and after a while he began to get a panicky feeling it was closing in on him.


  “Take a look at Bertha, Mac,” he said. “Does she look any bigger to you?”


  The navigator studied the screen carefully. “I believe it is,” he said slowly.


  It was an uneasy idea. He watched the screen carefully, measuring with his eye the span between stars obscured by the sphere. The image was growing larger, he was sure.


  “You know, Mac,” he said, “does it strike you funny that we haven’t seen a sign of life from that thing? Do you suppose they might not know we’re here?”


  “Well, no. If it’s a satellite, they’re probably crammed with radar and optical gear, so it isn’t very likely they’d miss us. Just because we can’t see anything happening on the outside, that doesn’t mean they aren’t busy on the inside. They could be tracking and photographing every move we make, and we’d never know it.”


  “Still you’d think they’d make some sort of signal, try to establish contact.”


  “Why? Have we?”


  Goodrich blinked. “By golly, that’s right,” he said. “We’ve been so busy watching them, we never thought of it.” He thought for a moment. “We could use the bow landing light for a blinker, I suppose. Either of you fellows know the international code for ‘identify yourselves’?”


  “QRA, I think,” Brown said. “Interrogatory.”


  Goodrich manipulated the landing light switch several times. They watched the shadowy sphere for a reply. There was none.


  “Maybe the landing light’s not working,” McKay said. “Turn her on for a minute, I’ll swing the ship and see if we get a reflection off Bertha.”


  The sphere suddenly brightened in the bow screen, dimmed again as they swung past, and then brightened again as McKay centered the beam. It was closer, about seven or eight hundred yards, Goodrich guessed.


  He worked the switch again, spelling out “QRA?” very slowly. There was no response.


  “Maybe she’s derelict,” Brown said. “You see those little circles? I’m pretty sure those are direct view ports, but I don’t see any lights behind them.”


  “Could be,” Goodrich said. “On the other hand, those circles could be television cameras. And maybe they just don’t want to talk to us. They may want to keep us guessing.” Whoever it is, they would want to keep ’em guessing.


  They were more than halfway through the shadow now. For the rest of the time, Goodrich kept the landing light on Bertha. Occasionally he flashed a signal with the switch. Bertha still gave no sign of life.


  When they came out into the sunlight again, Rubberneck was directly ahead of Bertha, leading by about five hundred yards.


  “Take a look at that little bulge about the middle, just coming into sight, “McKay said presently. “What’s it look like to you?”


  “Which one?” Goodrich asked.


  “The one just below that stub mast, or whatever it is, that slants up a little. I’ve been watching it for a while, it looks like a hatch to me, and it looks like it might be half-open. You can see better when it comes around farther.”


  “Yeah,” Goodrich said. “It does look like it might be a hatch,” he admitted.


  “I think it is a hatch,” McKay said positively. “Next time it comes around, watch the shadow when the sun hits at the angle from this side.”


  The men watched and fed the camera. The sphere hung there. It showed no sign of life. Goodrich kept his thumb on the firing switch. The coast of California showed a thin line on the horizon and grew rapidly into shape below them. He looked at Brown. The captain could not leave the ship, and the navigator was of almost equal importance. The second officer was the spare-parts man. “We could drop our pressure and let you out the hatch,” Goodrich said. “Bring you back in the same way. I guess these suits are good enough to stand it”


  “They’re supposed to be,” Brown said. ‘It’s different in a decompression chamber, though. If anything goes wrong, they can get you out.” He ran his fingers through his hair and stared at the sphere. “I wish we had a line,” he said. “If I miss, it’s a long way down.”


  “You don’t have to go,” Goodrich said. “It’s up to you.”


  “Yeah, I know, I know. What if he starts something when I’m halfway across?”


  “We’d have to haul out and leave you.”


  “That’s what I thought . . . well, O.K., I guess. We can’t disappoint all that brass. Give me a hand getting fixed up here, will you, Mac?”


  “Thumbtack, Rubberneck,” Goodrich said into his mike. “We’re going to try it.”


  “Good boy. This won’t be forgotten.”


  “I’ll bet it won’t,” Brown said. “Not by me, anyway.”


  He slid his helmet on and secured it to his pressure suit. McKay helped him lash a spare oxygen bottle to his midriff, and two more on his back in such fashion that he could get at them readily, but they would not interfere with his movements. “Take it easy on that oxygen at first, till you get the feel of it,” he said. “I don’t think you’ll need very much push, that’s just in case.” McKay and Goodrich put on their own helmets. All three plugged into the intercom.


  “O.K.,” Goodrich said. “I’m going to depressurize now.” He felt the pressure suit stiffen and constrict on’ his arms and legs. McKay released the hydraulic seal of the hatch and swung it open.


  “Here I go,” Brown said. “Watch for my hand signals.” He pulled himself to the hatch opening and balanced gingerly on its edge, holding himself steady with one hand. He flexed and straightened his legs slowly several times, getting the feel of it, and then let go and jumped strongly away. McKay and Goodrich watched tensely.


  The thrust of Brown’s legs had not been exactly in line with his center of gravity, and he began to cartwheel slowly. He was also slightly off on his line of flight. It was soon obvious he would miss the sphere, but they could not be sure if he realized this. They could see him twisting his head about and making futile swimming motions with his arms and legs, trying to orient himself. After about a minute he stopped moving and lay quietly. He apparently got his bearings, for they saw him manipulate the oxygen bottle and he began to spin slowly in the opposite direction. He lay quiet for a moment again, then again used the bottle and this time killed almost all his spin. By this time he was a good halfway to his target.


  He made no further move until he was almost on the verge - of passing the sphere, or so it appeared to Goodrich, and then suddenly his course altered. It was too far to see exactly what he was doing, but he must have used the oxygen bottle again.


  McKay spoke for the first time: “I believe the kid’s going to make it.”


  Brown’s green-clad figure was sharp now against the white of the sphere. It suddenly exhibited Violent activity, to what end was not immediately clear, and then the watchers made out that he had struck the sphere and was sliding over its surface, scrabbling for a handhold.


  He found one and lay quiet for a while, and the rotation of the sphere carried him around out of their sight When he reappeared, they could see. that he was cautiously working his way over the surface toward what they had thought might be a hatch.


  The radio broke in impatiently: “Rubberneck, this is Thumbtack. Do you have anything to report? Over.”


  “Thumbtack, Rubberneck,” Goodrich said. “We have a man aboard Bertha now. Wait”


  Brown reached the hatch and disappeared. Apparently it was open, as they had suspected. For ten minutes nothing happened.


  “Rubberneck, this is Thumbtack,” the radio said. “Hasn’t your man reported yet? Over.”


  “He can’t report,” Goodrich said shortly, “No radio. Wait.” Five more minutes went by. Goodrich’s hands were getting numb and his belly and chest hurt him. His eyes tended to blur unless he focused carefully.


  “We’re getting close to the limit on these suits,” he said. “If he don’t show up in a few minutes, we’re going to have to pressurize.”


  They were coming around to the terminator again, in another eight minutes they would be in darkness. If he’s “not out by then, Goodrich thought—


  “Hey,” McKay said suddenly. “I think I saw that hatch move. Yeah, there he is, he’s coming out now.” Goodrich could see Brown now. He moved out onto the surface and stopped a few feet from the hatch.


  “He’s making himself fast to that stub mast,” McKay said. “I think he’s going to signal us.” Apparently the navigator’s eyes were holding up better than Goodrich’s. “He’s waving all clear now,” McKay said. “By golly, I think he’s waving us in. What do you make of it?”


  “I can’t see,” Goodrich said. He thought briefly. “We’ve got to do something pretty quick. You’re sure he’s waving us in?”


  “It looks that way to me.”


  “O.K., I’m going to ask permission from Control to go in and pick him up.” He switched on his mike. “Thumbtack, this is Rubberneck,” he said. “Our man signals all clear, wants us to move in. Request permission to approach Bertha. Over.”


  “Thumbtack, Roger. Wait.”


  “Wait, hell! Get on the ball down there!” Goodrich burst out. “We’ve had thirty minutes in these suits now, we won’t last forever.”


  There was a moment of stunned silence.


  “Roger, Rubberneck, use your own discretion.”


  “Rubberneck, Roger out.” He slapped the switch viciously over to intercom. “O.K., Mac, you’ll have to con me in. I can’t see well enough to judge distances. I’m not going to fire, going to blow off fuel and let the pump pressure drive us in. Line us up on her now.”


  The engineer clutched the flywheels in and the ship swung until its nose bore on the sphere. There were manual controls for emergency. Goodrich cut out the autopilot and punched the fuel switch, leaving the ignition off. The ship began to drift toward the sphere.


  “O.K.,” McKay said. “Cut her now till I turn over.”


  He swung the ship again until the stem view screen centered on the sphere. His own eyes were giving him trouble now, but they were much closer, he could see the target well enough to center it.


  “O.K.,” he said. “Now blow again.”


  Bertha had rotated twice while they were maneuvering, and the hatch was almost directly beneath them. McKay could make out Brawn’s figure scrambling back inside to get in the clear. The sphere swelled slowly until it filled the whole view screen.


  “Cut her!” McKay said. There was a grinding jar as the rocket and the sphere collided. Goodrich and McKay unbuckled and started to climb out the hatch. They looked up toward the sphere and saw Brown, blue in the face and with blood running from his nose, slithering down over the skin of the rocket. He motioned them violently back and scrambled inside, fumbling to plug into the intercom. McKay helped him.


  “Let’s get some pressure on this can!” he said through chattering teeth. “Don’t worry about the ship, I’ve got her tied down.”


  McKay dogged the hatch and the pressure began to come up. “O.K.,” Goodrich said. “I guess we can get these helmets off now.” McKay helped Brown with his.


  “Boy, that was rough,” the second officer said. “Next time, somebody else can have it.” He lay back on his acceleration couch. “No rush now,” he said presently. “Bertha’s abandoned, and I’ve got the ship made fast. There was a tie-down cable fast to a ring by the hatch. I hooked it into one of the second-stage couplings.” He stripped off his gloves and stared curiously at his hands. They were a puffy white, mottled by dark blotches where capillaries had broken. Blood oozed from under the fingernails. ‘Til bet I’m like that all over,” he said.


  “I suppose so,” Goodrich said. His vision was clearing now, but he felt as if he had been beaten all over his body, very carefully, with a rubber hose. His own fingernails felt as if they had been drown out with pincers.


  “What makes you think it’s abandoned?” he asked.


  “Well, I went in through that hatch, it must be an air lock, there’s another hatch just inside, and that’s open, too. It gives out onto a sort of corridor. I couldn’t see very well in there, there’s no light, but I think that corridor runs around the hull like a belt. I felt along it a way, and as near as I could make out it goes on at least halfway around, with doors opening on it. Some of those were open too, the whole thing’s wide open, no air. And it just feels dead. I came back to the hatch then and banged on the deck a couple of times with that oxygen bottle, didn’t get any sign of life at all.”


  Goodrich frowned. “I don’t see it,” he said. “Why would anyone put this thing up here, go to all that trouble, and then leave it?”


  “I don’t think anyone put it up here,” Brown said earnestly. “What I mean is, I think it came from another planet. Listen, there were controls in that air lock, I could see pretty well in there, but they were different. You know, you climb in a Jap plane, or a German plane, or a Russian plane, things are different but a wheel is a wheel, a handle is a handle, and a dial has pointers on it and figures, even if they’re different figures. This thing, everything is different. You take that tie- down cable by the hatch; it’s a tie-down cable all right, you can see that; but it’s not laid like a rope, and it’s not braided either, it’s got scales. Now who ever heard of a steel cable with scales like a snake?”


  “You might be right about it being extraterrestrial,” Goodrich said. “Myself, I’ve had that feeling too, ever since we first spotted it.” He hesitated. “The trouble is, it still doesn’t figure. If it came from another planet, why bring it all that way, and then leave it?”


  “Maybe they just finished with it,” McKay said. “Maybe they finished whatever work they needed it for, an observation post, say; and just figured it was easier to leave it than to take it back. Or maybe they died. We don’t know, that thing might have been here just like that for a couple thousand years, there’s nothing here, no weather or anything, to change it.”


  “I suppose so,” Goodrich said. “The thing is, though, we have to try and find out.” He glanced at his watch. “We’ll have to wait till we get around and contact Control on it, and report. Way it looks to me, though, we’ll have to look it over better, we can’t just leave it like this.”


  Brown shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know if I can take any more in that pressure suit.”


  “Well, with a little rest we should be good for another ten minutes or so. You can stay here and take it easy, there’s a flashlight in the survival kit, I’ll take that and take a quick look around myself.”


  “I hate to chicken out on you, captain,” Brown said. “I just don’t think I could do much good, I’ve just about shot my wad, and that’s it. For a while there, jumping across, I didn’t know if I’d make it or not. Five hundred yards is a long way to jump, with a thousand miles to fall if you miss.”


  “That’s O.K.,” Goodrich said. “You’ve done your share, you sit here and take it easy.”


  They swung around within radio range of the ground station again.


  “Thumbtack, this is Rubberneck,” Goodrich said. “Bertha condition Zebra. Apparently derelict. I say again, apparently derelict. We are now tied up to Bertha. There is an open hatch. Do you wish us to investigate the interior? Over.” There was the usual acknowledgment and pause. “Another committee meeting,” McKay said. Goodrich grunted. “Bartell here again,” the radio said. “How are those pressure suits doing, can you stand any more? Tell you what, Goodrich, you know the situation, just use your own discretion. Get what you can, but don’t endanger the rocket or your crew.”


  “Rubberneck, Roger. We will investigate further and advise in fifteen minutes. Out”


  “We’re getting valuable now,” McKay said judiciously.


  “O.K., boys,” Goodrich said. “Let’s go.”


  They bled off the air and opened the hatch. The rocket had taken up the rotation of the sphere, so that it appeared to hang nose-down under the slight pseudogravity of centrifugal force. Goodrich went first and McKay and Brown followed, hopping up from the hatch and catching the line from the sphere. They went hand over hand along the line and pulled themselves into the airlock. At most, Goodrich estimated they had fifteen minutes in the pressure suits to work with. He motioned McKay off in one direction along the corridor and pulled himself along a life line attached to the inner wall in the other direction, with Brown following him. The outer wall was corrugated, apparently a walkway, and there were doors set in the sidewalls. This ship was meant to spin, he thought, so that the outer skin would be the deck. The rotation it had now was just enough to give him orientation, not enough to walk under.


  One of the doors was ajar. He pulled it open and flashed his light around. It gave the impression of being living quarters of some kind, what seemed to be a bunk frame was folded against the bulkhead, and there were panels that hinted at lockers. He tried one of these panels but could not make out how it opened, if it did.


  He hurried on along the corridor, trying doors at random, flashing his light around inside, feeling a growing uneasiness.


  The place had an empty but well-swept feel about it. It did not fit with the hatches swinging ajar and the dead dark airlessness.


  They came to a passageway intersecting at right angles. Goodrich paused and oriented himself. Using the axis of rotation as a reference, the hatch and the main corridor were on the equator of the sphere. At the north polar axis, he remembered, there was a bulge and a cluster of external gear, hinting at a concentration of navigational gear within.


  Remembering something he had once read, he grasped Brown’s aim and pushed his helmet against the other man’s.


  “Can you hear me?” he asked.


  The answer was thin and reedy, they were under only partial pressure in the helmets, but understandable.


  “O.K.,” Goodrich said. “I’m going to leave you here. You keep your helmet shoved up against the wall of this passage. If you hear three bangs, get back and get out of the lock, cut the cable and stand off about five hundred yards in the rocket. If I don’t signal in thirty minutes, fire up and go home.


  I don’t like the feel of this, it feels fishy, I’m going to look around a little more, but I don’t want to take a chance losing the rocket.”


  He found the flight deck at the end of the cross passage, a circular compartment about ten feet across. There were recognizable seats surrounded by clusters of completely unfamiliar equipment, but no acceleration couches. He flashed the light around, studying the equipment. The same air of unused readiness characterized this place. A bank of small, round, oblong, and tubular gray glass surfaces caught his eye. Above two of them, greenish-tinted cards were neatly pasted. Tangled purple symbols fluoresced softly on the cards as his flashlight caught them. Correction cards, Goodrich thought, for instrument calibration.


  He bent closer to study a row of tiny beads. There seemed to be an amber glint deep inside one of them. He turned the flashlight off. The light, just a bare glint, was still there.


  Why should an abandoned ship, have power?


  A sudden flash of reflected light off the panel startled him. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw the passage behind him outlined in a glow of light and he had a sudden sick feeling that this was it, the trap had sprung. Then he saw that the glow was the reflection of a light being carried along the corridor, and still hidden from him by the curve. A moment later McKay came into view.


  “Looks dead,” he said. “I followed that corridor all the way around.”


  “I want you to see something.” Goodrich moved back to where he had seen the panel light. It was now purple. He shoved his helmet against McKay’s. “What color is that light?” he asked.


  “Looks purple to me,” McKay said. “What do you think it is?”


  “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. It was amber a minute ago.” He pulled himself over to a wall and banged three times on it with the metal flashlight. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” He started to move toward the passage.


  Lights flashed on in the passage and flight deck.


  He stopped, bewildered by the sudden glare, and glanced back at the control position. There was another light beside the first now, also purple. As he watched, another winked on, and a thin red line began to climb up one of the tubes.


  Bertha was coming alive.


  “Listen!” McKay said. “Do you hear something?”


  A thin sound, just on the edge of audibility, built up quickly to a heavy boom. It was a voice.


  “Ibj b’kirac” it said. “Nqaroq!”


  “Pressure!” Goodrich said. “We’re getting pressure in here!” There were six purple lights on the panel, and green dots and red lines were crawling on the glass surfaces he had thought of as indicating instruments.


  The hatch, he thought suddenly, if we’ve got pressure, the hatch must be closed—


  “Get below and see if Brown made it out the hatch,” he told McKay. “If he didn’t, see if you can get it open and get out with him, he knows what to do.”


  “How about you?”


  “Never mind me. Were committed now, I’ll stay here and meet these people, whoever they are; but I want that rocket in the clear. Now move!”


  “Uirq-sebusa!” the strange voice said. “Uirq-sebusa!”


  McKay jumped and flew down the passage clumsily, shoving himself off the curve with his hands.


  The voice spoke again: “Uirq-sebusa! Uirq-sebusa!” This time, Goodrich localized the sound as coming from what might have been a speaker in the overhead. He started to move back to the control position, looking for something that might be a microphone, and found he could not.


  “Bimsqik erikusic!” the voice warned. “Uirq-sebusa!”


  He could not move. He kicked out involuntarily, startled at the resistance, and flew back against the bulkhead. He found he could not push himself away from it again.


  “Bimsqik erikusic!” the voice repeated.


  He still could move sidewise along the wall. He pushed himself along carefully until he reached the passage and found it clear. He could not move back inside the compartment, but he could move about freely in the passage.


  They don’t want me in there, he thought. He waited, just inside the passage, watching. The green dots and red lines and purple lights were steady now.


  There was a scuffling sound in the passage behind him. It was McKay and Brown, coming back up.


  “The hatch was closed when I got there, .captain,? Brown said. “Mac came along and we tried to get it open. There seems to be some sort of controls there, but they don’t answer. I think they’re disabled, maybe on a safety interlock of some kind.”


  “It might not be a safety interlock,” Goodrich said. “The hatch might be locked, to keep us in.” He told them about the barrier to the flight deck.


  McKay tried it and was impressed. “This is pretty hot stuff,” he said thoughtfully. “You know what that is? That’s one of those force screens you read about, only they’re not supposed to be possible. You ask me, we’ve run into something really big here.”


  “Bigger than we are, anyway,” Goodrich agreed. “Brown, suppose you get back below to that hatch and keep an eye on it. Mac, take another scout around and see if anybody or anything has come out in the open yet. I’ll stay here and watch these instruments, if anything else is going to happen it might show on them.”


  For half an hour, nothing did happen. McKay returned and reported no sign of life in any of the open compartments. “I did find the galley though, I think,” he said. “I looked in one compartment and it shot a kind of cookie and a bottle at me.” He showed Goodrich a round brownish cake and a flexible transparent container filled with colorless fluid.


  “Might be,” Goodrich said. “On the other hand, maybe you just found the janitor’s locker. That might be soap and window cleaner.”


  McKay looked at the objects doubtfully. “They could be,” he agreed. “Anything happen up here?”


  “Not a thing.”


  “You know, I don’t like this. Maybe we could break that hatch open. You think we ought to give it a try?”


  Goodrich shook his head. “Let’s wait a few minutes longer. Whoever’s running this show knows we’re here. Let them show their hand first.”


  Their oxygen was running low, and it occurred to them to test the” air for breathability. They took off their helmets.


  McKay nibbled at the cake. “Tastes O.K.,” he said. There was a nipple in one end of the flexible container. He put it in his mouth and squeezed out a few drops, rolling them around his tongue. “Water,”’ he said. “Just plain water.” He frowned. “Water, food, air, power; but nobody at home, this whole thing just sitting here waiting for us—I don’t get it You think we might have just happened in while they were out for a little stroll?”


  Goodrich frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t know what to think, Mac.”


  “It doesn’t add up.” McKay agreed. “I’ll swear to one thing, though, this ship wasn’t built on Earth, at least not present-day Earth.” He thought for a moment. “Hey, how about that, you think there might be something to this Atlantis business? This thing could have been up here for twenty thousand years, it wouldn’t show any change. What do you think?”


  Goodrich shook his head. “That doesn’t fit either. People who could build a thing like this wouldn’t just vanish Off the Earth and not leave anything but chipped flint arrowheads. There is one possibility—” he broke off. “Look at that!” he said sharply.


  A new red line had begun to slide up one of the tubes on the instrument panel.


  There was a slight lurch.


  “Uk b’kauq ” the speaker boomed. “C’queta!”


  Outside, the line holding the rocket had suddenly uncoupled itself and snaked up to coil about two bitts. The rocket drifted slowly away. A rosy glow sprang out all around Bertha, deepened. She swung out of her orbit, slowly at first, then faster, catapulting outward from the Earth and the Sun, rising at an angle to the plane of the ecliptic.


  Inside, the men felt only the first lurch. They waited tensely, but it was not repeated.


  “The rocket,” McKay said. “That was the rocket! The line must have parted.”


  Goodrich nodded. “We’re stuck now, even if we do get out the hatch.”


  “Well,” McKay said. “At least Bertha can’t go very far, I looked her over pretty good and I didn’t see any sign of rocket or jet tubes. Sooner or later, somebody will get up here and get us out. If the three bears don’t come home first, that is.”


  “Maybe Bertha doesn’t need rockets,” Goodrich said. “How about that force-field thing? That’s pretty advanced, it wouldn’t fit with just rockets.”


  “Yeah, that’s right,” McKay said thoughtfully. “They might even have acceleration whipped. If they have, we wouldn’t even know if we were moving. I wish whoever is running this show would come on out and let us get a look at them.”


  “Well, I’ll tell you,” Goodrich said. “I don’t think anybody is running it. I think it’s all automatic. I think maybe Bertha was put here just for us to find.


  “Suppose that somewhere in the universe, there’s a race that has space travel, maybe even faster than light. They get around and explore hundreds of suns, thousands of planets, and now and then they find one with intelligent life. Now there’s a chance that any planet with intelligent life may develop space travel also, and naturally our galactic spacemen want to know about it if they do. At the same time, there’s an awful lot of planets in the universe, they can’t establish a regular watch over all of them.


  “So here’s Bertha. They leave her sitting here, maybe a year ago, maybe five hundred years ago, maybe fifty thousand years ago. As long as nothing happens, Bertha just stays here, year in and year out, swinging around and around the Earth every two hours and twenty minutes, all loaded and ready to go, the door open, waiting.


  “Down on the Earth, men chip flints, and then they build carts, and then they build ships, and then they build aircraft, and Bertha still sits here. Finally then, they build a rocket capable of escape velocity. They bust their guts to get up into a free-fall orbit, and there’s Bertha, waiting, with the door open. Any race curious enough to develop wheels and wings, that’s all the bait they need, just an open door in the right place.


  “You get it? The right food, the right water, the right air, the right temperature, it’s all just too pat. A super mousetrap—”


  McKay nodded. “It could be. On the other hand, it might not be, we don’t know, all we can do is guess. Now supposing—”


  “Kefqs c’qeta!” the speaker interrupted.


  Bertha had now reached a point several million miles above the orbit of Mars. The reddish glow suddenly changed to purple.


  “Kefqs c’qeta!” the speaker said again.


  Bertha vanished.


  AS GOOD AS NEW


  Charlie Jane Anders


  Marisol got into an intense relationship with the people on The Facts of Life, to the point where Tootie and Mrs. Garrett became her imaginary best friends and she shared every last thought with them. She told Tootie about the rash she got from wearing the same bra every day for two years, and she had a long talk with Mrs. Garrett about her regrets that she hadn’t said a proper goodbye to her best friend Julie and her on-again/off-again boyfriend Rod, before they died along with everybody else.


  The panic room had pretty much every TV show ever made on its massive hard drive, with multiple backup systems and a fail-proof generator, so there was nothing stopping Marisol from marathoning The Facts of Life for sixteen hours a day, starting over again with season one when she got to the end of the bedraggled final season. She also watched Mad Men and The West Wing. The media server had tons of video of live theatre, but Marisol didn’t watch that because it made her feel guilty. Not survivor’s guilt; failed playwright guilt.


  Her last proper conversation with a living human had been an argument with Julie about Marisol’s decision to go to medical school instead of trying to write more plays. (“Fuck doctors, man,” Julie had spat.”People are going to die no matter what you do. Theatre is important.”) Marisol had hung up on Julie and gone back to the pre-med books, staring at the exposed musculature and blood vessels as if they were costume designs for a skeleton theatre troupe.


  The quakes always happened at the worst moment, just when Jo or Blair was about to reveal something heartfelt and serious. The whole panic room would shake, throwing Marisol against the padded walls or ceiling over and over again. A reminder that the rest of the world was probably dead. At first, these quakes were constant, then they happened a few times a day. Then once a day, then a few times a week. Then a few times a month. Marisol knew that once a month or two passed without the world going sideways, she would have to go out and investigate. She would have to leave her friends at the Eastland School, and venture into a bleak world.


  Sometimes, Marisol thought she had a duty to stay in the panic room, since she was personally keeping the human race alive. But then she thought: what if there was someone else living, and they needed help? Marisol was pre-med, she might be able to do something. What if there was a man, and Marisol could help him repopulate the species?


  The panic room had nice blue leather walls and a carpeted floor that felt nice to walk on, and enough gourmet frozen dinners to last Marisol a few lifetimes. She only had the pair of shoes she’d brought in there with her, and it would seem weird to wear shoes after two barefoot years. The real world was in here, in the panic room—out there was nothing but an afterimage of a bad trip.


  Marisol was an award-winning playwright, but that hadn’t saved her from the end of the world. She was taking pre-med classes and trying to get a scholarship to med school so she could give cancer screenings to poor women in her native Taos, but that didn’t save her either. Nor did the fact that she believed in God every other day.


  What actually saved Marisol from the end of the world was the fact that she took a job cleaning Burton Henstridge’s mansion to help her through school, and she’d happened to be scrubbing his fancy Japanese toilet when the quakes had started—within easy reach of Burton’s state-of-the-art panic room. (She had found the hidden opening mechanism some weeks earlier, while cleaning the porcelain cat figurines.) Burton himself was in Bulgaria scouting a new location for a nano-fabrication facility, and had died instantly.


  When Marisol let herself think about all the people she could never talk to again, she got so choked up she wanted to punch someone in the eye until they were blinded for life. She experienced grief in the form of freak-outs that left her unable to breathe or think, and then she popped in another Facts of Life. As she watched, she chewed her nails until she was in danger of gnawing off her fingertips.


  The door to the panic room wouldn’t actually open when Marisol finally decided it had been a couple months since the last quake and it was time to go the hell out there. She had to kick the door a few dozen times, until she dislodged enough of the debris blocking it to stagger out into the wasteland. The cold slapped her in the face and extremities, extra bitter after two years at room temperature. Burton’s house was gone; the panic room was just a cube half-buried in the ruins, covered in some yellowy insulation that looked like it would burn your fingers.


  Everything out there was white, like snow or paper, except powdery and brittle, ashen. She had a Geiger counter from the panic room, which read zero. She couldn’t figure out what the hell had happened to the world, for a long time, until it hit her—this was fungus. Some kind of newly made, highly corrosive fungus that had rushed over everything like a tidal wave and consumed every last bit of organic material, then died. It had come in wave after wave, with incredible violence, until it had exhausted the last of its food supply and crushed everything to dust. She gleaned this from the consistency of the crud that had coated every bit of rubble, but also from the putrid sweet-and-sour smell that she could not stop smelling once she noticed it. She kept imagining that she saw the white powder starting to move out of the corner of her eye, advancing toward her, but when she would turn around there was nothing.


  “The fungus would have all died out when there was nothing left for it to feed on,” Marisol said aloud. “There’s no way it could still be active.” She tried to pretend some other person, an expert or something, had said that, and thus it was authoritative. The fungus was dead. It couldn’t hurt her now.


  Because if the fungus wasn’t dead, then she was screwed—even if it didn’t kill her, it would destroy the panic room and its contents. She hadn’t been able to seal it properly behind her without locking herself out.


  “Hello?” Marisol kept yelling, out of practice at trying to project her voice. “Anybody there? Anybody?”


  She couldn’t even make sense of the landscape. It was just blinding white, as far as she could see, with bits of blanched stonework jutting out. No way to discern streets or houses or cars or anything, because it had all been corroded or devoured.


  She was about to go back to the panic room and hope it was still untouched, so she could eat another frozen lamb vindaloo and watch season three of Mad Men. And then she spotted something, a dot of color, a long way off in the pale ruins.


  The bottle was a deep oaky green, like smoked glass, with a cork in it. And it was about twenty yards away, just sitting in one of the endless piles of white debris. Somehow, it had avoided being consumed or rusted or broken in the endless waves of fungal devastation. It looked as though someone had just put it down a second ago—in fact, Marisol’s first response was to yell “Hello?” even louder than before.


  When there was no answer, she picked up the bottle. In her hands, it felt bumpy, like an embossed label had been worn away, and there didn’t seem to be any liquid inside. She couldn’t see its contents, if there were any. She removed the cork.


  A whoosh broke the dead silence. A sparkly mist streamed out of the bottle’s narrow mouth—sparkling like the cheap glitter at the Arts and Crafts table at summer camp when Marisol was a little girl, misty like a smoke machine at a cheap nightclub—and it slowly resolved into a shape in front of her. A man, a little taller than she was and much bigger.


  Marisol was so startled and grateful at no longer being alone that she almost didn’t pause to wonder how this man had appeared out of nowhere, after she opened a bottle. A bottle that had survived when everything else was crushed. Then she did start to wonder, but the only explanations seemed too ludicrous to believe.


  “Hello and congratulations,” the man said in a pleasant tone. He looked Jewish and wore a cheap suit, in a style that reminded Marisol somewhat of the Mad Men episodes she’d just been watching. His dark hair fell onto his high forehead in lank strands, and he had a heavy beard shadow. “Thank you for opening my bottle. I am pleased to offer you three wishes.” Then he looked around, and his already dour expression worsened. “Oh, fuck,” he said. “Not again.”


  “Wait,” Marisol said. “You’re a—You’re a genie?”


  “I hate that term,” the man said. “I prefer wish-facilitator. And for your information, I used to be just a regular person. I was the theater critic at The New York Times for six months in 1958, which I still think defines me much more than my current engagement does. But I tried to bamboozle the wrong individual, so I got stuck in a bottle and forced to grant wishes to anyone who opens it.”


  “You were a theater critic?” Marisol said. “I’m a playwright. I won a contest and had a play produced off-Broadway. Well, actually, I’m a pre-med student, and I clean houses for money. But in my off-off-hours, I’m a playwright, I guess.”


  “Oh,” the man said. “Well, if you want me to tell you your plays are very good, then that will count as one of your three wishes. And honestly, I don’t think you’re going to benefit from good publicity very much in the current climate.” He gestured around at the bleak white landscape around them. “My name was Richard Wolf, by the way.”


  “Marisol,” she said. “Marisol Guzmán.”


  “Nice to meet you.” He extended his hand, but didn’t actually try to shake hers. She wondered if she would go right through him. She was standing in a world of stinky chalk talking to a self-loathing genie. After two years alone in a box, that didn’t even seem weird, really.


  So this was it. Right? She could fix everything. She could make a wish, and everything would be back the way it was. She could talk to Julie again, and apologize for hanging up on her. She could see Rod, and maybe figure out what they were to each other. She just had to say the words: “I wish.” She started to speak, and then something Richard Wolf had said a moment earlier registered in her brain.


  “Wait a minute,” she said. “What did you mean, ‘Not again?’ ”


  “Oh, that.” Richard Wolf swatted around his head with big hands, like he was trying to swat nonexistent insects. “I couldn’t say. I mean, I can answer any question you want, but that counts as one of your wishes. There are rules.”


  “Oh,” Marisol said. “Well, I don’t want to waste a wish on a question. Not when I can figure this out on my own. You said ‘not again,’ the moment you saw all this. So, this isn’t the first time this has happened. Your bottle can probably survive anything. Right? Because it’s magic or something.”


  The dark green bottle still had a heft to it, even after she’d released its contents. She threw it at a nearby rock a few times. Not a scratch.


  “So,” she said. “The world ends, your bottle doesn’t get damaged. If even one person survives, they find your bottle. And the first thing they wish for? Is for the world not to have ended.”


  Richard Wolf shrugged, but he also sort of nodded at the same time, like he was confirming her hunch. His feet were see-through, she noticed. He was wearing wing-tip shoes,that looked scuffed to the point of being scarred.


  “The first time was in 1962,” he said. “The Cuban Missile Crisis, they called it afterwards.”


  “This is not counting as one of my wishes, because I didn’t ask a question,” Marisol said.


  “Fine, fine,” Richard Wolf rolled his eyes. “I grew tired of listening to your harangue. When I was reviewing for the Times, I always tore into plays that had too many endless speeches. Your plays don’t have a lot of monologues, do they? Fucking Brecht made everybody think three-page speeches were clever. Fucking Brecht.”


  “I didn’t go in for too many monologues,” Marisol said. “So. Someone finds your bottle, they wish for the apocalypse not to have happened, and then they probably make a second wish, to try and make sure it doesn’t happen again. Except here we are, so it obviously didn’t work the last time.”


  “I could not possibly comment,” Richard Wolf said. “Although I should say that everyone gets the wrong idea about people in my line of work—meaning wish-facilitators, not theatre critics. People had the wrong idea when I was a theatre critic, too; they thought it was my job to promote the theatre, to put buns in seats, even for terrible plays. That was not my job at all.”


  “The theatre has been an endangered species for a long time,” Marisol said, not without sympathy. She looked around the pasty-white, yeast-scented deathscape. A world of Wonder Bread. “I mean, I get why people want criticism that is essentially cheerleading, even if that doesn’t push anybody to do their best work.”


  “Well, if you think of theatre as some sort of delicate flower that needs to be kept protected in some sort of hothouse”—and at this point, Wolf was clearly reprising arguments he’d had over and over again, when he was alive—“then you’re going to end up with something that only the faithful few will appreciate, and you’ll end up worsening the very marginalization that you’re seeking to prevent.”


  Marisol was being very careful to avoid asking anything resembling a question, because she was probably going to need all three of her wishes. “I would guess that the job of a theatre critic is misunderstood in sort of the opposite way than the job of a genie,” she said. “Everybody is afraid a theatre critic will be too brutally honest. But a genie . . .”


  “Everybody thinks I’m out to swindle them!” Richard Wolf threw his hands in the air, thinking of all the tsuris he had endured. “When, in fact, it’s always the client who can’t express a wish in clear and straightforward terms. They always leave out crucial information. I do my best. It’s like stage directions without any stage left or stage right. I interpret as best I can.”


  “Of course you do,” Marisol said. This was all starting to creep her out, and her gratitude at having another person to talk to (who wasn’t Mrs. Garrett) was getting driven out by her discomfort at standing in the bleached-white ruins of the world kibitzing about theatre criticism. She picked up the bottle from where it lay undamaged after hitting the rock, and found the cork.


  “Wait a minute,” Richard Wolf said. “You don’t want to—”


  He was sucked back inside the bottle before she finished putting the cork back in.


  She reopened the bottle once she was back inside the panic room, with the door sealed from the inside. So nothing or nobody could get in. She watched three episodes of The Facts of Life, trying to get her equilibrium back, before she microwaved some sukiyaki and let Richard Wolf out again. He started the spiel about how he had to give her three wishes over again, then stopped and looked around.


  “Huh.” He sat and sort of floated an inch above the sofa. “Nice digs. Real calfskin on this sofa. Is this like a bunker?”


  “I can’t answer any of your questions,” Marisol said, “or that counts as a wish you owe me.”


  “Don’t be like that.” Richard Wolf ruffled his two-tone lapels. “I’m just trying not to create any loopholes, because once there are loopholes it brings everybody grief in the end. Trust me, you wouldn’t want the rules to be messy here.” He rifled through the media collection until he found a copy of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, which he made a big show of studying until Marisol finally loaded it for him.


  “This is better than I’d remembered,” Richard Wolf said an hour later.


  “Good to know,” Marisol said. “I never got around to watching that one.”


  “I met Tennessee Williams, you know,” Richard said. “He wasn’t nearly as drunk as you might have thought.”


  “So here’s what I figure. You do your level best to implement the wishes that people give you, to the letter,” Marisol said. “So if someone says they want to make sure that a nuclear war never happens again, you do your best to make a nuclear war impossible. And then maybe that change leads to some other catastrophe, and then the next person tries to make some wishes that prevent that thing from happening again. And on, and on. Until this.”


  “This is actually the longest conversation I’ve had since I became a wish-facilitator.” Richard crossed his leg, ankle over thigh. “Usually, it’s just whomp-bomp-a-lula-three-wishes, and I’m back in the bottle. So tell me about your prize-winning play. If you want. I mean, it’s up to you.”


  Marisol told Richard about her play, which seemed like something an acquaintance of hers had written many lifetimes ago. “It was a one-act,” she said, “about a man who is trying to break up with his girlfriend, but every time he’s about to dump her she does something to remind him why he used to love her. So he hires a male prostitute to seduce her, instead, so she’ll cheat on him and he can have a reason to break up with her.”


  Richard was giving her a blank expression, as though he couldn’t trust himself to show a reaction.


  “It’s a comedy,” Marisol explained.


  “Sorry,” Richard said. “It sounds awful. He hires a male prostitute to sleep with his girlfriend. It sounds . . . I just don’t know what to say.”


  “Well, you were a theatre critic in the 1950s, right? I guess it was a different era.”


  “I don’t think that’s the problem,” Richard said. “It just sounds sort of . . . misanthropic. Or actually woman-hating. With a slight veneer of irony. I don’t know. Maybe that’s the sort of thing everybody is into these days—or was into, before the world ended yet again. This is something like the fifth or sixth time the world has ended. I am losing count, to be quite honest.”


  Marisol was put out that this fossil was casting aspersions on her play—her contest-winning play, in fact. But the longer she kept him talking, the more clues he dropped, without costing her any wishes. So she bit her lip.


  “So. There were half a dozen apocalypses,” Marisol said. “And I guess each of them was caused by people trying to prevent the last one from happening again, by making wishes. So that white stuff out there. Some kind of bioengineered corrosive fungus, I thought—but maybe it was created to prevent some kind of climate-related disaster. It does seem awfully reflective of sunlight.”


  “Oh, yes, it reflects sunlight just wonderfully,” Richard said. “The temperature of the planet is going to be dropping a lot in the next decade. No danger of global warming now.”


  “Ha,” Marisol said. “And you claim you’re just doing the most straightforward job possible. You’re addicted to irony. You sat through too many Brecht plays, even though you claim to hate him. You probably loved Beckett as well.”


  “All right-thinking people love Beckett,” said Richard. “So you had some small success as a playwright, and yet you’re studying to be a doctor. Or you were, before this unfortunate business. Why not stick with the theatre?”


  “Is that a question?” Marisol said. Richard started to backpedal, but then she answered him anyway. “I wanted to help people, really help people. Live theatre reaches fewer and fewer people all the time, especially brand-new plays by brand-new playwrights. It’s getting to be like poetry—nobody reads poetry any more. And meanwhile, poor people are dying of preventable cancers every day, back home in Taos. I couldn’t fool myself that writing a play that twenty people saw would do as much good as screening a hundred people for cervical cancer.”


  Richard paused and looked her over. “You’re a good person,” he said. “I almost never get picked up by anyone who’s actually not a terrible human being.”


  “It’s all relative. My protagonist who hires a male prostitute to seduce his girlfriend considers himself a good person, too.”


  “Does it work? The male prostitute thing? Does she sleep with him?”


  “Are you asking me a question?”


  Wolf shrugged and rolled his eyes in that operatic way he did, which he’d probably practiced in the mirror. “I will owe you an extra wish. Sure. Why not. Does it work, with the gigolo?”


  Marisol had to search her memory for a second, she had written that play in such a different frame of mind. “No. The boyfriend keeps feeding the male prostitute lines to seduce his girlfriend via a Bluetooth earpiece—it’s meant to be a postmodern Cyrano de Bergerac—and she figures it out and starts using the male prostitute to screw with her boyfriend. In the end, the boyfriend and the male prostitute get together because the boyfriend and the male prostitute have seduced each other while flirting with the girlfriend.”


  Richard cringed on top of the sofa with his face in his insubstantial hands. “That’s terrible,” he said. “I can’t believe I gave you an extra wish just to find that out.”


  “Wow, thanks. I can see why people hated you when you were a theatre critic.”


  “Sorry! I mean, maybe it was better on the stage; I bet you have a flair for dialogue. It just sounds so . . . hackneyed. I mean, postmodern Cyrano de Bergerac? I heard all about postmodernism from this one graduate student who opened my bottle in the early 1990s, and it sounded dreadful. If I wasn’t already sort of dead, I would be slitting my wrists. You really did make a wise choice, becoming a doctor.”


  “Screw you.” Marisol decided to raid the relatively tiny liquor cabinet in the panic room, and poured herself a generous vodka. “You’re the one who’s been living in a bottle. So. All of this is your fault.” She waved her hand, indicating the devastation outside the panic room. “You caused it all, with some excessively ironic wish-granting.”


  “That’s a very skewed construction of events. If the white sludge was caused by a wish that somebody made—and I’m not saying it was—then it’s not my fault. It’s the fault of the wisher.”


  “Okay,” Marisol said. Richard drew to attention, thinking she was finally ready to make her first wish. Instead, she said, “I need to think,” and put the cork back in the bottle.


  Marisol watched a season and a half of I Dream of Jeannie, which did not help at all. She ate some delicious beef stroganoff and drank more vodka. She slept and watched TV and slept and drank coffee and ate an omelet. She had no circadian rhythm to speak of anymore.


  She had four wishes, and the overwhelming likelihood was that she would foul them up, and maybe next time there wouldn’t be one person left alive to find the bottle and fix her mistake.


  This was pretty much exactly like trying to cure a patient, Marisol realized. You give someone a medicine which fixes their disease but causes deadly side effects. Or reduces the patient’s resistance to other infections. You didn’t just want to get rid of one pathogen, you wanted to help the patient reach homeostasis again. Except that the world was an infinitely more complex system than a single human being. And then again, making a big wish was like writing a play, with the entire human race as players. Bleh.


  She could wish that the bioengineered fungus had never dissolved the world, but then she would be faced with whatever climate disaster the fungus had prevented. She could make a blanket wish that the world would be safe from global disasters for the next thousand years—and maybe unleash a millennium of stagnation. Or worse, depending on the slippery definition of “safe.”


  She guessed that wishing for a thousand wishes wouldn’t work—in fact, that kind of shenanigans might be how Richard Wolf wound up where he was now.


  The media server in the panic room had a bazillion movies and TV episodes about the monkey paw, the wishing ring, the magic fountain, the Faustian bargain, the djinn, the vengeance-demon, and so on. So she had plenty of time to soak up the accumulated wisdom of the human race on the topic of making wishes, which amounted to a pile of clichés. Maybe she would have done more good as a playwright than as a doctor, after all—clichés were like plaque in the arteries of the imagination, they clogged the sense of what was possible. Maybe if enough people had worked to demolish clichés, the world wouldn’t have ended.


  Marisol and Richard sat and watched The Facts of Life together. Richard kept complaining and saying things like, “This is worse than being trapped inside a bottle.” But he also seemed to enjoy complaining about it.


  “This show kept me marginally sane when I was the only person on Earth,” Marisol said. “I still can’t wrap my mind around what happened to the human race. So, you are conscious of the passage of time when you’re inside the bottle.” She was very careful to avoid phrasing anything as a question.


  “It’s very strange,” Richard said. “When I’m in the bottle, it’s like I’m in a sensory deprivation tank, except not particularly warm. I float, with no sense of who or where I am, but meanwhile another part of me is getting flashes of awareness of the world. But I can’t control them. I might be hyperaware of one ant carrying a single crumb up a stem of grass, for an eternity, or I might just have a vague sense of clouds over the ocean, or some old woman’s aches and pains. It’s like hyper-lucid dreaming, sort of.”


  “Shush,” said Marisol. “This is the good part—Jo is about to lay some Brooklyn wisdom on these spoiled rich girls.”


  The episode ended, and another episode started right away. You take the good, you take the bad. Richard groaned loudly. “So what’s your plan, if I may ask? You’re just going to sit here and watch television for another few years?” He snorted.


  “I have no reason to hurry,” Marisol said. “I can spend a decade coming up with the perfect wishes. I have tons of frozen dinners.”


  At last, she took pity on Richard and found a stash of PBS American Playhouse episodes on the media server, plus other random theatre stuff. Richard really liked Caryl Churchill, but didn’t care for Alan Ayckbourn. He hated Wendy Wasserstein. Eventually, she put him back in his bottle again.


  Marisol started writing down possible draft wishes in one of the three blank journals that she’d found in a drawer. (Burton had probably expected to record his thoughts, if any, for posterity.) And then she started writing a brand-new play, instead. The first time she’d even tried, in a few years.


  Her play was about a man—her protagonists were always men—who moves to the big city to become a librarian, and winds up working for a strange old lady, tending her collection of dried-out leaves from every kind of tree in the world. Pedro is so shy, he can’t even speak to more than two people, but so beautiful that everybody wants him to be a fashion model. He pays an optometrist to put drops in his eyes, so he won’t see the people photographing and lighting him when he models. She had no clue how this play was going to end, but she felt a responsibility to finish it. That’s what Mrs. Garrett would expect.


  She was still stung by the idea that her prize-winning play was dumb, or worse yet kind of misogynistic. She wished she had an actual copy of that play, so she could show it to Richard and he would realize her true genius. But she didn’t wish that out loud, of course. And maybe this was the kick in the ass she needed to write a better play. A play that made sense of some of this mess.


  “I’ve figured it out,” she told Richard the next time she opened his bottle. “I’ve figured out what happened those other times. Someone finds your bottle after the apocalypse, and they get three wishes. So the first wish is to bring the world back and reverse the destruction. The second wish is to make sure it doesn’t happen again. But then they still have one wish left. And that’s the one where they do something stupid and selfish, like wishing for irresistible sex appeal.”


  “Or perfect hair,” said Richard Wolf, doing his patented eye-roll and air-swat.


  “Or unlimited wealth. Or fame.”


  “Or everlasting youth and beauty. Or the perfect lasagna recipe.”


  “They probably figured they deserved it,” Marisol stared at the pages of scribbles in her hands. One set of diagrams mapping out her new, as-yet-unnamed play. A second set of diagrams trying to plan out the wish-making process, act by act. Her own scent clung to every surface in the panic room, the recirculated and purified air smelled like the inside of her own mouth. “I mean, they saved the world, right? So they’ve earned fame or sex or parties. Except I bet that’s where it all goes wrong.”


  “That’s an interesting theory,” said Wolf, arms folded and head tilted to one side, like he was physically restraining himself from expressing an opinion.


  Marisol threw out almost every part of her new play, except the part about her main character needing to be temporarily vision-impaired so he can model. That part seemed to speak to her, once she cleared away the clutter about the old woman and the leaves and stuff. Pedro stands, nearly nude, in a room full of people doing makeup and lighting and photography and catering and they’re all blurs to him. And he falls in love with one woman, but he only knows her voice, not her face. And he’s afraid to ruin it by learning her name, or seeing what she looks like.


  By now, Marisol had confused the two processes in her mind. She kept thinking she would know what to wish for, as soon as she finished writing her play. She labored over the first scene for a week before she had the nerve to show it to Richard, and he kept narrowing his eyes and breathing loudly through his nose as he read it. But then he said it was actually a promising start, actually not terrible at all.


  The mystery woman phones Pedro up, and he recognizes her voice instantly. So now he has her phone number, and he agonizes about calling her. What’s he afraid of, anyway? He decides his biggest fear is that he’ll go out on a date with the woman, and people will stare at the two of them. If the woman is as beautiful as Pedro, they’ll stare because it’s two beautiful people together. If she’s plain-looking, they’ll stare because they’ll wonder what he sees in her. When Pedro eats out alone, he has a way of shrinking in on himself, so nobody notices him. But he can’t do that on a date.


  At last, Pedro calls her and they talk for hours. On stage, she is partially hidden from the audience, so they, too, can’t see what the woman looks like.


  “It’s a theme in your work, hmmm?” Richard Wolf sniffed. “The hidden person, the flirting through a veil. The self-loathing narcissistic love affair.”


  “I guess so,” Marisol said. “I’m interested in people who are seen, and people who see, and the female gaze, and whatever.”


  She finished the play, and then it occurred to her that if she made a wish that none of this stuff had happened, her new play could be un-written as a result. When the time came to make her wishes, she rolled up the notebook and tucked it into her waistband of her sweatpants, hoping against hope that anything on her immediate person would be preserved when the world was rewritten.


  In the end Pedro agrees to meet the woman, Susanna, for a drink. But he gets some of the eye-dilating drops from his optometrist friend. He can’t decide whether to put the drops in his eyes before the date—he’s in the men’s room at the bar where they’re meeting, with the bottle in his hand, dithering—and then someone disturbs him and he accidentally drops the bottle in the toilet. And Susanna turns out to be pretty, not like a model but more distinctive. She has a memorable face, full of life. She laughs a lot, Pedro stops feeling shy around her. And Pedro discovers that if he looks into Susanna’s eyes when he’s doing his semi-nude modeling, he no longer needs the eye drops to shut out the rest of the world.


  “It’s a corny ending,” Marisol admitted. “But I like it.”


  Richard Wolf shrugged. “Anything is better than unearned ambivalence.” Marisol decided that was a good review, coming from him.


  Here’s what Marisol wished:


  1) I wish this apocalypse and all previous apocalypses had never happened, and that all previous wishes relating to the apocalypse had never been wished.


  2) I wish that there was a slight alteration in the laws of probability as relating to apocalyptic scenarios, so that if, for example, an event threatening the survival of the human race has a ten percent chance of happening, that ten percent chance just never comes up, and yet this does not change anything else in the material world.


  3) I wish that I, and my designated heirs, will keep possession of this bottle, and will receive ample warning before any apocalyptic scenario comes up, so that we will have a chance to make the final wish.


  She had all three wishes written neatly on a sheet of paper torn out of the notebook, and Richard Wolf scrutinized it a couple times, scratching his ear. “That’s it?” he said at last. “You do realize that I can make anything real. Right? You could create a world of giant snails and tiny people. You could make The Facts of Life the most popular TV show in the world for the next thousand years—which would, incidentally, ensure the survival of the human race, since there would have to be somebody to keep watching The Facts of Life. You could do anything.”


  Marisol shook her head. “The only way to make sure we don’t end up back here again is to keep it simple.” And then, before she lost her nerve, she picked up the sheet of paper where she’d written down her three wishes, and she read them aloud.


  Everything went cheaply glittery around Marisol, and the panic room reshaped into The Infinite Ristretto, a trendy café that just happened to be roughly the same size and shape as the panic room. The blue-leather walls turned to brown brick, with brass fixtures and posters for the legendary all-nude productions of Mamet’s Oleanna and Marsha Norman’s ’night, Mother.


  All around Marisol, friends whose names she’d forgotten were hunched over their laptops, publicly toiling over their confrontational one-woman shows and chamber pieces. Her best friend Julia was in the middle of yelling at her, freckles almost washed out by her reddening face.


  “Fuck doctors,” Julia was shouting, loud enough to disrupt the whole room.


  “Theatre is a direct intervention. It’s like a cultural ambulance. Actors are like paramedics. Playwrights are surgeons, man.”


  Marisol was still wearing Burton’s stained business shirt and sweatpants, but somehow she’d gotten a pair of flip-flops. The green bottle sat on the rickety white table nearby. Queen was playing on the stereo, and the scent of overpriced coffee was like the armpit of God.


  Julia’s harangue choked off in the middle, because Marisol was giving her the biggest stage hug in the universe, crying into Julia’s green-streaked hair and thanking all her stars that they were here together. By now, everyone was staring at them, but Marisol didn’t care. Something fluttery and heavy fell out of the waistband of her sweatpants. A notebook.


  “I have something amazing to tell you, Jools,” Marisol breathed in Julia’s ear. She wanted to ask if Obama was still president and the Cold War was still over and stuff, but she would find out soon enough and this was more important. “Jools, I wrote a new play. It’s all done. And it’s going to change everything.” Hyperbole was how Marisol and Julia and all their friends communicated. “Do you want to read it?”


  “Are you seriously high?” Julia pulled away, then saw the notebook on the floor between their feet. Curiosity took over, and she picked it up and started to read.


  Marisol borrowed five bucks and got herself a pour-over while Julia sat, knees in her face, reading the play. Every few minutes, Julia glanced up and said, “Well, okay,” in a grudging tone, as if Marisol might not be past saving after all.


  VISITNG THE MILLIONAIRE


  George Anthony


  In the end, it got a bit tedious, queuing to see the millionaire. As befitted our colour, marshals waved us through the outer gates into the court of preliminary investigation; but here we waited for some hours with perhaps a thousand others until, eventually, there were checks on the authenticity of our displays; and then more serious enquiries into records. In eight of our group a deficiency was revealed. Our number fell to twelve.


  After that it was the whole day progressing along an upward-spiralling ramp, rehearsing answers to hypothetical questions, eyeing each other until we reached the first level platform and presented ourselves.


  “You have been informed,” said the evaluator, “that only one qualifies here. I decide who”.


  Tests continued throughout the night; but I experienced no difficulty in producing correct responses. As the sun rose, the other eleven of my group were on the downward ramp, while I rejoined the slow onward climb.


  It was not easy to avoid contact with those around me, who—also sole survivors of their groups—attempted to find out in disingenuous conversation what level of competition they now faced. I feigned an auditory defect and gave short, bizarre, answers. I was soon left to myself.


  The second level was reached, once again, some time towards evening. Here the questioning was more indeterminate, designed to pick up motivational anomalies, signs of ambivalence.


  But my preparations were adequate. The reasons for wishing to observe the millionaire were seen to reflect an inherent temporal sense, developed to a keen historical perspective. My experience would have novelty.


  And so I rose to the third and final level. The thousands which had presented themselves at the outer gate had been winnowed down to some twenty—the maximum permitted at any one time—being those most likely to pass on something of value. It was possible, indeed, that we might be the last. The existence of the millionaire was after all a statistical improbability, and one which grew steadily more improbable as the years passed.


  We passed through various final security screens; but, again, my preparations proved faultless. A chain of locks took us up a gentle pressure gradient and into a hall where the millionaire’s chamber hung suspended in an intricate maze of conduits. We began the last stage of the journey: a spiral ramp leading to the viewing platform. I made myself ready.


  Looking down at the millionaire in its envelope of support machinery, I found it difficult to believe that such a misshapen, pallid being was of any cosmic significance. Yet its race had at one time dominated our space, not through force, but through the irresistible spread of its freely-shared technologies and cultures.


  And now, here was the last of them. The natural ageing of the species had at some point deprived it of fertility; but its biology had been engineered to give each individual effective immortality.


  Yet, in the end, they could not defeat the grindstone of time. Accident, conflict, the wear-and-tear of existence had whittled the numbers down: from trillions to billions, and then to millions; from millions to thousands, hundreds, tens; and at last to one, who, according to the records, was over a million years old. The millionaire.


  My moment had come. Reciting the codes, I focused energies on the being below, and watched as the radiance flowed from its body, turning the liquids in the surrounding tubes to vapour, the metals and synthetics to liquid. Attendants reached out for me; but it was over. The light below ended as suddenly as it had come, leaving only black dust.


  So died the last of the human beings. A thousand civilisations, smothered in infancy by human benevolence, had been avenged.


  THE REMNANT


  Cassie Beasley


  We expected them to be better at it. The aliens. You’ve only got to go to the movies to know that we expected explosions, telepathy, ray guns. We thought it would be something drawn-out and gruesome, or maybe quick and painless. But either way—big.


  The invasion looked bad in the beginning. On the first night, we saw weird damn flashes in the sky over the gulch, and the sound of the ships made lightning crawl across my shoulders. Earth’s cities took some damage, but it didn’t make much sense. They went for bridges and highway overpasses.


  And out here in the middle of nowhere, it was all bark, no bam.


  The stuff that ended it was pink. And it made everyone’s nostrils burn for an hour like we’d just snorted soda up the wrong set of pipes, but it did the job.


  I don’t know where it came from, but Earth’s governments shot it into the atmosphere a couple of days after the invasion started. Within hours, all that was left was the cleanup. Pale gray ships drifting through the clouds like ghostly stingrays. Millions and millions of bodies, mostly theirs.


  No little green men for us. I saw footage of bog mummies on an educational special once, and the bodies are kind of like that. Thin and shiny and dark, with a crumpled look to them. Taller than humans, but frail. Easy to drag.


  Around here, we haul them out to the Big Empty and burn them. Don’t want the buzzards getting into them. We douse the aliens in gasoline even though they don’t really need it, and they take to the fire like paper.


  Some of the kids cheer, some of the adults cheer, like I hear they used to do at hangings.


  We cleared the town in the first week, and maybe it should have stopped there, but the corpses didn’t seem to be rotting. Spreading the cleanup out into the Big Empty made sense. It’s ours as much as it is anybody else’s. The government isn’t really going to get around to it. It’s something to do that feels like helping.


  The smoke scours my nose and eyes and reminds me of the pink stuff.


  Jim brought free beer to the first couple of burnings and passed it around, but things go back to normal fast. Now you’ve got to go to the bar if you need a cold one afterward, and you’ve got to pay.


  I’m on my third, staring at the muted news on the screen over the bar, when Tiny, who isn’t, busts through the door like he has the Devil after him.


  “I need a gun!” he hollers. His gut shakes independently of the rest of him, as if it has its own special panic inside of it. “Somebody give me a gun.”


  “What the hell, Tiny?” says Jim. “That’s a new door.”


  Tiny’s eyes roll around the room until they find me. “Berto,” he says, stumbling towards me. “Berto, you’ve got a gun? I need a gun. I need a weapon.”


  I drain the last of my beer and thunk the bottle down on the bar. “In the truck.”


  I keep my .22 behind the seats, because that’s where my daddy kept his. “What’s doin’?”


  “Roxy’s got one of them,” he says. “She’s got one of them under her shed.”


  I think of armadillos first. How some of the damn things burrow under wherever they like and even the dogs can’t drag them out. But I know Tiny wouldn’t be screaming about the wildlife.


  “How’d one of them get up under there?”


  “It’s alive,” Tiny says.


  Of course it must be, because he wouldn’t need the gun otherwise, wouldn’t need me. But a live one doesn’t make any more sense than the armadillos.


  “My nieces play around that shed,” says Tiny. “My nieces. Out in the backyard every day with one of them under there.”


  I think about tossing him the keys to my pickup, but that’s not what Tiny really wants. And the beer isn’t as cold as usual. “I’m coming.”


  Jim pulls a handgun I never knew he had from the cabinet behind the cash register and follows us out the door.


  Sally, who was not quite my wife, left me a long time ago because she didn’t like my work. Not the odd jobs, but killing animals. It wasn’t very decent of her after ten years of almost-marriage, but that’s how things fell out. I sent her a Christmas card right after she left, before I was sure that the leaving was for good, and she sent a goat in my name to some tiny Asian village I’d never heard of before. A nanny goat that would provide “healthful milk and hope” to a family in need.


  I was pretty sure after that.


  I don’t even kill them when I can help it. Traps work fine for most. But sometimes things need to be taken care of quickly.


  I deal with it all. Packs that come out of the Big Empty and bother the livestock. Rabid dogs. The feral cats that overrun the public dumpsters every spring. And people call me a lot for the armadillos too, because of the leprosy scare. I even take care of snakes, though most around here don’t have a problem putting a half dozen of their own bullets into something that slithers.


  Sally had a problem with it. She was sweet, and I guess I’m not.


  Tiny isn’t sweet, but he is scared. For all that he ran into the bar yelling for a gun, we all knew he’d really wanted me. I’m the kind of man who’s good for messes.


  I follow his truck back to Roxy’s place. It’s way out past the edge of town, with no neighbors. Jim vibrates in the passenger seat next to me, slapping his pistol against his thigh and muttering something that sounds a lot like Hail Mary, except if Jim was religious I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t be Catholic.


  “I think Tiny’s full of it,” he says as we pass the gas station. It’s still missing a few windows. The sun is setting behind it, and it’s rimmed in red. “Roxy’s probably got a rabbit hole. They’re all dead or we’d have heard otherwise.”


  “Yeah.” It’s not that I think Jim is right, just that I don’t feel much like having an opinion until I see what’s what.


  “Yeah,” says Jim. “You ever hear of anyone shooting one, Berto? Before they got sprayed, I mean?”


  This makes me pause. I’d shut myself in that first night. Spent the hours between the strange lights in the sky and dawn holding a sawed-off in one hand and a steak knife in the other. Nothing had come to my door, and there wasn’t much to see when the sun rose.


  On the second night, I’d had to shoot at a dark shape outside the kitchen window. I knew I’d hit it, but there was no body in the morning. There were never bodies in the morning. Not before the pink stuff.


  “Sure,” I tell Jim. “I shot one.”


  “Good,” he says. He stops shaking his gun. “Good to know.”


  When we get out at Roxy’s I can smell smoke from the bonfire that’s still smoldering miles away.


  It’s not a rabbit hole.


  It’s obviously not a rabbit hole, and that means Jim is back in the truck with his pistol pointed out the passenger side window. He’s shaking so much that I hope he forgot to load it. The opening is big enough for a man to crawl through with inches to spare, and it smells strange. Like camphor. Something’s moving deep under the shed, making the dirt around the edge of the hole shift.


  Roxy must have been bad strung out not to notice this in her backyard, and Tiny’s going to have to start keeping the girls for his sister again. The littlest is crying in an awful way, screaming and snotting all over Tiny’s sleeve while he hauls her back to the porch.


  I hear, “Don’t hurt it! Don’t hurt it! He’s my friend.”


  And “Shit, Berto. Be careful. Be careful, all right?”


  And “Roxy, get it together. Have you heard back from the police?”


  But that’s wishful thinking, because anything that even felt like law enforcement out here got called in to help more important places keep order days ago.


  A flashlight rests in the dirt next to the metal wall of the shed, and a large, half-empty bag of cat food is propped beside it.


  So maybe the alien is hurt. Maybe it’s too sick to go after Tiny’s niece when she feeds it kitty kibble. It could be dying down there right now, and all of this upset is for nothing.


  “How?” Jim calls, his voice warbling. “How?”


  I’m pretty sure he means to ask how the situation looks, or maybe he’s trying to check on me. “It’s fine,” I say. “Let’s get Roxy and the kids in the truck. You can drive them back into town, and I’ll keep watch on it with Tiny.”


  I’m thinking that we can do this in shifts, me and Tiny and Jim and some of the others. Just watch and wait and shoot if we have to. I’ll get Melinda from the grocery store to come help because she can pip Coke cans off a fence all day long, and she knows most of the good dirty jokes.


  I’m thinking that it’s going to work out, easy as any other job, but then Tiny’s back beside me, wide-eyed and wheezing, and he’s still got the little one stuffed under his arm like an angry football. “I can’t find Emma,” he says. “I can’t find her in the house. Roxy doesn’t know where . . .”


  Of course, I think. Of course this is how it goes.


  The hole is dark, and the smell is sickening, and the angle is wrong for getting my rifle through. But I manage.


  I manage before I even remember that Emma is the red-haired one who sang the national anthem in front of the county courthouse last Fourth of July. She had the banner being star-sprinkled instead of spangled, and she sounded terrible.


  I come out into a burrow that’s tall enough for a crouch. It seems like forever before I can see anything, but the flashlight follows me with a clatter and some light does make it down from above. I’m stretching my eyes so wide that it feels like the top of my head wants to come off.


  I don’t see any sign of Emma, alive or dead. “She’s not here,” I call. “She’s not in here, Tiny.”


  He’s yelling, I assume at Roxy. But I can’t spare much thought for that, because Emma may not be down here with me, but the alien is.


  You’ve got to wonder about last things. Coming face to face with one you’ve got to wonder.


  Fate? Luck? Or is it divine punishment?


  “You’re not supposed to be here,” I say.


  It’s against the back wall of the burrow. Squatting, spine curved, one three-fingered hand cradling a wound in its abdomen. I wouldn’t have thought that those hands could dig something like this out of our hard earth.


  It doesn’t press away from me in fear, doesn’t bare too-narrow jaws in warning. It watches, and something wet slides across the eyes in what I take for a blink.


  “Looks like someone got you with a shotgun,” I say.


  My rifle’s aimed well enough. Toward it, away from me. Not much room to miss. I’m not sure what I’m waiting on, exactly. I reckon I’ve shot one before, figure I’ve probably shot this one before, but I’m not pulling the trigger.


  I would if it were an animal. I’m pretty sure I would if it were a dangerous man. But I’d like to know for sure if it’s one way or the other or somewhere in between. You owe something of yourself to the things you kill, and I want to know what my debts are.


  Cat food crunches under my boots as I shuffle forward a step. “Good of you not to hurt the little girl,” I say.


  I’d like for it to tell me why. Before the pink stuff they never communicated, and now this one doesn’t seem inclined to try. I wonder if it can even understand me.


  They’re still yelling above ground. I hear the pitch turning frantic as the seconds tick past without me replying, and I know I have to do something.


  “You’re probably the last one left on the planet.” My brain picks at that, trying to turn it into some kind of justification, but I’m pretty sure lasts aren’t any less eager for their next breath than the rest of us.


  “I’m sure you wouldn’t want to be found by the government,” I say.


  And that’s better. I can work with that. My finger tightens around the trigger. My vision narrows, and I see the smooth pate of the head, the slanting panes of the chest, the hand clutching at the stomach. That’s it. I’ll take one shot, just to finish what I started.


  The rifle is impossibly loud.


  It jerks backwards into the wall, folds in on itself, doesn’t cry out. It looks down at the new hole in its abdomen beside the old wound. Something black and thick oozes slowly down its body, and I step back. It’s not dead, but I promised myself one shot. I’m not sure what the right thing to do was. I’m pretty sure that this halfway finished job wasn’t it.


  “You aren’t what we were expecting,” I tell it. I can feel the sweat now, running under my arms and down the creases beside my nose. Can hear Tiny asking me if I got it.


  It looks at me. Blinks. And for the first time I really think I understand it.


  We aren’t what it was expecting either.


  WHERE THE TRAINS TURN


  Pasi Ilmari Jääskeläinen


  If it’s in any way possible for You, please make this somehow un-happened! I’ll give you anything!


  A typical child’s prayer; directed to any sufficiently omnipotent Divine Being who chances to be listening


  Not since my girlhood have I bothered to read books that contain invented events or nonexistent people, were they written by Hemingway, Joyce, Mann, Blyton, Christie, Jansson or any other of the millions of literary talents in this universe—I prefer unquestionable facts, and to relax I sometimes like to read encyclopaedias. It’s hard enough to cope day by day with what presumes to be my own everyday reality; to stir and feed imagination with fiction would just make me lose my sense of reality altogether. It’s pretty fickle already, my understanding of which part of the things I remember has actually happened and what is composed of mere empty memories which never had a reference in the historical continuum that’s called objective reality.


  I don’t like to think about the past, because it mixes my head up and makes my bowels loose and gives me a severe migraine to boot. But I cannot stop remembering my son. That’s why I still often sneak with a spade to the graveyard of my memories and dig up pieces of my life with my son Rupert. Of his peculiarly fatal relationship to trains, of his brilliant days of success and happiness that made me so proud, and of everything else.


  For the sake of my son I write down these thoughts, seek him from dream images, from memories, from everywhere. Perhaps I’m afraid I’ll forget him; but could I forget?


  I hunt my memories, examine them, turn and twist them, and try to understand what happened and why; for Rupert’s sake I consider the eternal logical circle of cause and effect and my own part in it, trying to get some sense out of it, as painful and against my nature as such an effort always has been to me.


  Even as a girl I understood how important it is to live in a world as logical and sensible as possible. I never let myself be ruled by grand emotions, and yet was quite reasonably happy (or at least fairly unruffled most of the time), and then just I out of all the world’s expectant women became Rupert’s mother.


  Even as a baby he was restless, probably had nightmares, poor thing, and quite soon it turned out that my blue-eyed son Rupert was not a very sensible child. He let loose a mental chaos; even for a child he was extremely irrational. By and by he made an actual art form of his addiction to irrationality. At five years old for example he had a strange mania to mix calendars and set all the clocks he found to a wrong time. When he turned seven, I bought him a watch of his own, a golden Timex. He liked it, very much indeed, and wound it up regularly, but always it was an hour or two fast or slow, sometimes even more.


  More than a couple of times I was seized with a feeling that I had been caught in the middle of The Great Irrationality Circus where Rupert was a pompous mad director. Even looking at him made my head ache.


  I miss him every day. Sometimes I still go to the window in the middle of preparing dinner and perhaps imagine seeing him in the backyard, the silly old owl that I am, just like decades ago, in another time, another life:


  Rupert was playing on the backyard. Like a whirlwind dressed in a sun-yellow t-shirt and blue terry shorts he flew from here to there: from the tree stump to the currant bush, from the bush to the old puffed-up rowan that had been just sitting in the middle of the backyard very likely since creation, and on again to the nervously trembling top of the tree. From there the boy kept chatting to the birds flying by, to the clouds, to the sky, the sun and to the tree itself.


  I repressed my urge to run out and yell at Rupert to come down to the ground at once on pain of a severe punishment before he would fall and break his slender fledgling-neck and spoil the whole beautiful summer day by dying and becoming one of those stupidly careless kids the curt news-in-brief in the papers always told about.


  I turned my back to the kitchen window. “Where do you plan to go today?” I asked Gunnar. My emphatically civilized tone reflected my inner turmoil as little as possible. I poured out more coffee for my guest. I always made him coffee, although I knew he’d actually have wanted cocoa. I did have a tin of cocoa behind the flour bags on the upper shelf, but that was for Rupert—grownups according to my opinion ought to drink coffee or tea.


  “I don’t know. Where ever we fancy.”


  “I do know: to the railway, as always. I can’t figure what you actually see in those railways,” I muttered.


  “Is it really so inconceivable to you?” Gunnar asked with a strange expression on his face. “That your son has a yearning to be close to the railway? And that the sound of a train quickens his blood?”


  I shook my head, embarrassed. I couldn’t figure what he was after. I waited for some kind of an explanation, but he just smiled his irritating Mona Lisa smile, and I did not feel like muddling my head with his riddles.


  He sat at the kitchen table, erect and altogether faultlessly upright, slim and polished. He was well-featured but slightly pale (as was Rupert). The almost feminine elegance of his slender limbs and graceful movements didn’t really lessen his distinctive masculinity, which flowed from somewhere deeper in his personality. He wore perfect greyish tailormade suits and even his ties probably cost as much as an ordinary off-the-peg suit. Now he had on a smart copper toned tie, given as a Father’s Day gift on Rupert’s behalf a couple of years ago. The man looked what he was—a Very Important Person in a big firm, with more money in his pockets, power and contacts than any single person ever really needed.


  “Perhaps we’ll leave then,” he said. He went to the hall and stopped for a moment. “I’ll bring the boy back before evening. Round seventeen-thirty, as usual. Well, Emma, enjoy the silence. Are you going to do anything special today? It’s a good day to drive to town and go to a movie for instance.”


  “Movies I’ll leave to little boys, that’s who they are made for,” said I. “You know I don’t care about movies.”


  “Yes. I just tend to forget it,” Gunnar admitted. He seemed a little annoyed at his absentmindedness. “I’m sorry.”


  Gunnar flashed me a somewhat feeble smile and left (the time was 11:14, so they had well over six hours for their railway outings).


  I sensed in Gunnar a certain subsurface hardness and even ruthlessness that success in the financial world undoubtedly called for. I knew he could be rather cold when necessary, so I could appreciate that he had always without exception treated me politely and kindly. His kindness, however, had a reserved tone, as if he were attending to a very important long term business affair with me, nothing more or less.


  Which in a way he was, too: he paid me more than fair maintenance (making it possible for me to be a full-time mother) and once a month spent a day with the child I had born from his seed. We had nothing else in common. Between us there were no shared memories, chocolate boxes, kisses, lovers’ quarrels or soft words, just easy little compliments: Well, Emma, you look quite pretty today in your beige slacks! Now and then I found it difficult to believe that only eight years back we’d had intimate intercourse with each other. But Rupert of course was a rather concrete evidence of it, thus believe I must—we both must.


  That evidence or his own part in the boy’s existence the man had never even tried to question. I knew of course that he liked to appear a perfect gentleman, a kind of modern blueblood (and with one’s noblesse oblige), but still his correctness bordering upon the noble was a bit amazing, considering the unconventional circumstances of the child’s conception.


  From between the orange kitchen curtains I watched how Gunnar called the boy down from the tree, caught him in his arms from a trustful leap and took him away in his thunder-coloured BMW.


  My stomach was hurting nastily, though my menses were still days off. I didn’t like to let Rupert out of my sight. From the very moment I had felt the first faint kicks inside me, I’d also started to fear losing my child in some totally unpredictable manner (as irrational as the feeling may have been), and that early fear never fully let go.


  Once a month I was unavoidably left alone, the house became quiet, and I became uneasy. I lived with Rupert every day. I chose, bought and washed his clothes, I ate with him, I listened to his troubles. I woke him up in the morning and tucked him up in the evening. I had subscribed to Donald Duck comics for him. I applied sticking plasters to his cuts. I measured and weighed him regularly and kept a diary of his development. I took snapshots of him for the family album. A couple of days before I’d baked him his seventh birthday cake, which we two had (for once not caring about the consequences) eaten the same day, and I had held his head above the toilet when he had finally started to puke. Nevertheless I felt like a terrific outsider when I thought about the outings Rupert and Gunnar had together. They seemed to mean so much for the boy, sometimes more than all the rest of his life.


  And why was that?


  One could easily have imagined that a successful businessman like Gunnar would have taken the boy from one amusement park to another and ladled into the boy’s bottomless gullet ice cream helpings the price of a bicycle and deluxe pear lemonades and special order hamburgers and generally used all the tricks made possible by money to treat the boy like a divine child emperor. So lightly he could have afforded even to fly the boy once a month to Disneyland to shake hands with Donald Duck; so easily he could have with the power of money made the child’s whole home environment seem like a furnished cardboard box. He could well have filled the pockets of his son with absurdly big allowance and bought him the moon from the sky and had two spare ones made.


  But nothing like that from Gunnar; the larger-than-life moments of Rupert’s life were created in a quite different way. Once a month the man simply arrived with a packet of sandwiches and a bottle of juice or perhaps a couple of gingerbreads in his pocket and took the boy to look at rails. Railways, tracks, those that trains use to go from one place to another. Not the elephants and giraffes and monkeys in the zoo, not the newest movie hit, not the dancing clowns, not the new wonderful toys in the department stores. To look at the rust coloured railway tracks, that’s where he took the boy: they searched on the map and in the nature for always new railway sections and walked the hours of their day together along the tracks doing nothing special, they just walked and enjoyed each other’s company and stopped for a while to eat their sandwiches and then went on, and when the boy came home, I saw him simply tremble with restrained happiness and excitement and satisfaction as if he had seen at least all the wonders of the universe and met Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy and a thousand speaking gingerbread reindeers as well.


  I had sometimes tried to ask Rupert about it. He made my temples throb when he started to speak like a preacher about the Wonderful Smell of Railways and how it actually contained all the world’s secrets.


  I knew well enough when I was not in my own territory, not even close. Besides, it was after all a question of something shared between the two, father and son, which wasn’t really my business, so in spite of my vague forebodings I thought best to let it be.


  Until Rupert came home from such a track excursion hysterically sobbing and shaking, white as a washbasin, as if he had met eye to eye with the Children’s Own Grinning Reaper himself and had to shake his bony hand.


  I knew at once that everything was not all right when I lifted my eyes from the flowerbed I’d been scraping, and saw them returning already at 3:25.


  I had my hands full coping with the situation. To start, I chased Gunnar off, bleeding with scratches as he was. I acted purely from my spinal cord, as mothers always do in such situations; acted with the rage of a dinosaur in a white summer dress. Gunnar tried to explain: he could not understand what had come over the boy, he’d just been carrying him piggyback and stepped on the bank as he’d heard the approaching train, and suddenly the boy had gone completely crazy on his back and started to tear Gunnar’s hair and face and to scream unintelligibly like some rabid, drooling monkey.


  If Rupert had come home thoroughly scared, Gunnar was just as terrified. He behaved like a dog that vaguely understands he’s being judged for complicity in some Very Bad Thing and knows for certain that he’ll get a bullet in his brain.


  I almost felt sorry for him.


  The dinosaur in me felt no pity, it attacked. I yelled at him till my lungs hurt. I probably hit him, too—at least his nose suddenly started to bleed.


  He shook his head perplexed, stepping back and forth on the backyard, dabbing his nose with a handkerchief and nervously straightening his suit, covered in grey dust, having for once lost his relaxed erectness of carriage (for which I, for a brief moment, felt maliciously pleased). Then he glanced quickly at me, turned his eyes somewhere up, at Rupert’s window I suppose, and started to speak: “If I have caused trouble, I’m sincerely sorry. If you want, I’ll leave. But I have to say that with the boy I’ve always felt that for once I’m involved with something larger than my own life. You know what: he will yet do something significant, something wonderful, something which neither of us now can even dream about. I have an instinct for those things. And if he—”


  I told him to be quiet and leave my backyard (although not quite in those words), and he obeyed. As Gunnar, defeated, got in his car and drove away, the dinosaur was gratified—it had won.


  I had no idea that I’d never again see the only man in this life I’d ever allowed to push his male protrusion inside me: about half an hour later he would be crushed to death together with his car and his wiry bird boned being would be transformed to a mixed metal-and-bone paste (I know, because I later went to see the photo the police had taken of the accident scene).


  But that shock was still to come. Now I had to compose myself so that I could go and calm down Rupert who, piteously wailing, had run upstairs and locked himself in his room.


  I went up the stairs and knocked on Rupert’s door. “Let me in!” I ordered, my cheek at the door. “What’s got into you?”


  “The trains,” came a trembling whisper from the other side of the door. “The trains!”


  “What about them?” I tried to keep my voice calm. I strained hard and realized suddenly that I’d been trying to see through the chipping white painted surface of the door. Just like that x-ray eyed Superman Rupert admired, it struck me. Well this was how it went, this was how Rupert made even me behave irrationally! (I had always felt a deep antipathy towards that red-caped clown who wiped his unholed arse with logic and credibility and, besides, provoked children to jump out of windows with bath towels on their neck.)


  I wondered whether my poor child had on his face a foolish maniacal grin, and a sudden horror stabbed my ovaries. Had my worst fears now come true in this dreadful way? Would my son end up for the rest of his life in a little boys’ mental institution, where he would be dressed in a little teddy bear patterned straightjacket?


  I heard a choked request: “Mummy, please go and look out of the window.”


  I did. A cold bit of flesh pretending to be a heart was slapping in my breast and I felt faint. I looked out of the round window in the upper hall, where sweaty houseflies kept buzzing in competition in the shady afternoon light.


  “And then what? What should I see? Your father? He had to leave already. He may phone you later. Or you can phone him.”


  “Do you see a train there?” asked a wan voice. “It didn’t follow me here, did it?”


  Finally I got Rupert convinced that there was no train on the backyard, not even the smallest inspection trolley, and he let me in his room and, after a long stumble over his words, started to tell what it had all been about.


  In the crèche and the kindergarten and even in the school they had praised my son’s “boundless and creative imagination,” which they said was manifested in his play and his artistic creations. I did admit that imagination might be useful, too, provided it remained within certain proper limits. But what was there worth praising in something that made a human being babble to stones and trees and see nonexistent things?


  Perceiving reality was hard enough for the child, even without idle and completely unnecessary fantasies. And imagination by no means made Rupert happy, on the contrary he had always suffered greatly from it. A hairy monkey paw growing in the middle of his forehead would have brought him just as much joy. His social life was surely not cultivated by talking to birds rather than to other kids. And the drawings expressing “boundless and creative imagination” which he manufactured would have been enough to employ a legion of child psychiatrists:


  “Oh what a nice picture! Is it a cow? And that must be a milking machine.”


  “No.” (The child is very indignant about his mother’s poor insight.) “It’s a horse-moose who travels in a time machine to the Jurassic period where the dinosaurs will eat him up.”


  (Mother takes an aspirin and a glass of water.)


  Rupert’s drawings were technically quite sophisticated and even precocious, but he never let the objective reality interfere with their content. Such can be very depressing to a sensible adult who only wants to make her child understand how the real world functions.


  “The train tried to kill us,” said Rupert.


  He sat, feet crossed, upon the comic books spread on his bed, wiped sweat from his round forehead and stared absentmindedly at the beam of afternoon light in the room. It was catching the dust motes in between model airplanes hanging from the ceiling. I crouched on the floor by the bed and tried to catch his eyes.


  “The train tried to kill you,” I repeated expressionlessly as a machine to show that I listened.


  “We were walking on the track with Daddy. I sat on Daddy’s shoulders. It was warm and the sun warmed our skin and the air was shimmering and everything looked funny. Daddy even took his coat off and opened his waistcoat and rolled up his sleeves. The tie he never takes off, however hot it is. He says it’s a matter of principle and every time a man dresses or undresses he makes a far-reaching decision on who he actually is and who he is not. We’d found a whole new section of tracks, it’s far beyond that long tunnel and the big rocky mountain. We had to drive a long way on the big road and back along all kinds of funny side roads to get there. The rails there smelled completely different. Much stronger. Daddy said it might mean that we were closer to the secret of railways than ever before. I asked what the secret was, but he just smiled as always, kind of pleased.


  “Then we started hearing a train noise. Such a queer rattle, like a hundred tin buckets were banged with iron pipes, each in a rhythm that was a bit different. It’s a kind of scary noise. Like thunder on the ground. It came from somewhere behind us.


  “At first I wasn’t scared, but then I started to feel that all was not as it should. That smell started to feel too strong in my nose, and somehow wrong.


  “And I glanced behind and saw the train. It came towards us. It was hard to see because it came from the direction of the sun, but I saw it anyway. First it was sneaking slowly but then, when it saw that I had noticed it, it started to come faster. It accelerated. And I saw that it wanted us. Daddy heard it coming, too, and we moved to the bank, but it was not enough. It would never have been enough, the train would have got us from there, too. But Daddy did not understand, he was like in a dream. I had to get Daddy somehow to run off before it was too late.”


  “How could it have got you from there?” I asked in an unnaturally calm voice.


  Rupert stared at me with his big blue eyes that now were like two deep saucers of cold fear. “That train was one of the outside-of-timetables kind. It did not run on rails. It pretended to, but it went a little beside them. I saw. I tried to get Daddy to realize that we had to run, but he seemed not to understand anything I told him. Not even when we had just before been talking about such trains.”


  The boy swallowed audibly and crept to the window. His paranoid gaze raked the view.


  “Such trains,” I repeated again. The back of my head was pricking. “Now listen Rupert, what kind of trains are we actually talking about here?”


  “The ones that leave the timetable and run off rails,” Rupert sighed.


  He kept looking out. The rowan crown was swaying behind the window; it stirred the now oppressive backyard air that swarmed with insects flying dazedly to and fro.


  The boy’s fingers were fumbling with each other nervously and the narrow chest beneath the yellow shirt was heaving violently. There was an asthmatic, wheezing tone in his respiration that I’d never noticed before.


  I had to talk seriously with him, really talk. I assumed an understanding and gently motherly smile and opened my mouth.


  “What has that man put into your head!” I shrieked.


  The voice escaping off my mouth startled even me; I sprang up and hit my head badly on the window board. I groaned from pain.


  Rupert turned to look at me in astonishment—at last I’d achieved his full attention.


  “Trains do not jump off the rails,” I articulated carefully so that the child was sure to hear and understand what I was saying. “They stay on the rails and go along them from one place to another. And besides—”


  Rupert looked at me expectantly.


  “Besides, trains are just big inanimate machines driven by humans,” I declared.


  The boy smiled at me. Not in a relieved way. He smiled in that special way reserved for those who clearly do not know what they are talking about.


  “Trains do go along rails from one place to another,” he admitted kindly. “And usually they also stay on the rails. Usually. That’s the official truth. But there is another truth that is less known. A secret. Sometimes they leave their timetables and tracks and are in the wrong place at the wrong time, and then they make trouble for people. Then they are not as they normally are, and you’d better not trust them at all. They are supposed to stay on the rails and follow the timetables to be as they are meant to be, just inanimate machines that obey people. But sometimes they do actually leave the rails and break off beyond their timetables. And then they change. Their own deep hidden nature comes out. They become different. Mean and clever. And very dangerous.


  “Indeed.” I found it difficult to speak. “So they leave the tracks?”


  “Yes. They leave their tracks,” Rupert enlightened me. His voice broke when he continued: “There, where the trains turn.”


  The sad news of the death of Rupert’s father reached us a couple of days later, and I can’t say that it made my efforts to normalize the situation any easier (I admit that ”to normalize” is a somewhat peculiar choice of words in connection with Rupert). The identity of the victim of last Sunday’s railroad crossing accident had started to become clear only the following day, when a swarm of little boys found the lost number plate; it had drifted downstream in the brook close to the accident site and got stuck in a dam the boys had built.


  The term “obscure circumstances” was used a couple of times. Police and all kinds of inspectors came to talk to us, and afterwards I could not remember what they had asked or what I had answered to them.


  When I went shopping on the north side I heard the villagers talk almost nostalgically about a train accident that had taken place two decades earlier in the neighbourhood. That had after all been of a completely different scale than this minor tame railroad crossing accident which didn’t even merit a proper news story: In the past a goods train had actually been derailed in the Houndbury railway section, with dramatically unpleasant consequences—then, in the middle of the fifties, there had of course been in front of the train cars one of those good old steam locomotives, the last of which had been taken off sometime in the seventies.


  Two persons had died in the accident: an engine driver and a little local girl. There had been large horrified headlines in almost all newspapers and it had even been announced in the radio; publicity loves innocent victims (at least when they are not too many and not too far away). When the train had been derailed it had by a terrible whim of chance crushed the child playing on the bank, the daughter Alice of the district surgeon Holmsten.


  Unless I completely misremembered, Alice Holmsten had been in the same class with me in primary school, and we had perhaps been friends. But of all memories the childhood memories are always the most confused and subjective, so I couldn’t be sure about it. Actually I didn’t even manage to think about the matter, the present was too much for me.


  After he had left us, Gunnar had obviously been driving south along little side roads—he lived after all in Helsinki, when he wasn’t on a business trip to Bonn, London, Paris, Tokyo or some other distant place (Rupert received picture postcards with a railway theme from everywhere). Thirty kilometers away there was a level crossing, with scant traffic but not completely unused. The two o’clock slow extra train from Tampere to Eastern Finland had lead to Gunnar’s death.


  The engine driver said in the interrogation that when the train arrived at the railroad crossing everything had seemed to be in order, the track had been free, and suddenly the purple car waiting behind the crossing had driven straight in front of the train—obviously the gate hadn’t come properly down either. The train hurrying eastward had caught Gunnar’s thunder-reflecting car with it, crumbled and torn it in passing as if it hadn’t been a real car at all but an origami folded of purple paper, and then thrown its remains in the willow bushes growing by the track.


  I decided not to think about the matter any more than I had to. Gunnar was dead, gone. By a coincidence he had driven under a train. He had been beside himself because of Rupert’s fit, the gate had been up, and Gunnar hadn’t noticed the approaching train. That was all. As usual, what had happened could not be undone, not by any means.


  I knew some people think that the daily and sometimes merciless course of life is a kind of kids’ puzzle where you have to connect the points in a correct order and find out whatever is hiding in the picture. Effect was always preceded by a cause, of course, and the cause itself was always a consequence of something. To seek logic and meaning from every coincidence, however, was likely to push a person towards the deep pit of madness, with sharp stakes waiting at the bottom. I could not afford to cloud my mind with unnecessary speculations or shaky what-ifs. I needed all my strength to help my son, since now he had lost his father he needed his mother more than ever.


  Rupert of course took it as self-evident that his father had been killed by the same train that had tried to kill them both earlier, never mind logic or timetables; I don’t know whether he actually said the thought aloud, but he didn’t need to, it shone from his whole being. And he could not be blamed. His poor little mind was tortured by those strange stories that Gunnar in his great lack of judgement had fed him. The railways may well have meant a great and wonderful adventure and boundless fantasy to Rupert, and all that had surely been rather pleasant as long as it had stayed that way. But now the caramel coloured surface of the fantasy had fallen off and the dark colours of chaos, nightmare and bitter fear of death had come out—the real nature of fantasy!


  With difficulty I pieced together hazy bits of truth to form at least some vague picture of what the father and son had been doing together during the last years. I got the impression that during their walks together Gunnar had at first talked to the boy of various relatively harmless things. Then Rupert had become excited and asked about railways and trains, and finally the man had probably become a little tired answering his endless questions and started to make up his own stories, which again had provoked Rupert to evolve even stranger questions. In this way they had been inciting each other, and finally, perhaps to silence the boy for at least a moment, Gunnar obviously had come to invent that dark, terrifying, perverted story:


  Daddy, how far do those rails go?


  All around the world back to this same place.


  Do these rails go to China?


  Yes, they do. And to Australia and France and even Africa. Sometimes bored lions start following the rails and stray even as far as here. Luckily that’s rare.


  If you lead electric current to the rails here, will somebody on the other side of the world get an electric shock?


  Yes, he will, if he happens to touch the rails just then. But one shouldn’t lead electric current to the rails, because electricity goes around the globe and comes back here and then you’ll get an electric shock yourself.


  How do people know where each train goes and what time they ought to get on?


  From the timetables. Trains go according to certain exact timetables.


  Always?


  Well not quite always. Sometimes they cannot keep their timetables. Then they’ll be at a wrong time in a wrong place, and that results in confused situations and sometimes even bad trouble for people. Believe me, I’ve met with that myself.


  Must the trains going in that direction circle around the whole globe to get back home? They can’t reverse the whole way back, can they?


  Of course not: there are places where the trains turn. But those places really aren’t any kids’ playgrounds. This is actually a secret, but let me tell you something . . .


  And thus it became clear what would thereafter be my primary task: to dig from the boy’s head all the dangerous fantasies that had slipped in there, before they would take root there too firmly and produce a terrible harvest.


  We lived south of the little village of Houndbury (nowadays Houndbury wants to call itself officially a city, as touchingly megalomaniac and attention-seeking as that may sound). Actually there were two Houndburies: the rapidly transforming North and the South that had kept its old homely face from the fifties, and at that time still been saved from the bite of Development’s concrete teeth. In the beginning of the seventies, the North side had quickly filled up with new cubic meters of tenement houses, poor industrial plants and hungry supermarkets. We people on the South side instead still had lots of pensive detached houses, wildly flourishing gardens and clean swimming beaches and forests. Along our meandering paths you could get from everywhere to everywhere without seeing a single human dwelling or a paved road on the way. And yet we from South Houndbury could whiz quickly to the North side to enjoy the services of the area, neither was the nearest city too far away when needed. Our children were thus very lucky.


  I would have let both my breasts be ground to mink food if only Rupert, too, could have been one of those healthy noisy happy children one saw in our neighbourhood. They raced each other, rode recklessly on their bikes and played football and ice hockey. They yelled, screamed and fought each other. They broke windows, went swimming, blasted firecrackers and stole raw apples to throw them at house walls and roofs and at people’s heads from behind the hedges.


  Of course I would have punished Rupert if I’d heard that he was involved in such tricks. But I’d have done that smiling, knowing that my son was a completely normal boy who only needed a proper mixture of motherly love and discipline to grow up a man.


  But Rupert kicked no ball. He raced nobody, he ran alone. In his whole life he hadn’t stolen a single apple or broken a single window. (I thought I could remember him breaking one green tumbler when he was four years old, that was the list of his misdeeds in its entirety.) He just kept drawing pictures and reading books and playing his own peculiar games alone.


  He did not get along with other children, since he’d been talking so long to birds and trees he no longer knew how to talk to people. Other children quickly got irritated at his strange stories and didn’t want to have anything to do with him. For that I could have wrung their necks like potted chickens, Rupert was after all my own little son, but at the same time I understood them in spite of myself.


  “You’ve got to stop this tomfoolery,” I told Rupert seriously. “Do you understand what I mean? People don’t like silly fools. Besides, soon you’ll not know yourself what’s true and what’s not, and to know that is not too easy in this world anyway. Moreover, there’s a quite special place for the people who can’t stop fooling in time, and believe me, you don’t want to go there.”


  Rupert nodded, resigned. It had been a month since Gunnar’s death, the slowest and darkest month of my life. There was a fine aroma of an approaching autumn in the air, and it made birds and several other living creatures feel an oppressive longing for faraway places and at times even mild panic. Cold rains started to wash off the colours and warmth of summer, and pleading bad weather Rupert stayed within four walls, which wasn’t at all like him since he’d always been a dedicated puddle burster and rain runner. For four weeks he hadn’t even once gone farther than our mailbox—always on Wednesday at 1 o’clock he ran quickly out to get his precious Duck comics (Wednesday is the week’s best day, for then you get your Donald Duck, the world’s funniest comic!) and then closeted himself in his own room with the devotion of a monk studying holy scripture.


  As much as I’d have enjoyed his company in other circumstances, now he started to get badly on my nerves.


  He was quieter than the grey colour of the autumn sky. He sneaked ghostlike around, unnoticeable and almost translucent, close to non-existence. Now and then I had to steal near him and touch him to make sure that he still was flesh and blood.


  Sometimes I was caught by an irrational certainty that he had tracelessly disappeared from the earth, and I ran around the house to seek him until I finally found him cowering in some dark corner.


  He cracked his fingers on the borders of my visual field. He grated his teeth. He kept staring out of windows and rolling his eyes just like the black bearers in his beloved Tarzan movies when they heard the oppressing, maddening drumming of the wicked natives from the jungle.


  I’d have liked to run away from home.


  I was relieved when school finally started and the bus took him away for at least a few hours a day. Of course Rupert did not feel happy at school. He was bullied, not so badly it would have made his life hell, but obviously he wouldn’t have brought home any popularity awards, if such things for any reason had been presented.


  After Gunnar’s death Rupert was like a kind of little, overscared, endangered animal which all the time expects something big and extremely terrible to attack him. His irrational fear was by and by infecting even me—I began to startle at all kinds of the slightest rustles and flashes. I had bad dreams, too, although after waking up I could remember nothing more of them than a tormenting feeling of loss, and that in the dreams I heard myself talk to some strange unfathomable abstract being (it seemed to consist of rails) and asking it for something I suspected I’d later regret.


  Sometimes by nights a capricious wind brought to our ears the noise of a train passing by the district, from the railway far away behind hilly forests. At the closest, the tracks were at least fifteen kilometres away, but now and then it sounded as if the trains did run quite close, even in the folds of our own familiar woods. I got shooting pains in my belly for I knew how that strange phenomenon affected Rupert. Sometimes, when I secretly peeked into his room and checked that the boy was still safe, I saw him pull his quilt over his head and tremble.


  It was obvious that the situation could not continue like that. I didn’t want to take my child to a psychiatrist, at least not yet. I didn’t want him to get a mark in his papers and be labelled a mental health problem. I was myself the best expert with my own child, and therefore I had to grapple with the core of the problem, Rupert’s monstrously grown imagination, before it would undo him.


  First I made a list of things that were apt to make my son’s condition worse. Then I took the necessary measures. Now and then I felt myself a proper monster of a mother, a perverse tyrant who pursues a noble goal by a reign of terror. But I made myself continue in spite of my doubts. My child was in trouble, and I had to save him whatever sacrifices it demanded from both of us.


  First I took a deep breath, grabbed the phone and cancelled the subscription to Donald Duck. And the next morning, after Rupert had shuffled along to the school bus, I hunted down all his comics—Donald Ducks, Supermen, Jokerfants, Space Journeys, King Kongs, Phantoms, Shocks, Frankensteins and Werewolves, Pink Panthers, Roadrunners, John Carters, Draculas, Marcoses—and burned them all in the sauna oven.


  There were hundreds, and my work of destruction took hours. The neighbourhood got covered in charred bits of comics.


  I hesitated a while with story books. What kind of a mother could do such a thing, destroy her child’s property like some loutish Gestapo commander?


  But extreme situations demand extreme means, and so I hardened my heart in the cleansing blaze of the book pyres.


  Into the flames went the Grimm’s Fairytales, The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe, The Best Animal Stories, My Brother Lionheart, Pippi Longstockings and other literary fiction that excited imagination. To be on the safe side I pushed all colouring books in the oven, too.


  Then I sought all his crayons and drawing pens and blocks of drawing paper and all his graphically gorgeous but badly twisted drawings and buried them underneath the currant bushes behind the house. I made a list of the TV-programmes that Rupert could still safely watch. Obviously, all movies were completely prohibited. I entered Rupert for the chess club, the model airplane club, the volleyball club, the boy scouts and the ceramic crafts. After some reflection, I cancelled the ceramic crafts. To conclude it all I ordered him always from then on to keep his watch on time and to always be aware of the date, or be left without his pocket money.


  Rupert wasn’t very excited about all this, but neither did he protest. When he noticed that his comics and books were missing, he looked at me with silent astonishment but said nothing. I hoped fervently that he would understand this was all for his own best. He tried to ask after his drawing things but fell silent when he noticed my expression and understood that those were gone just like all the other things I considered inappropriate. He didn’t even try to watch his former favourite programmes from the TV, for he guessed it wouldn’t be allowed. Sometimes I turned on the TV and he came and watched it, quietly, until the approved programme was over and I shut off the apparatus.


  “Rupert, it’s time to go to bed. And Rupert, what time is it and what’s the date?”


  “It’s now 8:23 and it’s Wednesday, October 12th.”


  “Excellent. Well, good night and sweet dreams.”


  The new order was surprisingly easy to realize. Rupert went regularly to the chess club to learn logical thinking, and to my amazement he suddenly started to get first B’s and then clear A’s from math examinations instead of the earlier C’s and D’s. On account of that Miriam Catterton, the well-known pretty golden haired teacher of his class, came personally to see me and to discuss the boy’s wonderful change. (To be sure, at the same time Rupert’s arts grade fell from A to D and his composition grade also fell off a bit, which I however didn’t consider a bad trade at all—I’d always been afraid that the verbally fluent and graphically gifted Rupert would decide to choose the dubious profession of an artist or a writer for his life’s career.)


  In the model airplane club Rupert constructed a model plane strictly according to the incorruptible laws of aerodynamics and flew it immediately on its virgin flight into the thin upper branches of our backyard rowan tree, where it stayed until it was finally covered with snow. He even learned the ins and outs of volleyball with the village boys and was no longer completely helpless in team games. After I’d looked at his wan expression for a couple of months I pitied him and let him quit volleyball training.


  As for the boy scouts Rupert wouldn’t agree to go even once, he said they dressed up too silly there according to his taste, but instead he himself thought of joining the school photography club, which I thought was an excellent idea—after all, weren’t cameras used to record objective reality with the most objective way possible (as I then still thought, naively).


  His watch he set to the correct time by the second every evening after the radio time signal. Months went by pretty comfortably, seasons came and passed, and as time went on I started to think that the worst was over.


  But then one winter night, coming back from the bathroom when I peeked into his room, I noticed that the boy had disappeared from his bed.


  I forced myself to calm down and draw a breath and think rationally. He surely hadn’t vanished without a trace; here still were his socks and there his rucksack and old rocking horse, and from the ceiling hung his airplanes. After searching for him in every place at least twice I realized that he had to be outside.


  I saw he had taken his skis from by the steps. Gone was also his fine new camera which he always kept on his bedside table by the glass of water.


  By and by I began to understand that this was by no means the first time he’d done something like this—I suddenly remembered how some mornings he’d looked unusually tired, and I recollected several other suspicious circumstances to which I hadn’t paid attention before (I’d wondered why his boots were often still wet in the morning, although I’d put them to dry on the radiator in the evening).


  I sat by the kitchen table and drank a couple of bathtubs of coffee. After four hours of waiting I was coming to the conclusion that I couldn’t wait any longer but had to phone the village constable Herbert Starling or at least go out myself to seek my child, but then I heard skis swishing outside.


  I heard the door and Rupert lumbered in, bleak as Death itself.


  He was covered with snow all over. His face was blue with cold, although the night was mild. The boy marched into the kitchen in his snowy boots without a word and put his camera on the table in front of me.


  To me Rupert looked like a soldier returning from battle, small in size but to be taken extremely seriously. Tiny icicles hung from his eyelashes. His clothes had a clinging smell that I couldn’t connect with anything until the next time I was in the vicinity of the railway and sensed that peculiar smell, which somebody may have once told me came from the impregnation substance used in the railway sleepers.


  I wasn’t able to utter anything for a while, so as not to start crying or screaming uncontrollably; I wasn’t able to even move, because I felt a compelling desire to seize the child and thoroughly shake him for scaring me like that.


  Finally I said surprisingly calmly: “I’ll make you a cup of cocoa. You’ll drink it without a murmur and then go back to sleep. The camera stays here. We won’t talk any more about this, but if you do something like this once more, I won’t even ask you anything, I’ll make a stew of you while you sleep and sell you to that drunkard Traphollow for mink food. And with the money I get I’ll bribe Mr. Starling to close his eyes about your disappearance. And if anybody asks about you, I won’t admit you ever existed. Do we understand each other?”


  Rupert stared at the camera with nostrils wide open. He pointed at it and whispered: “But there’s evidence in there!”


  “Do we understand each other?” I insisted. My voice could have peeled an apple.


  He struggled long with himself before he gave up and nodded.


  After he had drunk his cocoa and gone, I checked the camera and noticed that since earlier in the evening it had been used to take four pictures. (I always tried to keep track of such things.)


  I didn’t want to encourage him to continue his game, which had got out-of-hand, so I pushed the camera far back on the upper shelves of the hall cupboard, behind empty jam pots, and only took it out the next summer when I went and buried it and its film a couple of meters deep, next to the other dangerous things.


  Twenty years later, when Rupert already was studying law in Helsinki, I happened to find a notebook, which had functioned as some kind of diary for him. It was lying on the bottom of the cupboard, with old school books and wrinkled exercise books. On its cover stood the text OBSERVATIONS OF A FERROEQUINOLOGIST.


  Rupert’s diary contained some rather disconnected notes, altogether from a couple of years, and it also included a chaotic explanation about the trip he had made that night.


  It’s very improper to read other persons’ diaries, and of course I did not succumb to such baseness; I just glanced at it a little here and there.


  (Myself I’ve never kept a diary, at least I don’t remember having done that. Neither when a child nor older. I think the past has nothing to give us, no more than an outdated mail-order catalogue. Besides, my memories in their subjectivity and contradictoriness are much too confused for me to bother recording them.


  I do not know what evil I have done that my mind punishes me so, but almost every night I still see a silly dream in which I anyhow keep a diary. In this Dream Diary of mine one can find all my fuzzy past; there are carefully recorded all the thoughts I’ve thought, all contradictions, all the insignificant incidents which my consciousness has crumbled down as unnecessary, and its pages teem with hidden motives and causes and consequences and obscure speculations about them.


  In the dream I know that I could at any time turn the pages back and look at my past without the softening and diluting influence of time. Only lately, when I’m remembering Rupert, I’ve first started to feel the temptation to do that. But I don’t rightly know. It’s much easier when you don’t dwell too much on what is past, but just accept the concrete present as it is.)


  1.12.1976, Observations of a Ferroequinologist


  Last night I did it, I PHOTOGRAPHED A TRAIN THAT HAD GONE OFF THE RAILS.


  I got up at 12 o’clock at night, hung the camera around my neck and started to ski on the crusted snow to where I knew the trains did go to turn.


  There’s at least fifteen or twenty kilometres to go or maybe even a hundred kilometres (it’s very hard to know by night how long a distance is) and several times I almost turned back, but some things one just has got to do, as Mummy says, and then finally after skiing for two hours I found the place though I’d gone astray a few times and thought I’d never find home again and the wolves would eat me, or maybe a bear.


  The place where the trains turn is SECRET, and it’s not easy to find. There’s a blind track leading there, but I still haven’t found the place where it forks from the main track though I’ve searched for it many times. It’s pretty close to the section where that train outside the timetable tried to kill me and Dad in summer, maybe four or five kilometres away. I don’t know whether I was more afraid of the place or of Mum tumbling to that I’d gone out (as it happened this time anyway). I waited for surely at least three hours before the train arrived—luckily I had provisions: three chocolate bars, a packet of chewing gum (two eaten beforehand), one gingerbread.


  The rails come to that place in the middle of the forest from somewhere further off, from behind a really thickety terrain. And on them the trains come and go. The blind track ends completely among trees so the trains can get off the rails and turn in the forest and then mount the tracks again and return to where they came from.


  I lay behind the top of the ridge under juniper bushes and watched how one train again crawled slowly and carefully out from the thicket. It came to the end of the blind track, stopped and then started to get off the rails.


  It was huge, although by night it’s also hard to know for sure how big something is. I somehow felt how it changed, not so much outwardly so that it could be seen with one’s eyes, but inwardly. It sort of woke up and pricked up its ears and put about feelers to its environment as if it had guessed I lay there watching.


  I wondered if there was anybody inside it (I felt that even if there was somebody in there, it wasn’t human, at least not a live human).


  Suddenly it became awfully cold and I started shaking and my teeth started rattling. I felt that the coldness came out of the train, as if it had been to the North Pole or the Moon or some other really cold place. I took four photos of it with timed exposure.


  I lay there in the snow without moving and waited and shivered from cold and heard trees breaking and crashing when the train puffed its way along in the snow and made its slow turnaround in the forest and then finally climbed back on the rails.


  It must have taken surely at least four or five hours. I almost peed in my pants and I thought I’d get a proper licking when morning came and Mum went to wake me up and I wouldn’t be at home yet. I tried to look at my watch but there was not enough light to see the hands.


  Then the train slowly went off and disappeared behind the thicket and the air wasn’t so cold anymore. When I was quite sure no more trains were coming I descended into the valley bottom and went to see the rails closer.


  Sometimes one can find all kinds of things there. Once I found from the snow a bit of paper that turned out to be a thirty years old 3rd class train ticket from Helsinki to Oulu. Now I found no tickets, but there was a dead cat. I rather think it was our neighbours’, Toby who had disappeared, but it wasn’t possible to identify it for sure. It had gone all flat and stiff and I saw its intestines. It was just like it had been hit with a house-sized sledgehammer. Not all of it was there, it was as if something had bitten a piece off it.


  I threw some snow over Toby the cat and built it a little gravestone out of snow.


  Once I tried to follow the rails so I’d see where they actually join the big tracks. I walked along the blind track some two hundred meters (the forest around the track is such a tangle nobody can get through it without a chainsaw), but then I had to turn back, because the railway smell got so strong I couldn’t breathe anymore. Besides I was afraid a train would come the other way. If a train had come towards me, I couldn’t have got off anywhere from the rails. I almost fainted just like that one time at school when I had a fever over 39 degrees, and by a side glance I thought I saw all kinds of strange things in the shadows of the thicket, things I don’t like to remember, and afterwards I realized that the railway smell may actually be poisonous when there’s too much of it in the air.


  I won’t go there any more, at least not before I’m grown up and can buy a chainsaw and an oxygen apparatus and other necessary things and when I no longer need to be afraid of Mum.


  When the trains stay on the rails, they are obviously sort of asleep, and people can control them just like a sleepwalker can be manoeuvred.


  I didn’t see the train this time very clearly, since it was quite dark and one cannot see well in the dark, but I did recognize the type. It was one of those big red diesel engines, with a white cabin. I found its picture in the library’s train book. It was a DV15 manufactured in the Valmet Lokomo machine shop. Or it could have been a DV12, which looks pretty much alike. I’m not quite sure. It had fifteen wagons after it—I counted them. They were not passenger carriages but empty open trucks that look like animal skeletons and usually carry tractors and other big machines.


  The previous time I saw a short blue local passenger train, the kind that doesn’t have a separate locomotive. One can see them now and then in daily traffic. They transport people, but at the turning-place the short blue train had blackened windows and I couldn’t see whether there was anybody inside.


  But when I went the first time to the place where the trains turn, I caught a glimpse of a really odd-looking train, and so far I haven’t found its picture anywhere though I’ve spent hours in the library and leafed through all the train-books I’ve discovered. It was quite bullet-shaped and really streamlined and looked actually more like a space rocket than any train. And it seemed to float a bit above the rails. That’s the one I really would like to photograph some day so I could show it to a grown-up who knows a lot about trains and ask what it actually is.


  When I started to return home and came to an open place with more light I looked at my watch. It was only twenty past two, and at first I was relieved but then I started to get doubtful. I felt that it had taken a lot more time. I thought that my watch had stopped for a while, but at home it was showing the correct time anyway when I checked.


  If only I could find my camera and could develop those photos! Even Mum would have to believe when she saw the pictures, though otherwise she doesn’t believe anything, she’s such a bonehead. (I hope Mum doesn’t read this!) I feel she doesn’t even believe in my existence without coming to check on me every little while.


  Today at school we had cabbage casserole and chocolate mousse again, and of course one wasn’t allowed to have chocolate mousse before eating a plateful of cabbage casserole. Ossian threw up on the table when he tried to eat his plate empty, though he hates cabbage more than anything, and the whole table was flowing green and others started to feel squeamish, too. I was smarter and flipped the cabbage casseroles under my chair and fetched myself a big portion of chocolate mousse with a straight face.


  1.20.1976, Observations of a Ferroequinologist:


  I dreamt again that a train was chasing me on a road. I climbed to a roof but the train climbed after me along the wall. I woke up when I fell off the bed to the floor and hit my head. I got a big lump. I could hear a train in the forest, again too close. I dared not go to sleep again. In the morning I went to look for traces but didn’t find any.


  4.12.1976, Observations of a Ferroequinologist:


  I dreamt that I sat on the nose of a steam locomotive. It was rushing ahead with enormous speed.


  First the scenery was unfamiliar, but then we came to Houndbury. Two girls were standing on the track. They held each other’s hands. The girls shouted something to me and laughed and at the last moment they stepped aside and their skirts flapped in the draught of the train. Both of them were quite good looking, but I liked more the one with the golden hair.


  The other one seemed familiar at first, but then she wasn’t anybody I knew but a perfect stranger. After a while we approached the level crossing. Behind the level crossing gate a purple car was waiting. Dad was sitting in the car and he looked sad. I waved and yelled at him not to be sad anymore because I was already quite all right, but he didn’t hear.


  Then the locomotive shivered under me and began to feel somehow queer. Awakened. Besides it was no longer a steam engine but a diesel engine. It talked to Dad along the rails, whispering in a peculiar sort of voice that started to make me sleepy though I was already asleep to begin with. It told Dad to put the gears on and to drive on the rails. Somehow it made the gate rise before its time and it bewitched Dad and he obeyed it.


  And we crashed into Dad’s car and I watched how the train smashed the car against the rails a bit like the lion tore up the little deer in “Nature’s Wonders” that Mum still lets me watch on the TV. Sheet metal and steel and register plates and bloody bits of Dad were falling along the tracks. I saw a loose hand fly into a ditch. Dad was smashed all into pieces with the car and suddenly I realized that the train was eating him and then I started to scream and punch the train with my fists.


  Then the train had eaten its fill and fell to sleep again. That’s when I fell off the engine hood and woke up in my bed, and outside a train was hooting shrilly.


  Yesterday I went to the library and looked up in a dictionary what “Ferroequinologist” means. A person interested in railways. Dad sometimes said that he and I are both Ferroequinologists, but especially I, considering my origin. I had no idea what he meant by that, and he smiled and promised to explain sometime when I’m old enough to understand. But the train killed Dad, so I’ll probably never find out. And Mum of course understands nothing of these matters.


  6.14.1976, Observations of a Ferroequinologist:


  In my dream the trains were in an especially foul mood, and I dreamt that they chased me all through the night. I ran home and hid in the woodshed, and somebody there whispered in my ear that trains have dragon souls and that’s why they love tunnels and are so mean. It also said that my basic task is to save a maiden. I tried to see the one who spoke, but when I turned I was awake in my bed and staring at my own teddy bear.


  “Observations of a Ferroequinologist” (as well as the smudged train ticket between the pages) ended down in the hole. Rupert had finally, after all, recovered from the morbid and dangerous condition that his swollen imagination had induced. However, I wanted to take no risks with the questions concerning his childhood. We had never spoken about his long ago train fantasies. I felt like he didn’t necessarily even remember them or most anything else about his childhood, at least nothing very detailed—during his student years he always travelled home by train, though there was no railway station in Houndbury and for the last forty kilometres one had to take an inconvenient bus or try to get a lift. Indeed he seemed to have forgotten his childhood, and all to the good. I had forgotten mine, too.


  Studying law kept the boy’s thoughts firmly in the objective reality, ruled by reason and the logic dictated by cold facts. Rupert had no time for idle novels or movies, so his imagination stayed safely asleep.


  But his life was by no means pure toil. He had in the law faculty a couple of fairly good friends with whom to go out and to play tennis (over the years Rupert had become quite an athlete, although in the bird boned fashion of his father). And from his curt postcards I even gathered that for some time he had been seeing a certain young woman who went to the same lectures.


  Rupert went to study law immediately after his high school graduation, for which I take the credit myself. When he had made his last Ferroequinologist exploration at the age of 9 years, I realized something: even after all the hobbies I’d arranged for him he still had too much time to brood on the peculiar fantasies in his head. I could confiscate his things, and I could make sure that he no longer crept out of the house by night to make his Ferroequinologist observations—I for instance attached a bell on his door and another one on his window and hid his shoes for the night. But of course I couldn’t control the thoughts going around in his head. Therefore I had to find a way to make Rupert voluntarily use his head for something sound and rational.


  Gunnar had once left a thick book of statutes in my house. I’d put it temporarily on my bookshelf, in the middle of encyclopaedias, and there it lay forgotten several years. Now I lugged the massive book into Rupert’s slender arms. I told him it was his father’s old book that he had meant it for his son when he would be old enough to read it (which might very well have been true). I said his father had told me to pay him five marks for each page he could learn by heart.


  At first the boy seemed suspicious. A couple of days went by. Then he calculated the pages in the book and multiplied that by five. He went to look at the shiny 10-geared bikes in Houndbury Bicycle and Engine, and soon he was spending most of his leisure hours studying the book of statutes.


  I was overjoyed to pay the money he collected from me after examinations. By and by he stopped having nightmares, and he recovered from his anxiety and his train obsessions. Surprisingly quickly he accumulated the money for a bike, but he hardly got time to ride that brand new geared wonder for his reading stint continued; even in sleep he was leafing through his statute book, mumbling his statutes and counting the money he’d earned and would still earn.


  A born lawyer, I thought proudly.


  By spring 1991 Rupert graduated with the best grades, and for a graduation present I bought him a golden Rolex with my savings (I’m not ashamed to admit I cried with happiness for two whole months and finally got a nasty inflammation of the eye). He got a job in a small but respected law office in the capital and moved together with his girlfriend Birgitta who graduated soon after Rupert and found herself a job in the same firm.


  Birgitta Susanne Donner was a good and sensible girl, I’d met her a couple of times and could safely trust Rupert to her keeping. I saw that she would become an exceedingly reliable and refreshing life partner to Rupert, and surely also a caring mother to my grandchildren, when the young couple would have the time to think about reproduction. I had myself started to meet more regularly a certain charming person now that I no longer had to worry about Rupert. It wasn’t especially serious; and dating openly in a small village like Houndbury would have provoked too much talk and fuss, my friend was after all a teacher and thus sort of under the magnifying glass of the villagers. Now and then, however, she stopped for a coffee in the evening, and sometimes it happened that we woke up in the morning nose to nose.


  It would be nice to stop here, with the picture of a successful son and a happy mother. But happy endings in real life are usually just stages on the way to a more final and less cheerful end—the worms will get us in the end, one way or another. Late in the hot July of 1994 trains again got entangled in my son’s life.


  Rupert and Birgitta had been busy for a long while, and sometimes I couldn’t reach them for days on end even by a phone, and I started to suffer from a delusion that my son had somehow disappeared from the earth and I’d never see him again. Finally, however, they managed to take a few days off and come to visit me for a whole weekend.


  Seeing those two enlivened my mind and at the same time made it strangely wistful.


  On Sunday we decided to have a picnic. The day simply floated in heat and bright colours, and when you add to the picture the dragonflies buzzing absent-mindedly to and fro, it was one of those days that should actually be framed and hung on the living room wall for the coming winters. I packed in the picnic basket juice, salami sandwiches and some chocolate cake with cherries I’d baked for Rupert’s approaching 29th birthday. We drove in Rupert’s new red car along small roads until we came to the foot of Sheep Hill. It rose as a gently sloping green field towards the dense blue sky. In accordance with its name Sheep Hill was a sheep pasture: they were standing around in white clusters, and now and then they got excited and started baaing in competition.


  We left the car in the shade of a big birch, followed a path that descended near a low stone fence down the steep bank of Sheep Hill (which at some distance changed to Sheep Rock), and arrived finally to our goal, the grassy meadow by the raised railway embankment where the limpid Ram Brook murmured with cool cheerfulness.


  I spread a white tablecloth on the ground, set the table and told the young couple to set to it before the heat and flies would spoil it all. We ate, and suddenly Rupert stood up and, spitting breadcrumbs, proclaimed that Birgitta and he had become engaged two weeks before.


  I almost choked on my sandwich.


  I looked at my son who stared at me as if expecting a scolding. He was nervous since he wasn’t sure about my attitude, but he was obviously very happy, and the sudden perception made me laugh aloud from sheer joy of living.


  “Now what’s so funny?” Birgitta asked, a little suspicious, but then broke into a broad grin. Such a beautiful girl, I sighed. I already knew what I was going to buy them for a wedding present: the most gorgeous hardwood grandfather clock in the universe!


  With a relieved smile Rupert sat down and continued his meal.


  I suddenly thought of the moment Rupert was conceived. I didn’t remember much of it, just that I and Gunnar had had intimate intercourse with each other and prevention had somehow let us down, but anyway, there Rupert now was in front of me, happy, handsome and a successful lawyer with a tie around his neck.


  “I often think of the moment Rupert was conceived. Gunnar took me for a drive on his new motorbike—at that time he still was a rather wild spirit, in his own trim controlled way. He even had a leather coat. That, however, was no ragged black motorcycle jacket but a fine brown Italian coat, surely terribly expensive. I’d seen him often at the Pavilion which in those times still was full of people almost every Saturday of the year, now of course it’s been closed for a long time and people go to the city. I went there now and then to dance and to look at people. He’d been besieging me for some time (at least I felt he’d done that, one couldn’t be quite sure of him), and although he didn’t really turn me on, I liked his quiet self confidence and that everyone was looking at him, and was willing to go for a ride with him when he asked me.


  We were driving along small roads by this very countryside and stopped finally to sip white wine in the middle of a small lyrical grove. Gunnar said he liked my nose very much, and then he seduced me.


  I still didn’t really want him but I let him do it anyway. It was actually quite pleasant, the light way he made love to me. I held on to his tie and smiled all the time. The grass tickled my bottom. He promised to withdraw in good time before he’d come, and surely he would have done that since he was a perfect gentleman and I knew I could trust him completely.


  Finally I felt his rhythm accelerate. His muscles tensed. I remember hearing the sound of a train, the rails ran somewhere quite close, I hadn’t realized that before. Gunnar was struggling in my arms like a trapped animal, I’d folded my legs behind his back and he couldn’t get off me in time. I was quite sure he would get extremely angry at me, but he just looked at me a little sadly, kissed me on the cheek and took me back to the dance pavilion where we danced one waltz together before he left, looking pensive.


  I knew that a new life had started to develop inside me, and six weeks later the doctor confirmed it.”


  —From the unwritten Dream Diary of E.N.


  I woke up from my thoughts.


  Farther off the sheep had suddenly begun baaing wildly. I saw them start to come tumbling down the slope as if they were suddenly in a big hurry to get somewhere.


  “The train is coming,” Rupert said.


  Only now I noticed that there were little decorative Donald Ducks on his picnic tie—he hadn’t completely forgotten his childhood after all. A gust had arisen and was exploringly tugging at his tie and making his white lapels flap like the wings of a large white butterfly.


  “What did you say?” I said.


  “The train is coming,” Rupert repeated still smiling and pointed somewhere towards the sheep. I put my sandwich down and turned to look.


  The railway ran along the ridge of Sheep Hill; from the cool darkness of the spruce forest it dived down to the clearing and disappeared finally in a long cold tunnel excavated through the Sheep Rock whose mouth stood above us, breathing darkness, on top of the high embankment heaped out of big stones. The growing metallic clang and the rumble of hundreds of metal wheels against the iron rails muffled the protest of the affronted sheep. A fast red electric engine emerged. After it an endless line of dark goods wagons rattled towards the clearing.


  I instinctively glanced at my watch: the time was 1:27.


  The rhythmic noise chased the sheep; finally it filled the whole scene and buried the cries of the sheep under itself like an avalanche. Rupert took the hand of his fiancée, kissed her and then said something I didn’t hear. She laughed. A nervous butterfly fluttered over our party, and its brown dryness made me think of falling autumn leaves.


  The train now drew a moving line the length of the whole clearing. Wagon by wagon it pushed itself above us into the tunnel and eclipsed the sun burning above Sheep Rock, offering instead a hypnotically quick dark-bright dazzle. Dust from the embankment began to fall on us. I glanced upwards with a mild resentment and thought that I definitely ought to cover our sandwiches before they started tasting too sandy.


  Then something broke loose of the train’s dark shape and started to spin down towards us.


  I followed the track of the object on the blue skies, now grey with dust; it rotated and whirled and got bigger all the time. I stared at it spellbound. Suddenly I realized it was coming towards us and would probably fall right in the middle of our picnic.


  I opened my mouth to yell a warning to Rupert and Birgitta, but instead inhaled dust and could for a while get no sound out of my throat because of a fierce fit of coughing. To crown it all the dust blinded my eyes and I could do nothing but cough and fling my arms about and hope that my companions would realize they ought to move back.


  Among the clank and rumble I discerned a muffled crack, like the sound of a breaking egg.


  I tore my running eyes open and saw faintly how Rupert waved his arm, as if greeting an old acquaintance he hadn’t seen for years, and an object the shape of a marrowbone rebounded off his head into the brook. Rupert fell on his back in the grass. Birgitta’s shrill whimper penetrated my ears through the train’s monotonous chant.


  “Do we have eggs in the basket?” I yelled idiotically and started to cough again.


  The girl kept shaking her head and pointed with a trembling finger at Rupert who lay on the slope, limbs spread out, and seemed to be asleep. When one looked closer at him, one could see that his hair’s recently so neat part was now missing completely.


  Birgitta started a furious legal campaign against the State Railways.


  State Railways admitted that the metal object which had broken Rupert’s skull had indeed originated from the train rushing past us, to be exact from the locking system of the 28th goods wagon of the train. The Railway attorney expressed his surprise that a part had come loose at all, since that was in principle impossible for the train had been duly and carefully checked before departure according to all possible railway traffic regulations. It sounded as if he were insinuating that actually we should be under suspicion for some malicious act cleverly sabotaging their precious train. The part coming loose troubled the SR very much. But for Rupert’s sake the railway people seemed not to lose a single night’s sleep—when the insincere platitudes were peeled off, the basic attitude of the SR seemed to be Shit happens, so what? You should have kept far off our railway!


  In the past I’d have wanted to go into a blind rage and tear the attorney’s self-important head off his weak shoulders, but the dinosaur seemed to have disappeared from inside me and instead of empowering rage I only managed to feel enormous fatigue and defeat.


  About indemnities no consensus could be reached: Birgitta demanded thirty million, and the Railways did not want to pay a penny over hospital expenses—just paying the hospital bill was already proof of the extraordinary benevolence of the SR and exceeded all legal obligations, said the Railway attorney and chided us for our greed. Birgitta swore to me, gasping for breath, that she would make the Railways pay dearly and would even destroy with different tactical lawsuits the whole Finnish railway system, if nothing less would make the SR take full responsibility for Rupert’s skull fracture and its possible consequences.


  I presumed that Birgitta would calm down in time and her storming holy rage would quieten, and after five months that was it: she phoned me, embarrassed, and told me that she had no more strength any longer to attack the windmills. I said that as far as I was concerned the mills could turn and the trains could move, what had happened could not be undone.


  When Rupert woke up he did not recognize Birgitta. He just stared at the walls of his hospital room, ill at ease, twiddled his thumbs and finally asked Birgitta, who was trembling by the bed, if ma’am happened to have any “Chicago” chewing gum with her, please.


  “And that damned brand of chewing gum hasn’t even been produced for years!” Birgitta sighed when we sat in the hospital cafeteria and wondered at the turn things had taken.


  The doctors had said that Rupert would never remember Birgitta, not really. The part of Rupert’s brain where all the memories of Birgitta had been located had suffered irreparably serious damage.


  “As far as I am concerned he is then sort of dead,” the unhappy fiancée stated, and since I could invent no reasonable counter-argument to that I stuffed my mouth full of the bun I’d bought in the canteen.


  Besides the Birgitta-memories the destroyed bit of his brain had stored Rupert’s whole legal learning and some other rather important matters. Rupert did remember me, though. Just after the chewing gum Rupert had started to ask for his mother. And he remembered the Lola brand of chocolate (although that was also out of production, as we later found out to Rupert’s regret) and Donald Duck and trains and the death of his father and all the nightmares of his childhood. Actually he remembered everything quite excellently—up to his ninth year.


  For understandable reasons the engagement lapsed. Rupert returned to the home of his childhood. He had spent altogether six months in the hospital. During the while the summery land had shrivelled up in the leafless squeeze of winter.


  It took time to get used to the creature who wandered in silence around my house from one room to another. He didn’t speak much, just sometimes asked me to bring some sweets from the shop or inquired after his things long since discarded. It was Rupert, and it was not. It was some kind of an anachronistic person: the being had the exterior of the grown-up lawyer-Rupert and the frightened eyes and mind of the child-Rupert already once left behind. It kept watching the courtyard out of the windows nervously cracking its finger joints and sneaking around like a ghost. It brooded over thoughts hidden from me. It was scared of its own image in the mirrors since that had become unfamiliar and strange to it.


  I’d have screamed if I’d have had the energy for such behaviour, but I was tired and apathetic and thought I’d never have the strength any more for any dashing enterprises. The air I breathed was thin and stuffy.


  “Rupert,” I said finally. “It can’t go on like this for much longer. Something has to happen. Something.”


  I didn’t know myself what I was actually trying to say, and certainly I’d been speaking more to myself than to my son, but the anachronistic Rupert looked at me and nodded as if he had known exactly what I meant.


  Months passed outside the house. Inside it the time had at first stopped and then gone definitely haywire when the anachronistic Rupert returned home.


  I stayed at home with Rupert. I didn’t even see Miriam except a few times in passing: in the supermarket, out in the village, on the road, at the watchmaker’s. Sometimes I doubted whether we had ever known each other, so distant we had become. I didn’t ask her for a visit, and she was intelligent enough not to come without invitation. I simply lacked the energy to talk to people, to explain all the time to myself and to others Rupert’s present appearance and situation and the type of his brain damage; I couldn’t stand people’s empathetic, watery looks; I did not want to see my son through strange pitying eyes that made me only feel miserable and sorry for someone who but a moment ago had been a successful lawyer but now was something else completely.


  I have never been a regular guest to the Houndbury parties or otherwise particularly sociable, and now I froze even my scant relations with the local people to a polite level of Seasons’ Greetings. I did not want to look at people’s eyes and realize that nowadays I was “the poor mother of that disabled lawyer” rather than Ms Emma Nightingale. I did not want my son, “that disabled lawyer”, to become one of the established Houndbury oddities. I had to find out something that would help both Rupert and myself to cope with the new situation, I had to find some meaningful solution to it, and I wanted to do that alone, in my own peace.


  On the first week of February Miriam turned up for a surprise visit.


  She had dyed her beautiful golden hair profoundly red. She had put on some weight, but a slight roundness became her and made her look more sensuous than ever. My sensuality, however, was waning. My black hair had acquired quite a lot of grey during the last weeks, and some strange unconscious idea had made me keep my hair short after Rupert’s skull fracture. I’d even lost weight, and had by and by started to notice the first real signs of old age in myself (and only now, bitterly, was I able to distinguish them from the earlier signs of maturity).


  We hugged, and then we kissed, too, although no longer as lovers but as friends, and I thought I felt the light taste of farewell on her lips. We had a cup of coffee, ate some salt crackers and made some small talk.


  Miriam was wondering about the burglary on the Tykebend road construction site; some amount of dynamite had gone missing, and teachers had been told to keep an eye on their pupils in case some of them turned out to have explosives in their desks or bags. I reminded her that it was by no means the first time something like that happened around Houndbury, lately some explosives had been stolen.


  We were appalled by today’s immoral little creepy-crawlies. The stolen explosives had either been sold on, or else there was a rather big cache somewhere close by—very soon a part of Houndbury would surely fly off in the four winds, we prophesied (and I at least was secretly pleased with the idea).


  I asked whether Miriam was still writing her short stories, and she said she was soon going to send some by mail to the publisher. She inquired politely if perhaps I’d like to take a look at her writings and give my opinion. I declined the honour, I didn’t understand one whit about fiction since I read only factual material.


  Suddenly Rupert came out of his room to greet his former teacher. As usual, he wore a white shirt, a waistcoat, a Donald Duck tie and a pair of grey trousers (although he didn’t really feel comfortable in those, as would no 9-year-old boy). At first he sounded thoroughly sensible, even grown-up-like, and Miriam glanced at me with a glad surprised smile: So what’s supposed to be wrong with him? her eyes asked. Then Rupert blew the impression up when he started to ask Miriam about how far behind he was in his math lessons: how many pages had the rest of the class gone ahead while he’d been in the hospital? And could the teacher possibly give him some extra tutoring, for he’d been having difficulties with fractions.


  Miriam snatched her handbag, spluttered some bye-byes and rushed out of the house eyes wet, and left the anachronistic Rupert staring after her in wonder.


  The night noises of the trains made Rupert fall out of his bed, and quite often he had to be patched up with band-aids—a grown-up man falls out of bed much harder than a little boy. He stayed very much inside. That was alright with me, I didn’t want him to go and be mocked and stoned by the neighbourhood kids.


  Always on Wednesdays Rupert went out to the mailbox and came back looking disappointed, and when I finally paid proper notice I realized he was expecting his Donald Duck comics.


  I didn’t know whether I was acting wisely, but anyway I subscribed to the comics again for him after a break of 20 years (although the day the comics came out had been changed to Thursdays, which gave Rupert a diarrhea). I saw neither grounds nor reason any more to control what he was reading, doing or watching. As far as Rupert’s imagination was considered, he now had to cope with it himself. Not for a second time could I manage to launch a major offensive against fantasy—my war was over, my inner dinosaur was buried under the avalanche of all that had happened and in the pressure changed to oil muddying my insides.


  Sometimes Rupert leafed through books he found on the shelves: encyclopaedias and biographies and a thick anthology of poetry that probably was a present from Miriam. A couple of times I saw in Rupert’s hands that first law book he had learnt by heart; he fingered it uncertainly and then always put it away without opening it.


  I don’t know how much my son understood of the books he studied or about what had happened to him. Sometimes he seemed like the intelligent and clever lawyer he had been only a few months before, and then he was again a big confused child who wore Armani suits and five hundred mark ties and could ponder for hours the story of “Square Eggs” he had read in the Duck comics. Those two sides seemed to compete over territory inside him, and mostly he was somewhere in between.


  Now and then Rupert drew strange little pictures, which he tore up immediately and burned in the sauna oven. I got the impression that he was trying to draw Birgitta and other things he had lost with the accident, things that now only haunted him as vague dream images.


  The old Timex had again found its place on his wrist, although I had to go and buy a new, longer strap for it from the Houndbury Watch—since he could not really believe that the golden Rolex glittering in the chest drawer actually belonged to him.


  All that dissolved into a sleepy anticipation-filled dormancy which was held together only by the ticking of the clocks, the repetitive daily routines and my belief that something would happen. Something that would give me the keys to a solution, a way out from the deadlocked dream I couldn’t possibly imagine continuing endlessly the same (as unfounded as such a subjective notion of course was, objectively considered).


  March came, with harsh nightly colds. The ribs of the house cracked in the squeeze of coldness, and sometimes just before falling asleep I imagined that the walls were breaking to splinters around me and winter was rushing in and freezing me into a rigid naked statue in my bed. I dreamed of a terrible cold that rolled over me.


  Now and then I woke up and did not know who or where I was—I had to sneak around the house and go look at the sleeping Rupert and look over the objects I found for evidence to be able to locate myself back in my own life.


  On the last week of the month, on the night between Thursday and Friday at 01:12 o’clock I woke up to muffled sounds of departure seeping to my ears through the floorboards.


  Rupert had slipped out at night before, but each time I had noticed it only afterwards from his wet shoes and the trails left in the snow. Through the clogged ducts of my mind gushed a sudden excitement that quickened even my numb flesh—I yanked a thick housecoat over myself and dashed down the cold stairs.


  I threw the front door open. Rupert stood in the courtyard with skis and sticks in his hands and with a rucksack on his back and stared at me. He may have been a little scared for thinking he would be scolded, but at the same time I could sense unusual determination in him—it was just a fact that he was leaving somewhere and I could do absolutely nothing about it.


  That was all right by me.


  I let the icy black night air fill my lungs and soak into my bloodstream. The sky spreading above us seemed to open directly to the cold halls of space. The stars were skimping on their scant light, but in the middle of them the Moon hunched big and bright and yet grieving for its imagined imperfection: only after a couple of nights would it be perfectly round and beautiful and could really wallow in its own light. The cold made the black-and-white night scene crackle and pop as if it were the plateful of rice crispies in thick cream and sugar that Rupert ate in the mornings.


  I shivered in my housecoat and we stared at each other without words, Rupert and I, and then I broke the silence: “Don’t worry, you aren’t going to become mink food.” (I remembered my threat from over twenty years back, and so probably did Rupert, because he looked relieved.)


  “Besides, the old Traphollow died in a heart attack last fall when he was hunting rabbits and we have a new policeman, too, whom I wouldn’t try to bribe for his silence. But why don’t you wait a little before you start. This time I’m coming with you if you don’t mind. Who knows: perhaps I’ll be a Ferroequinologist, too.”


  Rupert seemed to frown thoughtfully under his broad rimmed Stetson but then he nodded. The hems of his grey Burberry were sweeping the ground. He had wrapped a medium length red muffler round his neck and covered his ears with black earmuffs. He didn’t at all look like a brain damaged man who thought like a 9-year old. He looked like a gentleman who was going to take a breath of fresh air after an evening of theatre, then afterwards have a nightcap, read a few lines of Dostoyevsky and withdraw to his bed.


  I dressed as quickly as I could, found my skiing shoes, locked the house and fetched my old skis from the woodshed where they had spent the last twenty years. Then we started skiing in the blocked lightlessness of the forest, the son ahead with coat hems flapping and the mother behind, stumbling in her slippery skis and with the unfamiliar sticks.


  The hard packed snow led us forward with unreal lightness between the high pine pillars, and time passed. Now and then I peeked at my watch, ticking deeper and deeper into the night. Rupert was faster than I, he positively flew in front of me, but luckily he stopped at times to wait for his clumsier fellow skier.


  I quickly lost my sense of direction. That was all right by me: I didn’t actually want to think about where we were going—or why. On the surface I stuck to the explanation that I was taking care of Rupert, at last thoroughly showing him that his train fantasies were nothing but misguided imagination. I dared not be honest with myself, admit that I was acting purely by intuition. After all, intuition is nothing but a kind of psychological coin flipped in the air. And to manage important business by intuition is just about as sensible as choosing the right road by flipping a coin (as those irrational ducks did in one of Rupert’s favourite stories). But that night I for a moment stepped outside reason, maybe just to see at least a glimpse of what was there; for this one and only time I felt an urgent intuitive need to follow my son on his irrational trip to the core of fantasy.


  We partly circled and partly crossed over the massive cliffs of Sheep Hill, where one of the longest railway tunnels of the country ran deep in the bowels of the rock. Somehow we also managed to clear the big abandoned quarry, although we had to carry our skis, to climb over the icy boulders and to watch out for the clefts hidden in the stones’ shadows.


  Finally we arrived at a place I had never been before, even though I was a native to the region, and the reason was obvious: there were no ways or paths to reach it. Although I supposed the nearest houses and the whole village actually were only about ten kilometres away, the terrain was extremely difficult, so that the area was well protected from berry pickers, hunters and other accidental hikers. Bog, dense fir thicket, unfriendly rocks, fallen mouldering trees, half collapsed rusty barbed wire fences that a stranger for some strange reason had once set up and then forgotten.


  The upper branches of the ancient trees caught the quivering moonlight before it had time to touch the snow-covered ground, and we waded in deep darkness. Nature was really using all possible tricks to make us turn aside from our way. And I would have turned, many many times, if Rupert’s pale figure hadn’t been skiing in front of me, so single-minded and determined; he knew the way even through the most inaccessible looking thickets. At times he seemed like a mythological spirit who’d been sent to lead me through the Underworld’s hollow hills, and I had to remind myself that he in reality was only the brain damaged former lawyer I knew he was.


  We skied down a steep but short hill that brought us out from the forest to the railway. We pushed forward along the moonlit railway bank a couple of kilometers. Then we crossed the rails.


  “We have to go through here,” Rupert shouted to me over his shoulder and sped downhill with muffler flapping, into the forest that continued on the other side of the track, even more forbidding and intractable.


  I looked at my watch. 03:21. We’d been skiing a couple of hours.


  “The blind track is probably somewhere close by, but it’s impossible to find,” Rupert’s voice continued, more subdued. “But when we go through here, we’ll get straight to where the hidden blind track leads.”


  I followed the Burberry clad and hatted figure into the dark catacombs of the trees.


  The dry and extremely dense fir-thicket made progress very cumbersome. When I looked up I could see no sky at all, I only saw the greyish lattice of dead branches that blocked the moonlight to somewhere above the standing trees. The mummified branches entangled themselves in my woolly coat. They wrenched my muffler loose. They scratched my face and reached at my eyes with their sharp thorns. Over and over again I tore myself off from their grip and received down my neck the falling snow and ice and bits of twigs, and then again I followed, covering my face, the unseen swishing skis and the sound of breaking twigs, until the next obstacle stopped my travel.


  I was afraid Rupert wouldn’t bother to wait for me but would disappear and leave me wandering around alone in that shambles of trees and snow. I couldn’t anticipate the functioning of my son’s mind at all. In a way he still was to me my own dear little son (whose logic anyhow had never seemed to me any more understandable than Chinese opera), and at times I still saw him as my successful adult lawyer son who was temporarily resting at my house. But after the skull fracture also a new side had emerged in him, a strange combination of the above two—the anachronistic Rupert, a secretive and often melancholic stranger whose doings and not-doings I was completely unable to predict or control.


  We trudged in the rustling jam of dead standing trees at least for two or three hours and for maybe ten kilometres. At least it felt like ten kilometres, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been shorter, perhaps only two hundred meters, or perhaps even far longer.


  Now and then Rupert flashed ahead of me, a shadow in the shadows, and then after I didn’t see him for some time and thought I’d lost him, but when for the thousandth time I pushed myself, protecting my face, through the firs that had died in each other’s arms, I saw him.


  The trees were thinning out a bit and even let some light through; somewhere above, the moon’s pale disk flashed. After a long and breath-taking climb Rupert had stopped to wait for me in the middle of juniper bushes. Leaning on his sticks he was staring ahead with a severe expression.


  “It’s there,” he whispered, when I had hurried close to him. “We’ve arrived.”


  In front of us there was a valleylike depression, a sort of pool filled with darkness, from the bottom of which snowy trees stretched themselves up to the black edges of the sky. And only a stone’s throw away from where we stood was a blind track. I couldn’t see all of it, but here and there between the trees dim rails were gleaming. The track came from somewhere beyond the forest, from the heart of a similar (or perhaps even worse) tangle of darkness than we had just gone through; it ran on a low bank among the trees until it suddenly ended in the middle of a stand of fir trees, as if it had been cut off with enormous scissors.


  I frowned. Rails were not supposed to end like that. Where rails ended there had to be a proper barrier so that trains wouldn’t accidentally drive too far and fall off the rails! The track seemed anyhow to be in quite a wrong place. Perhaps by some office desk a line had been drawn in a wrong place on the map, and when the mistake had finally been discovered the men of the railway construction gang in the forest had simply left the work unfinished and gone off, swearing and laughing and cracking jokes about the wisdom of engineers.


  I drew the peculiar smell of railways into my nostrils. Here it felt markedly stronger than anywhere else. “And this place is . . .”


  “The place where the trains turn,” Rupert said quietly. He seemed embarrassed, or perhaps nervous. The cold sculpted crystal clouds out of his breathe and the overlapping shadows of the trees hid his features from the moonlight and my eyes. He took the skis off, stuck the sticks close by in the snow and laid himself down in a prone position.


  I followed his example.


  “One of them ought to be arriving from out there soon enough. Sometimes you have to wait for a long time, but it’s no use worrying about the course of time here, I’ve noticed. Do you have a watch with you?”


  I drew my sleeve up and tried to find some moonlight, but the darkness stubbornly covered the hands of my watch and I couldn’t see them, however closely I kept peeking or turning my hand.


  “Where’s your own watch?” I asked then.


  Rupert said his own Timex used to stop during Ferroequinologist observation trips; he hadn’t bothered to keep it with him any more since that kind of stopping surely would harm the delicate watch machinery over time.


  I lifted my own watch to my ear and tried to hear if it was ticking. I heard nothing, but maybe my ears were just frozen. Besides, there was an almost nonexistent breath of wind among the trees, and it somehow made the dried-up forest continuously crackle and rustle around us, which hampered my efforts to listen.


  Rupert surprised me by asking whether I wanted a half of his chocolate bar. I was going to automatically refuse, but then I realized that I did want chocolate, very much, the first time since my childhood. Rupert took a chocolate bar from his rucksack and passed me one of the bits. Then he wrapped his Burberry closer around himself and settled into a comfortable position like an experienced watcher. And we watched the rails drawn into the wildwood and the rustling trees standing around us, and the white snow packed to keep company with darkness and shadows in the narrow spaces between the trees, and we ate chocolate and we waited.


  By and by the waiting started to feel ghostly familiar to me. My tired brain probably played some kind of electrochemical trick, I thought sleepily, and then I yawned long and slowly started to regret taking this whole purposeless nightly skiing trip—what had I thought, foolish woman, to leave my warm bed on a night like this . . .


  “We wanted to look Death in the eyes and laugh at its face, and that’s why we met that Saturday and walked to the railway around five p.m., immediately after we’d come from school and eaten dinner and washed the dishes. When we got to the rails, it started to patter raindrops the size of cranberries. Our dresses got wet and stuck to our skin, and we got cold but we didn’t leave; Death had to be humiliated today, too, Alice said, so we could really feel alive.


  We both had some bones to pick with the cosmic saboteur called Death: it had wasted the life off Alice’s mother with tuberculosis when Alice had been only four years old, and from me it had stolen a good dog—a year earlier my gay collie Robbie had run under the train when he was chasing a rabbit. (I’d also lost Uncle Gabe quite recently, but I didn’t care that much about him, for he had been a boisterous drunkard of a man, never did anything really sensible, just boozed and ran around with his pants down and yelled awful obscenities to kids.) We wanted to defy Death, and what would have represented him to us better than the train that thundered non-stop mystically through Houndbury.


  First, it had killed my Robbie, rolled over him like some moving meat grinder on the rails. And only a couple of months before Elmer of Pig Pond had walked into a train somewhere around here, because he had lost in the war his ability to see life’s beautiful side (that’s what daddy said anyway), and Elmer was by far not the only Houndbury person who over the years had come to do the same trick, “bitten the train”, as people used to say—during the last year at least six locals had “bitten the train”, and we were not farther than May yet. Considering that, it was understandable that the train nowadays reminded most locals of death—we had no station anyway, and the train didn’t stop at Houndbury, except when somebody jumped in front of it with the purpose of self-destruction, so one couldn’t really think of the train as a vehicle.


  We breathed in the peculiar smell wafting about by the rails and waited. (Alice said the smell came from rust and the impregnation stuff used in the sleepers and some third unknown substance). While we waited we sucked the sugar lumps Alice had pinched from home.


  The train came every Saturday at 5:15. Today it was late, I checked the time on my fine Russian watch I’d got from daddy as birthday present (he’d found it laying on the ground during war). We heard the train only at 5:23.


  “It’s coming,” Alice whispered. We kissed each other on the cheek according to our ritual and took each other’s hands. Alice had a warm hand and enviably slender fingers, she had the talent to become a pianist, said our teacher, and Alice was taking piano lessons once a week from Amalie Forrester.


  The train puffed into sight from behind the bend. If you stand on the rails when the train comes, Alice had once said, you’ll be smashed up like a fly under a hammer. You have no chance at all to survive. But at the very same moment you step aside from its path, the train becomes harmless and Death loses his grip on you. You can stand half a meter or even just a few centimetres from the moving train, and the Grim Reaper can’t do anything but grin at you. Then you can laugh at his pale disappointed face!


  At first the train looked like a smoking huffing toy, a cleverly constructed miniature model of a goods train. Then it took its place in the perspective and grew in my eyes up to its real dimensions. I looked at the black nosed apparition that was rolling towards us, metallically rumbling; I looked at the rails on which it was travelling and between which we were standing, teetering on the sleeper.


  The train meant millions of kilograms of unstoppable weight. If we were to stay on the rails, it would tear us to pieces without even having to slow down. Though the engine driver would brake, the train would never get to stop in time, not before it had wiped the rails with our remains for the length of a couple of kilometres at least.


  Usually the thought gave me a bubbling excitement in my stomach, but now I was just cold. I wasn’t feeling well and I kept moving around nervously and aimlessly fiddling with my hair which didn’t look golden like Alice’s but was boringly dark.


  The train hooted. Alice laughed aloud, shrilly, but I didn’t feel like laughing, not one hair of a shrew’s whiskers.


  “Take us if you can!” Alice whispered sensuously and laughed again. She was sometimes quite scary when she was like that, and maybe that was why I liked her so much; being with her never felt ordinary.


  When the engine’s dark presence was only fifty meters away, the train hooted again. Our play probably made the engine driver nervous, and sometimes we saw him shake his fist at us, but as Alice said: what could he have done to us? Jump off the train to punish us?


  The green-black engine rushed towards us. Its long bumpers stretched eagerly forward like the hands of a hungry child. The headlight trembling on its hood looked like a Cyclops’ gleaming eye. Steam rasped and swished with terrible pressure in its iron lungs and pipes, and the furiously whipping pistons on its sides forced the steel wheels to revolve faster and faster and faster. The funnel splashed smoke clouds on the sky and they started to spread like black dye dropped into water. There was a number plate on the round end of the metal hood with the series “3159”; I read the numbers over and over and thought how easy it would be to go on reading them, endlessly, and to forget oneself on the rails and just let everything happen to you.


  We left the rails and pretended to be calm and unhurried, although my guts were tightening and my body felt cold and heavy.


  We stayed on the railway bank, on our old place just by the rails, not too close but close enough to be able to smell the disappointment of Death when the train was rumbling past. We stood there, erect and proud as princesses and waited for the train’s draught to shake our clothes and the noise of its rhythm to deafen our ears, and for the smoke the engine was puffing to surround us for a moment and brush our faces like a cloak of our ancient enemy, cut from a weave of darkness.


  Then we’d know that uncle Death had once again lost the game and we had won, and we’d feel ourselves quite especially alive.


  The engine screamed. Its voice was hungry, it had something in it that was similar to the crying of the strange, ever-angry baby born to our neighbours when it woke up and started to demand food, mad with rage. I felt the smell of railways in my nose, stronger than ever. The train’s rhythmic noise sort of reached out an invisible arm and seized my heartbeats; for a moment our rhythms were one, and blood started coursing along my veins all too fast—something was now different from earlier times, I’d felt that all the day in my stomach; suddenly I realized that this time the powers we’d been defying had their own plan for us.


  I wrenched my eyes off the approaching train and tore my hand off Alice’s and fled in senseless panic.


  After the dash of a few heartbeats I slowed down. Embarrassed I looked behind me, and immediately lost the control of my body as totally as if I’d been shot. I forgot the existence of my feet and how to move them, and everything else, and flew on my side into the boulders, but if I happened to hurt myself I didn’t remember how to feel any pain.


  The last seconds had been full of sound, I now realized. The very same moment I had spurted to flee there had been a hard metallic slam. It was followed by a long scratching noise, huge as the sky, it sounded like the Father God from religion lessons Himself had thumped his foot down from the clouds and started to furrow a kilometre deep line into the ground.


  My insides constricted and turned into a cold mess when I saw the engine throw gravel, dust and stones in the air so that the whole sky was filled up with earth.


  The engine numbered 3159 no longer ran on rails. It pawed the embankment and then as in a fit of anger started into quite another direction than the rails tried to persuade it. It drew the whole chain of wagons after itself, over thirty wagons long, yanked it furiously off the rails. The train was now free and mad with exultation. The steam pistons pulled it violently forward like the forearms of a lunatic escaping from an isolation ward. It wanted to conquer the world. Nothing could stop it. The arrogant challenge whispered by a little girl had freed it, and on the engine’s hood Death himself was roaring with laughter in his flowing cloak.


  I looked at the train gliding past me as a huge and endlessly long dream monster, darkening the light of the sky and filling all my consciousness.


  Had I stood up and taken a couple of steps I could have touched its dark flank, gone along with it. Then I turned my head, now weighing as much as a horse’s, and looked at the little golden haired girl towards whom the train was speeding. Alice stood in front of the metal monster she had freed, slender and vulnerable and angelically beautiful. I gasped for breath: I’d never realized that she was so exceedingly beautiful! She still seemed to be full of laughter, her mouth a black hole and thin hands twirling like the wings of a windmill. Her voice wasn’t audible, the train’s thousand-voiced scream filled the whole world. The girl was visible only for the hundredth of an instant and then the gravel and smoke and the moving black metal mountain swallowed her up.


  And the train still kept pushing forward, rebellious and insatiable and hungry. Off the rails its massive speed was unavoidably slowing down, however. Its wagons were colliding into each other, and a chaos ensued that an orderly mind could no way perceive.


  The train seemed like a giant dying beast, a dragon fallen on its side and leaking dry. From inside the split engine case thick black smoke was gushing out, it started to bury the wrecked giant and hide it from the eyes of the world. Some wagons had burst like cardboard boxes and the stuff inside them was spread all along the track.


  The smoke crept on the ground to me, and when it touched my bare feet I shuddered with loathing—I felt that in its shelter the many-faced emperor Death himself was hiding; with his bony hand he was stroking my living flesh that fascinated him so much. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose, it whispered gently among the engine’s hiss, let’s bear no grudge, dear girl, let’s meet again sometime!


  And somewhere in the shelter of the smoke Death was pressing against his thin breast the lifeless body of my Alice, my golden-haired slender-fingered little Alice . . .


  whose residual warmth I still felt in my own hand;


  whose desk would be empty on Monday morning;


  who would then have a moment of silence to commemorate her, and the boy who had secretly been in love with her would burst into tears in the back row;


  whose parents would turn grey and shrivel up and bend down in a few weeks and move away from the village without saying good-bye to anybody;


  who would never more appear for piano lessons with Amalie Forrester, because her pianist’s hands had been cut off and crushed under the train and would never play even the simplest melody . . .


  I thought of the day when Robbie had chased the rabbit to the rails and run directly in front of the train. I’d never have believed an animal could look so sincerely astonished. I’d collected hairy pieces in a sack for several days from along the track. Even if dogs wouldn’t get to heaven I wanted to give him at least a decent rest in a grave. I walked back and forth along the track from morning to evening and searched the ditches and grassy plots and brooks, but Robbie’s left ear, right hind foot and half of his tail stayed missing. I’d always felt that the train had eaten them.


  I pressed my eyes shut and with all my soul’s power sent an appeal to the One who had deemed it justifiable to let the train run over Alice, whoever or whatever it was—perhaps some kind of a Big and Terrible Death Deity of the Railways existed, whom we in our immense ignorance had defied: IF IT’S AT ALL POSSIBLE TO YOU, PLEASE MAKE THIS SOMEHOW UNHAPPENED! I’LL GIVE YOU ANYTHING!


  Then I turned my back on the scene and walked home.


  I felt confused. I never told anyone, not even my parents, that I’d been a witness to the death of my best friend and to a train accident that was talked about in the newspapers and even on the radio. It felt too unreal for me to talk about it. I never let myself even think about that rainy afternoon. Finally it turned into that hazy dream image that sometimes flutters somewhere on the fringes of my consciousness like a black bird.


  It was the memory of that day I felt nearby when Gunnar was inside me moving faster and faster and I held onto his tie and suddenly heard quite close the train’s terrible hungry scream—the memory returned and took the breath from my lungs and the warmth from my blood and the feeling from my nerves. I repelled the shadow of Death, coldly stretching towards me, by clinging to the chance of a new life which in that magic moment was within my reach—I seized it, stole it, refused to surrender it back to Nothingness, which is just the other name of Death.”


  —From the unwritten Dream Diary of E.N.


  “Now,” Rupert whispered.


  I stared into the vertical darkness of trees where the rails emerged.


  I heard something, maybe a heavily melancholy metallic sigh that lingered, echoing in the snowy halls of the quiet forest. It was followed by a stretching metallic screech. Then I saw movement, or rather a premonition of movement.


  At first it was just a shadow among shadows, the mischievous play of night wind and moonlight among the swaying spruce and snow. But gradually an apparition began to take shape on the clearing’s edge. The rails held up a tall black being which crept forward, hissing, gasping and terrifyingly huge and heavy. Now and then the moonlight touched it, but not for a moment did it give up the shadows it wore. It moved carefully, almost shyly, and nearly stopped, but then it puffed a large smoke cloud out into the frozen air, gave a jolt and started, creaking painfully, to flow off the rails in front of my eyes.


  I realized vaguely that Rupert stood up near me.


  “What are you planning to do?” I asked him.


  I was straining to understand what was happening before my eyes; I kept trying to figure out a plausible explanation to it and to fit it into some rational frame of reference, but the gnawing ache behind my brow didn’t make rationalization any easier.


  “You just stay there. And mother: don’t move, under any circumstances! Wait there, keep your head low and hold your ears.”


  “My ears?”


  But he had already gone, rushed down the slope with coat hems flapping, towards the train descending off the rails. I stared after him along the surface of the snow, until he sank into the thick shadows.


  Hold your ears.


  A series of relays clicked in my head, and suddenly I remembered the dynamite theft Miriam had mentioned; I remembered all the recent cases of disappeared explosives. How much had actually been taken?


  . . . or else there’s a huge cache of explosives somewhere close by. Very soon a part of Houndbury will surely fly off in the four winds!


  “But you can’t possibly blow up a train!” I whispered into the darkness, completely taken aback.


  But of course he could do it. He was brain-damaged and more irrational than ever and could do anything, because he no longer acknowledged my authority. And all those unexplained thefts of explosives—I could see with the eyes of my mind how my son had committed burglaries by night and skied here with his loot and gradually charged the whole valley. I couldn’t imagine how much he knew about explosives, surely not much, but probably still enough to achieve a considerable blow-up. Trains had hurt him in so many ways, and now he planned to pay them back, measure for measure.


  “Rupert, no . . .”


  I rushed after my son through the juniper bushes. All the time I expected the dusk in front of me to flare up in a fire that would strip clothes and skin and flesh off me and fling my burnt-up bones up the slope. Even I couldn’t at this moment discover any rational explanation for why a train would run off rails by night in the middle of a remote forest, but that didn’t make blowing up the train any more reasonable an idea, now did it?


  “Rupert, leave the train alone!” I yelled. “We have to talk seriously. Let’s go home and take some chocolate cake out of the freezer and make some cocoa and talk properly! What about it?”


  It was darker at the bottom of the valley. I ran among the spruce, juniper and pine towards the rails.


  I slowed down when a peculiar lump on the ground caught my eyes. I stooped down to look at it. It was a little snowman. Or not a snowman, a gravestone—there was some engraving on it, too, but I couldn’t figure it out.


  I kicked off the snow on its base, and something like a paw came into view.


  I straightened up and realized that I had indeed no time to think about such matters. I had to warn the engine driver before Rupert would carry out his obsession and destroy even what little was left of his life. The snow squeaked and thudded under my steps.


  “Rupert, Rupert,” I whispered. “Is this now that ‘creative imagination’ of yours?”


  A long hiss made me stop.


  I listened for a while and then carefully stepped through the spruce twigs hanging in front of me.


  About ten or fifteen meters away from me was the train, or rather the shape of a train covered in smoky darkness. It was surrounded by trees and darkness, a lot of darkness. The valley was a real sea of darkness, where everything was made up of different degrees of darkness and the scant light afforded by the moon only managed to confuse the eye with its roguish play. If I could see properly, there was a big black steam engine driving the train that had arrived via the rails, a real museum piece. So black it looked like condensed night, like darkness cast in the shape of an engine. There was a dark line of goods wagons behind it. Those were still left on the rails, but the engine stood in the snow between the spruce trees. Its long black bumpers stretched towards me like the paws of a beast. I only saw completely clearly the plough-like metal contraption in front of it that was probably intended to remove obstacles off the rails; it had snow and twigs heaped on it now.


  Perhaps they were founding a kind of steam engine museum out here, I reasoned weakly.


  I wished my head wouldn’t ache so furiously; even a slight migraine hampered logical thinking and easily made me do foolish things. (When Rupert was six years old I had for instance taken all the laundry out of the washing machine and directly off to the rubbish heap. Rupert had given me an enormous headache by pretending for three days in a row that our house was a space ship landed on Uranus—when I’d tried to open the windows, he had hysterically caught my hands and screamed something about a noxious atmosphere waiting outside.)


  “Hello!” I yelled and waved my hand. “Ahoy! You there in the engine! Have you seen my son? Stetson and a long coat. He’s not quite himself just now, and I think you ought to-”


  The engine spat thick smoke and howled. Its voice kept whirling around me and my ears rang as if my head had turned into the bell tower of an enormous cathedral. It was too dark to see inside the engine. The train itself seemed to stare at me with its lamp-eyes. It looked curious. If an inanimate machine can somehow look conscious, this one did.


  I stared at the big green-black mass of the engine, my head bent back, and tried to ignore my subjective feelings which were getting more irrational all the time. I felt I was being stared back at. Of course it was an engine driver looking at me from the cover of darkness, not the train itself, but the illusion was strong. And in certain hours of the night the human mind is apt to be carried off by subjectivity; perhaps this lack of objectivity has something to do with the phenomenon called biorhythms.


  “Hello! You ought to listen to me now, before anything unpleasant happens!”


  I took a few steps closer to the train. I wanted to see whether anybody was left in the engine. Perhaps the engine driver had by now noticed that something was going on and had gone off to examine the situation. I looked around myself.


  “Rupert! I’m here! Mother’s by the train! Don’t—don’t do anything at all!”


  I hoped my son—wherever he was hiding—would have the patience to keep his hands off the explosives as long as he knew I was close by.


  Then I stopped, confused.


  The train radiated incomprehensible coldness that penetrated all my clothes and burned my skin. I noticed the snow around the train was freezing to steely hardness, I heard the snow crackle as it hardened. The engine puffed and jerked a couple of meters forward, closer to me. The smoke spread everywhere into the darkness and added its own gauzy shade to it. The plough bit the snow. The engine’s hood pushed into the moonlight, the twigs swayed aside and I saw underneath the train’s turned-off lamp a sign with the number series “3159”.


  The comprehension emerged from some deep source inside me. What was before me was not exactly—at least not primarily—a train. It looked like a train, and to some extent is surely was a train, but its fundamental essence was one of those marginal things humans are not supposed to know about.


  I felt no need to scream in terror or otherwise turn hysterical. That would have been ridiculous. The existence of the apparition rather made me feel embarrassed, as if I had without knocking entered a room where somebody I thought I knew well (in this case, objective reality) was doing something quite strange and private. That apparition of a train was on its own strange business; it was following purposes incomprehensible to me. In the world of reason and logic it was a complete stranger, an uninvited guest, an embarrassing secret. A ghost from another time. Yes: I knew that engine. I knew its number, and I recognized the malicious consciousness it radiated.


  I’d seen it escape the rails and kill and then be destroyed itself. And now it was here before me anyhow. Why? Was I looking at the ghost of a train?


  “It’s the ‘Little Jumbo’,” a voice sounded somewhere behind me. “They were manufactured in the machine shops of Tampella, Lokomo and Frichs from the year 1927 to the year 1953. What’s the year now?”


  With stiff lips I uttered the year I thought correct, eyes frozen fast to the apparition standing before me. It was still staring at me with its lamp-eyes from between the shadowy spruce branches. Curious, hungry. The coldness of the engine flowed into my flesh, it was burning me like fire sculpted of ice, and by and by it seemed to me that if I didn’t leave its circle of influence soon, I was never going to move again.


  And that was precisely the train ghost’s intention. It was trying to bewitch and freeze me, to make me wonder about its nature and surrender myself to be its prey. And it was close to succeeding. I knew I should have turned my back to it and left, but I just kept staring at the iron dragon breathing irrationality and at its identification numbers. The sense of touch escaped my flesh, I thought I could hear even my skin crackle while it was freezing.


  3159, 3159, 3159 . . .


  “That kind has been taken out of service ages ago,” Rupert continued somewhere out of sight. “Over twenty years ago already. Consequently it’s here sometime before it was taken off. And now and then some come here to turn which haven’t even been made yet. That’s why I couldn’t find the picture of one of them in any books. That’s why watches don’t work here: this place is outside the timetables. They wake up on the rails and they break out of their own timetables and find a suitable blind track and come here, where ever or whenever they are.”


  “Whatever, Rupert,” I mumbled, lips numb with cold. I didn’t have the energy to try and understand his words. I only knew I was freezing to death. “Listen, are you really going to blow up that train?”


  After a moment’s silence Rupert answered: “This place is full of dynamite. It’s by the rails, in the trees, under the snow. I’ve spent several nights making preparations. I have to do it. Even if you are going to be angry.”


  “Can’t I stop you in any way? Reason with you? Make you realize how senseless this all is?”


  “No.”


  “Well then you’ve obviously got to do what you’ve got to do,” I muttered, relieved—the responsibility was no longer mine. I couldn’t take any more responsibility.


  The train blew smoke in the air, and its steam pistons became tense and started to push the wheels where they were fixed; it was preparing to chase me again, to make its kill. To murder me.


  I felt somebody gripping my shoulders. Rupert started to walk me away from there, fast. My feet had lost their strength to the cold, but Rupert was strong. The valley reverberated with the train’s hollow panting and the metallic screech of the steam machinery that was pushing it off.


  We got as far as the junipers, and Rupert threw himself in the snow and dragged me down with himself. My face thumped against the snow. I was too benumbed to soften my landing.


  “Mother, I ignited all the fuses,” my son whispered. “Hands to your ears!”


  “We have to talk about this when we get home,” I sighed. “Let’s drink cocoa and really talk with each other for once.”


  I thought there was something that I ought to have noticed and understood. Something to do with causes and consequences. If only my head hadn’t been aching so terribly.


  With the growing pounding in my head I hardly even heard the explosions that suddenly started to tear apart the valley, the trees and the train that had left its timetable.


  “We stood there an hour, hand in hand, and waited, Alice and I. Then we sat on the rails and waited yet another hour. The train didn’t come, the track stayed empty. I felt more and more miserable. My stomach was hurting and my head ached. “It’s not coming,” I said. “Let’s leave now.”


  Alice angrily plucked a golden lock off her head and pouted. “It’s not showing up, indeed. We have to come back tomorrow.”


  We went home, Alice disappointed and I feeling ill but relieved.


  In the night I woke up feeling that I could hardly breathe. Twinges of pain were stabbing my temples. My first thought was that Alice was dead. I fancied I remembered how the train had come and swerved off the rails and crushed Alice in front of my horrified eyes. The image was so vivid I started crying in my bed. And yet I also remembered that the train had never come and we had returned home in peace.


  In the morning I ran to see Alice; I had to make sure that she really was alive. She set about at once to get us going to the railway tracks, but I refused, even when she pressed me hard and called me a traitor and even a bad friend. She looked at me somehow strangely, and I knew something had changed between us.


  We were still friends, of course, and went around together, but day by day our friendship got thinner and we met more and more infrequently—the magic was gone. It was pretty much my fault—I couldn’t relate to Alice naturally anymore, for I remembered her dying that afternoon on the railway, even while I also remembered we’d come back home together. I remembered her funeral, I even remembered the place she was buried, and her gravestone and the golden letters on it, and yet she was sitting next to me in school.”


  —From the unwritten Dream Diary of E.N.


  That is the night I think I lost my son; I remember the night and the explosions, but after that—nothing. I don’t remember coming home. A few times I’ve tried to return by myself to look for that strange blind track in the forest, but every time I’ve been driven aside from the way and ended somewhere quite different.


  I remember Rupert’s birth. I remember him growing and his overactive imagination and the day he graduated from law school. I remember his love and the skull fracture that removed it from his head. I remember our night trip to the place where the trains turn, and that’s where I lost him in the worst way. All that I remember, but I also remember that I never had the child I wished for. My youth was spent in studying, and then I had to further my career. We often talked about children, I and my husband, but we put off the realization of the idea, and when we finally woke up to try, it was already too late.


  A few months ago I saw Gunnar in the television. He’d put on a lot of weight. I was startled; somehow I’d imagined he was dead. He spoke dryly about the big export sales his company had made, and I wondered whether he ever thought about the girl he had seduced by the railway tracks three decades since. So often had I wondered what would have happened if at the critical moment I’d prevented him from withdrawing and taken his seed and made him the father of my child. The thought had entered my mind at the time, however irrational and irresponsible it was. If I’d really done that, would the other line of my memories now be objective reality, not only subjective? Would Rupert now be objective reality?


  Remembering makes me feel ill, but I can’t help thinking of Rupert. He feels so real, often more real than this real life of mine. I remember how my figure got rounder and I took a taxi to the hospital and gave birth to my son, I remember the pain and the tears and the joy, when I received the little wrinkled human being in my arms. I remember the sour midwife and the hospital ward. And yet I know nothing like that happened to me—on the day Rupert was born I was on a business trip to Moscow, it’s documented. I remember that quite well, too, the small hotel room and the chambermaid I surprised as she was rummaging in my bag.


  Perhaps I’m crazy. How many sane persons have two sets of superimposed memories from 40 years’ time? Perhaps all those empty recollections that torment me are only the product of a brain that’s gone completely round the bend? That would be the easiest and also the most believable explanation—without one small problem: I could have invented Rupert, yes. He could very well be just a delusion, flung by an ageing woman suffering from childlessness into her past to soothe her pain. But what about the place where the trains turn? I do not have enough imagination to invent anything like that. I’m a very rational person, who keeps her feet closely and safely in the dust of the earth in all situations. Unlike some others, who used to let their imagination fly irresponsibly like a kite on a stormy Sunday afternoon; such was my lost son Rupert. The place where the trains turn could only have been invented by Rupert himself, and he couldn’t have done that if he himself were nothing more than my invention.


  I hunt my memories and study them from all angles, the way a scientist may collect and study extremely important samples. I draw charts of the two different lines of my life, they are sometimes hard to distinguish. And there is a pile of evidence on my desk:


  There is a phone number: there’s a lawyer called Birgitta Donner in Helsinki, but she has never heard of Rupert Nightingale.


  There is a Christmas card from Alice Holmsten, nowadays Frogge; she tells she’s married and works as a music teacher in a school in Turku. I hadn’t thought of her for years, but sometimes one receives cards from persons already forgotten even when there’s been no particular reason to remember them.


  There is a collection of short stories by Miriam Catterton that I bought yesterday from Houndbury Books. I’m not acquainted with Miriam, although I also have other kinds of recollections of her. Most people know her since she’s a teacher, but I don’t have children, and we’ve never even talked with each other. She seemed surprised when I phoned her this morning and introduced myself. I told her I’d read her book and been especially fascinated by one of the stories, the one that tells about a little boy called Robert who loves railways and whose imagination his overly rational mother Anna tries to repress.


  This is now quite silly, I explained, but I simply had to call and ask where you got the idea for Robert’s story.


  Well, where do ideas come from, generally, Miriam said, sort of embarrassed.


  They just are in the air. I often have dreams and I use them. For a couple of nights I dreamed about a little boy who loved railways, and it developed out of that, gradually.


  I’ve read the story through several times already, trying to decide which truth its existence proves.


  There’s also on my desk an article I clipped out from the newspaper 40 years ago and kept unto this day between the encyclopaedia pages. It tells about a whole goods train that vanished without a trace with its freight and engine driver somewhere in the Houndbury region. The authorities investigating the case were puzzled, but according to them it appeared probable that there was an extensive conspiracy of railway personnel behind the train theft—no way otherwise could such a crime be explained. The press clipping also seems to want to tell me something, but I’m not able to figure out how that event could be connected with Rupert’s disappearance, not yet.


  I cannot let him pass away out of my reach into final oblivion. I cannot give him back to Nothingness. That is why I continue with my investigations. I have to finally understand, to find him on the eternal circle of cause and consequence. For the sake of my son I go on with this, for his sake I write these thoughts of mine on paper.


  A BOX, A POCKET, A SPACEMAN


  E. Catherine Tobler


  The spaceman shows up on a hot summer afternoon, not in the dead of night when you’re crouched in the garden peering through a telescope that shows you the endless glories and wonders of the night sky. There’s no spaceship making a bright arc against a star-spangled sky. Just a man in a spacesuit, standing at the edge of your hammock. His presence reminds you school is over and relatives will be coming soon and you don’t want to see them. They will ask you who can’t see beyond the edge of your hammock about grades and ambitions and Plans For the Future. Aunt Fran is dead and there’s just no fixing it, but funerals help us move on, Mom says so, and Mom Knows Best. You don’t want to go, because going means it happened and going means something is over.


  You ask the spaceman where his blue box is and he stares at you like you’ve lost your entire mind, because boxes, he tells you in absolute certainty, are no good for space flight. Boxes are not geometrically synergistic, he tells you, whether cardboard or wood or blue. He doesn’t have any kind of an accent, no bow tie, no box, and he’s lost. He tells you he’s lost.


  This is just Earth, you tell him, and he says he knows that, how stupid do you think he is, he’s been here before, so many times before he knows Rubik’s Cubes and arcades and the way ugly yellow dish gloves will stick to your fingers and turn inside out if they’re too hot when you take them off. He remembers when an icy Big Gulp in a sweating plastic cup was the best part of summer—that’s why he’s here now, summer, and why it’s afternoon, and why—


  He looks over his shoulder and you, who had been plucking brows into perfect and silently sarcastic arcs in a handheld mirror while the hammock made its creak-creak-creak sound against the tree trunks, follow his gaze, because you expect robots or aliens or something to have followed him. Through a portal, from the oozing innards of a crashed spaceship, Beyond the Abyss of Time. You expect something hulking and green, or slimy and black. But there’s only the quiet fence-trimmed lane that runs alongside the bayou, bushes bending in a breeze. In the tall pecan tree, the swing moves of its own accord.


  This is Louisiana, you tell him, and smack the mosquito that alights on your leg. You brush away the bloody, black smear of the bug, then tuck your mirror and tweezers into the hammock pillows. And he knows it’s Louisiana, too, so you throw up your hands and tell him he’s not lost in the least bit, then, and to have a very good day indeed, don’t let the gate hit him on the way out. You don’t even think he’s a spaceman anymore, but then he’s closer than he was a blink ago. So close you can see the space dust on the shoulders of his strange suit. Space dust?


  Listen to me very carefully, he tells you—and this is rather something a spaceman should say, you’ve imagined it a hundred times, right before one arrives to carry you away (away, away, away, this is all you want). Listen to me very carefully, he says to you, because they will be here soon, and time is of the essence, you understand time, and of course you understand time. You roll your eyes and there’s something of a smile on his face, the same way there was when you asked where his box was.


  They will be here soon, you echo, and wriggle your fingers at him. Menacing. Can’t you do better than that, you ask. Is it hundred-foot tall robots? Is it slime-dripping, four hundred meter-tall monsters from an oceanic pit? Technically, he says, a crevasse—you can see the bayou, can you not, this is where the world is broken—and while they’ve been here all along, they’ve never come out, not until now, because of him. Right, you say, because of you. The Chosen One.


  Rather not, he says, and rolls his eyes just the way you did—is he learning things from you already? He’s not chosen, he tells you—no one is ever actually chosen, are they, he says, because that means someone else wanted them, and no, he is from a place where people do not want, even if they need, and that’s when you see the lostness in his eyes—I’m lost, he had said, and you don’t get it until right then.


  Okay then, you say. You’re lost, and they will be here soon, and why do you require my assistance, if that’s what you’re demanding, because this hammock is awfully comfortable, and you’ve got eyebrow arcs to perfect. But they’re already perfect, the spaceman says, and hauls you out of the hammock by your arm. Goddamn, you want to say, because the hammock was the whole of your summer plan, but in the next instant, the hammock vanishes. Every bit of fabric turns to ash in the summer air, dropping your mirror and tweezers to the lush grass that needed mowing a week ago. Oh, you say.


  And then it’s running. There’s no dissolving transporter effect, there’s no miraculous ship that appears in mid-air to stymie the as-yet-unseen threat. It’s just running, and you’re barefoot, because it was hammock time, and the lane that runs along the bayou is not without prickers and branches and is it alligator or opossum poo that’s made the ball of your right foot slick? You are relieved when you hit a patch of summer-dry dirt, because it dries out whatever’s stuck to you, but then it’s lumps of dirt and you’re behind the Saunders’ place, Bret always hitting clods of dirt out of his garden with his three iron.


  The spaceman pulls you into an overgrown camellia bush and smothers your mouth with his hand. He smells like hot, sun-simmered metal and in the close space, his eyes gleam like dimes under harsh southern-noon sunlight. He narrows them and looks at you, like he’s expecting a protest, despite the hand over your mouth. You say nothing, because that will teach him something, but then he smiles—a smile like a roll of dimes on their sides—and he nods, and his hand falls away.


  You remembered, he said, and you don’t question that, because right then—right the hell then!—the as-yet-unseen threat walks right past your hiding place. If you had said anything, they would have heard, so you say nothing, and you watch as the things walk past. You suppose it’s walking, at least for them. They don’t have legs so much as they have tentacles. Is that possible? How is that possible? Are tentacles geometrically synergistic?


  You really wish the spaceman had a box, because there, you’d be safe. You would be made to understand exactly what was going on—you would know the threat, you would have possible solutions spread before you, and all would be made well. Instead, you are crouched in a bush that has poison ivy knotted around its roots; instead, you are pressed against the side of a man who smells like metal and smiles like dimes, and your hammock has been vaporized and Aunt Fran is dead.


  The threat passes beyond the bush and the spaceman looks at you. He will give you objectives now, you think; he’ll explain everything, and you’ll do what needs doing, and then he’ll put your hammock back the way it was and Aunt Fran, too, because—


  It’s all just death, he tells you, and he opens a pocket of his spacesuit, because spacesuits have pockets, sure, and he shows you the thing that isn’t possible at all. The pocket opens into blackness, but the longer you look, the more stars begin to come out. Within that slit of black, pinpricks of starlight come to life, like cells dividing until they become something entirely Else and Other. The more your eyes adjust to the dark, pupils blown wide in the face of eternity, you see constellations you recognize—there’s Orion, and you know exactly where his nebula is, but how is it in a spaceman’s pocket, how is it. . .


  You stare at the spaceman, not understanding. You ask if he stole the stars, if he stole the universe, and he laughs. It’s not a happy sound; it’s not a laugh like you’ve ever heard and his metal-scented fingers seal up the pocket as quickly as they opened it. Everything was bigger on the inside, of course—this shouldn’t surprise you, even as it does. People, boxes, books, you opened them, they just went on and on and on, the way Louisiana summers do.


  All right, you say to him, all right. It’s all just death but right now, we’re not dead, right, tell me we aren’t dead, because if we’re dead—and here, your voice hitches the same exact way it did when Elizabeth gave you her phone number before summer break—if we’re dead. . . if we’re dead. . .


  We are not dead, the spaceman says, but neither are we exactly—


  He never finishes that sentence; the threat returns, slithering back up the bayou path, looking and looking, but never seeing exactly what they go past—you and the spaceman and the pocket universe—


  Neither are we exactly: corporeal, human, lost, ice cream, plans for the future, living, beyond the edge of the hammock—


  The summer afternoon snaps and you’re—


  The spaceman has been coming to Earth longer than you know; he never tells you how long, and you never ask. He shows up three times that you remember, and each time, he tries to tell you something you never understand. Mostly, you wonder if he can solve the physics midterm you have next week. He shows no inclination toward this, more intent on the chocolate malt sitting between you and the straw that stands suspended in its frozen middle.


  One day, he says.


  Today? you ask.


  One day, he says again, everything will make sense and you will remember.


  And this is what visitors from the stars are supposed to say, so you go with it. They know things, visitors from the stars. They know that one doesn’t actually fly about space in a box; they know that bringing people back to life is impossible; they don’t know that Mentos plus Coke equals explosion and don’t know the same thing happens with vinegar and baking soda. This is why your mother doesn’t let you in the kitchen.


  What day do you suppose that will be? you ask him.


  Why does it matter what day, he says. The day will be the day and that’s all. Knowing ahead of time won’t help you.


  You mash the paper down the length of a second straw and add the straw to the malt. You push the straw wrapper to the side, but his eyes swing to it. His eyes are ordinary, he’s ordinary, until he dips a finger into the ice water and carries a droplet of water to the straw wrapper. This water droplet falls, precise, onto the paper, and the paper wriggles like it’s a worm. Every ridge you scrunched into it comes undone. When the paper stops moving, it’s just soggy paper flat against the Formica tabletop.


  Well, that’s disappointing, he says, and reaches for another straw.


  You snatch it from his hands, wanting to undisappoint him.


  You tear this one carefully open, pull the straw out, and set it aside. You fold the paper in half and again and again, over and around until you hold a small paper heart within your hands. You show it to him, but do not offer it.


  He reaches for the malt, pulling it close enough to suck on one of the straws. He freezes his brain with the sweet chocolate as you lean across the table, open his pocket, and slide the straw-paper heart inside.


  It’s no ordinary pocket—it’s not filled with lint or keys or identification, because he’s a spaceman. He has space in his pockets. He opens his pocket and it’s black as night inside. You think you see the entire universe in there.


  At the least, you watch the straw-paper heart free fall into all that sky


  (is it still sky when it’s beyond the sphere of earth?


  is it still sky when it holds all the stars and galaxies and nebulas that ever were?)


  and you know today is the day after all. You know exactly what he means and the world snaps again and you’re—


  On the swing, but not swinging. You’re just sitting there, because it’s too hot to move. Your shorts are rucked up against your sweaty thighs and you nearly can’t breathe. You hate this place and it will never be home, but right now, when a breath of air moves the swing and the you and the branches above, you like it well enough, and then there’s the spaceman.


  He’s standing by the trunk of the tree, his hand pressed over a pocket in his spacesuit and you think he will smell like metal. You drop off the swing, bare feet in cool grass that needed mowed a week ago, and walk toward him. You think his pockets will be filled with stars and forever, but when he lifts his hand, there’s only something like blood filling his pocket. You think he should slump to the ground, the way he’s losing blood, the way the warm summer-metal smell of him permeates the air, but he grabs you by the arm and you’re off, down the bayou path before he’s said a word to you. Slipping feet, clods of dirt, and he yanks you into the overgrown camellia while the as-yet-unseen threat slides right by again.


  Hello, you say to him when the threat has passed.


  If only I had a box, he says to you, and he goes unconscious and limp in the camellia. He is dead, you are positive he is dead, because it’s all death, he said so and Aunt Fran proved it, and—Your ankle brushes the poison ivy and you wince but you don’t exactly care. You’re already reaching for the spaceman’s pocket, pushing it open with your sweat-slick fingers so you can see how it’s bigger on—


  There’s only ruined flesh beneath your fingers. Your skin tingles as the spaceman’s blood moves into every fingerprint; it’s not red, it’s not blue, it’s not even ghastly green. It’s no color, but it feels like hot ice burning your fingerprints away. You wipe the blood down the matte material of his spacesuit and stare at your fingers. The prints are gone, your skin as smooth as the skin that runs the length of your forearm. Oh, shi—


  Sorry, sorry, he says. Other pocket, other pocket!


  There is another pocket, but you don’t dare look in it. You press a hand over his apparent wound and the pocket both and you can feel something moving inside. You have never touched a pregnant woman—Aunt Fran told you how presumptuous that was—but you imagine it would feel like this, something alive moving just beneath the skin, just beneath the sky—the sky moving just beneath the skin—


  If only you had a box, you think, and you watch the threat slither past outside the bush once again. Stupid aliens, why are they always so stupid, and humans so clev—


  But even as you think this, the branches of the bush part, and oh, they’ve found you. They have found you and will eat you while you’re still alive unless you and the spaceman vanish the way your hammock did. But you don’t vanish.


  The aliens haul you out of the bushes and they are the worst thing you have ever seen. They are the image of every pet you ever loved, mashed into one terrible thing that should never have lived. They haul you and the spaceman to the edge of the bayou and the stench and bugs are nearly enough to knock you unconscious. You almost wish for that, because it would be better than looking into your puppy’s eyes in that alien face, but all you can do is look.


  The spaceman has no gizmo that will save you or him or anyone. This, you tell the aliens, is clearly a misunderstanding. You ask them if they are lost and they stare at you.


  You can’t know where they got the images of your pets—there’s dogs and cats and even a gulping fish face goes by as they look at you—but you think if they knew well enough to get those faces, they know everything there is to know about you and earth and life, but mostly, they should know that everything that lives also dies. Every face they assume as their own is dead and gone and so very dead, skin long since rotted away, burned away, chewed away, and you see the flicker of the grave upon them then. If you know death, they should know death, and they do. Wet, dissolving death.


  The aliens come apart in a flood. They have no form but for that which you give them; they come apart in sticky rivers of ejaculate that whiten the edge of the bayou; they avalanche down the dirt and into the water, where they are nothing but an oily sheen. An alligator passes through, slicing the slick neatly in two.


  You stare at the spaceman, who stares back at you with his dime-eyes, and you have no actual idea what has just happened, only that he smiles at you, and you smile at him and say goddamn it you owe me a hammock. And possibly also Orion, he mutters before the world snaps again and you—


  You are sitting in the night-dark yard, telescope aimed at the endless glories and wonders of the night sky, bare feet curled into grass that should have been mowed a week ago. The night is too damn hot, but there should be a comet, a comet crossing through Orion’s belt, but you can’t find Orion’s belt, which is impossible, but also rather happening. You pull back from the lens, to scan the night sky and it’s just not there. It’s summer, you tell yourself, so there shouldn’t be an Orion at all, but it’s more than that.


  There’s a hole in the sky where the stars used to be; there’s a stretch of black that is like looking into a pocket that is like looking into a crevasse that just keeps going and going until it stops in a shine that looks like a smile of dimes turned on their sides and you think oh, spaceman, what the hell did you do, what did you do, and when can you do it again, because sometimes these glories and wonders are just too impossible to take, and you want to bundle every single star and paper heart into a pocket, seal it up, and never look at them again. If only, you think, you had a box, a pocket, a spaceman. But the night is warm and quiet around you, your hammock and aunt have dissolved, and you do not.


  THEY’RE MADE OUT OF MEAT


  Terry Bisson


  “They’re made out of meat.”


  “Meat?”


  “Meat. They’re made out of meat.”


  “Meat?”


  “There’s no doubt about it. We picked up several from different parts of the planet, took them aboard our recon vessels, and probed them all the way through. They’re completely meat.”


  “That’s impossible. What about the radio signals? The messages to the stars?”


  “They use the radio waves to talk, but the signals don’t come from them. The signals come from machines.”


  “So who made the machines? That’s who we want to contact.”


  “They made the machines. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Meat made the machines.”


  “That’s ridiculous. How can meat make a machine? You’re asking me to believe in sentient meat.”


  “I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. These creatures are the only sentient race in that sector and they’re made out of meat.”


  “Maybe they’re like the orfolei. You know, a carbon-based intelligence that goes through a meat stage.”


  “Nope. They’re born meat and they die meat. We studied them for several of their life spans, which didn’t take long. Do you have any idea what’s the life span of meat?”


  “Spare me. Okay, maybe they’re only part meat. You know, like the weddilei. A meat head with an electron plasma brain inside.”


  “Nope. We thought of that, since they do have meat heads, like the weddilei. But I told you, we probed them. They’re meat all the way through.”


  “No brain?”


  “Oh, there’s a brain all right. It’s just that the brain is made out of meat! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”


  “So . . . what does the thinking?”


  “You’re not understanding, are you? You’re refusing to deal with what I’m telling you. The brain does the thinking. The meat.”


  “Thinking meat! You’re asking me to believe in thinking meat!”


  “Yes, thinking meat! Conscious meat! Loving meat. Dreaming meat. The meat is the whole deal! Are you beginning to get the picture or do I have to start all over?”


  “Omigod. You’re serious, then. They’re made out of meat.”


  “Thank you. Finally. Yes. They are indeed made out of meat. And they’ve been trying to get in touch with us for almost a hundred of their years.”


  “Omigod. So what does this meat have in mind?”


  “First it wants to talk to us. Then I imagine it wants to explore the Universe, contact other sentiences, swap ideas and information. The usual.”


  “We’re supposed to talk to meat.”


  “That’s the idea. That’s the message they’re sending out by radio. ‘Hello. Anyone out there. Anybody home.’ That sort of thing.”


  “They actually do talk, then. They use words, ideas, concepts?”


  “Oh, yes. Except they do it with meat.”


  “I thought you just told me they used radio.”


  “They do, but what do you think is on the radio? Meat sounds. You know how when you slap or flap meat, it makes a noise? They talk by flapping their meat at each other. They can even sing by squirting air through their meat.”


  “Omigod. Singing meat. This is altogether too much. So what do you advise?”


  “Officially or unofficially?”


  “Both.”


  “Officially, we are required to contact, welcome, and log in any and all sentient races or multibeings in this quadrant of the Universe, without prejudice, fear, or favor. Unofficially, I advise that we erase the records and forget the whole thing.”


  “I was hoping you would say that.”


  “It seems harsh, but there is a limit. Do we really want to make contact with meat?”


  “I agree one hundred percent. What’s there to say? ‘Hello, meat. How’s it going?’ But will this work? How many planets are we dealing with here?”


  “Just one. They can travel to other planets in special meat containers, but they can’t live on them. And being meat, they can only travel through C space. Which limits them to the speed of light and makes the possibility of their ever making contact pretty slim. Infinitesimal, in fact.”


  “So we just pretend there’s no one home in the Universe.”


  “That’s it.”


  “Cruel. But you said it yourself, who wants to meet meat?


  And the ones who have been aboard our vessels, the ones you probed? You’re sure they won’t remember?”


  “They’ll be considered crackpots if they do. We went into their heads and smoothed out their meat so that we’re just a dream to them.”


  “A dream to meat! How strangely appropriate, that we should be meat’s dream.”


  “And we marked the entire sector unoccupied.”


  “Good. Agreed, officially and unofficially. Case closed. Any others? Anyone interesting on that side of the galaxy?”


  “Yes, a rather shy but sweet hydrogen-core cluster intelligence in a class-nine star in G445 zone. Was in contact two galactic rotations ago, wants to be friendly again.”


  “They always come around.”


  “And why not? Imagine how unbearably, how unutterably cold the Universe would be if one were all alone . . .”


  TIGER! TIGER!


  Elizabeth Bear


  What of the hunting, hunter bold?


  Brother, the watch was long and cold.


  What of the quarry ye went to kill?


  Brother, he crops in the jungle still.


  Where is the power that made your pride?


  Brother, it ebbs from my flank and side.


  Where is the haste that ye hurry by?


  Brother, I go to my lair—to die!


  —RUDYARD KIPLING


  It was in India, on the high Malwa Plateau in July of 1882, that I chanced to make the acquaintance of an American woman whom I have never forgotten and undertake an adventure which I have long waited to recount. The monsoon was much delayed that hot and arid summer, and war raged between the British and the Russians in nearby Afghanistan—another move on the chessboard of the “Great Game.” No end was yet in sight to either problem when I, Magnus Larssen, shikari, was summoned to the village of Kanha to guide a party in search of tiger.


  My gunbearer (who was then about fifteen) and I arrived some ten days before the shooters, and arranged to hire a cook, beaters, and mahouts and prepare a base of operations. On the first full day of our tenancy, I was sitting at my makeshift desk when “Rodney” came into my tent, ferment glistening in his brown eyes. “The villagers are very excited, sahib,” he said.


  “Unhappy?” I felt myself frown.


  “No, sahib. They are relieved. There is a man-eater.” He danced an impatient jig in the doorway.


  I raised an eyebrow and stretched in my canvas chair. “Driven to it by the drought?”


  “The last month only,” he answered. “Three dead so far, and some bullocks. It is a female, they think, and she is missing two toes from her right front foot.”


  I sipped my tea as I thought about it, and at last I nodded. “Good. Perhaps we can do them a favor while we’re here.”


  After some days of preparation, we took transportation into Jabalpur to meet the train from Bhopal. The party was to be seven: six wealthy British and European men and the woman, an American adventuress and singer traveling in the company of a certain Count Kolinzcki, an obese Lithuanian nobleman.


  The others consisted of a middle-aged, muttonchopped English gentleman, Mr. Northrop Waterhouse, with adolescent sons James and Conrad; Graf Baltasar von Hammerstein, a very Prussian fellow of my long acquaintance, stout in every sense of the word; and Dr. Albert Montleroy, a fair-haired Englishman, young around the eyes.


  As they disembarked from the train, however, it was the lady who caught my attention. Fair-haired, with a clean line of jaw and clear eyes, she was aged perhaps twenty-two, but her beauty was not the sort that required youth to recommend it. She wore a very practical walking dress in sage green, fashionably tailored, and her gloves and hat matched her boots very well. I noticed that she carried her own gun case as well as her reticule.


  “Ah, Magnus!” Von Hammerstein charged down the iron steps from the rail coach and clasped my hand heavily, in the European style. “Allow me to present your charges.” Remembering himself, he turned to the American, and I saw that she was traveled enough to recognize his courtesy. “Fraulein, this gentleman is the noted author and hunter of heavy game, Mr. Magnus Larssen. Magnus, may I present the talented contralto, Miss Irene Adler.”


  “So what is this I hear about a mankiller, shikari?” The older Waterhouse boy, James, was talking. “On the train, we heard a rumor that a dozen men had been found mauled and disemboweled!”


  “Lad,” his father warned, with a glance to the woman. She looked up from her scarcely touched sherry.


  I think Miss Adler winked. “Pray, sir, do not limit the conversation on my behalf. I am here to hunt, just as the rest of you, and I have visited rougher surroundings than this.”


  Montleroy nodded in the flicker of lantern light. The boys had collected the supper dishes, and we were each relaxing with a glass. “Yes, if we’re to have a go at this man-eater, let’s by all means hear the details. It’s safest and best.”


  “Very well,” I allowed, after a moment. “There have been three victims so far, and a number of cattle. It seems that the tigress responsible is wounded and taking easy prey. All of the bodies have been mauled and eaten; that much is true. The details are rather horrible.”


  Horrible indeed. The eyes had been eaten out of their heads, and the flesh off the faces. The bodies had been dismembered and gnawed. If it had not been for the fact that the only prints close to the bodies were those of the wounded tiger, I might have been tempted to think of some more sinister agency: perhaps agents of a Thuggee cult. I was not, however, about to reveal those facts in mixed company, Miss Adler’s high opinion of her own constitution notwithstanding.


  Across the room, I saw the younger Waterhouse boy, Conrad, shudder. I shook my head. Too young.


  Thick leaves and fronds brushed the flanks of our elephants as they stepped out of the cool of the jungle and into more dappled shade. The ground cover cracked under their feet as we emerged from the sal trees into a small meadow. From there, we could catch a glimpse of the grasslands sweeping down a great, horseshoe-shaped valley to the banks of the Banjar River.


  “This heat is beastly, Mr. Larssen!” the count complained.


  I glanced across the red-and-gold knotted carpets spanning the broad back of the elephant we shared with Miss Adler. I sweated even in my shaded perch, and I did not envy the mahouts perched astride the beasts’ necks in the brutal light of the sun, but I presumed they must be more accustomed by blood and habituation to this barbarous calescence. “It is India, Count,” I replied—perhaps more dryly than necessary.


  “And the insects are intolerable.” Kolinzcki’s humor did not seem to extend to irony. I raised an eyebrow and returned my attention to the trail, keeping my pot gun to hand and an eye out for edible game, as the beaters took a large portion of their pay in meat.


  My mind drifted as I sought any spoor or scat of our quarry. A strange, oppressive silence hung on the air, and there was no trace of moisture upon the breeze. I felt a chill of unease upon my neck—or perhaps it was only the shade of the trees as our mounts carried us back down the jungle trail.


  I felt the need to break the uncanny quietude. “The tiger,” I said to Miss Adler and her companion, “is the true king of the jungle. No mere lion can compare to him for ferocity, intelligence, or courage. He fears nothing and will easily turn the tables on a hunter.”


  “That is why we ride elephants?” The Lithuanian’s accent could have been better, but his speech was comprehensible.


  I nodded. “Tigers respect elephants, and the reverse is true as well. One will not trouble the oth—”


  A great outcry among the monkeys and the birds in the jungle on our left ended my lecture. I heard an intermittent crashing in the bamboo as an antelope sprinted away. Our tiger was on the move.


  Our beaters fanned toward the jungle, several of them disappearing from sight among the trees. One or two glanced back at us before vanishing into the brush, understandably apprehensive: there was at least one tiger in that cover who had learned the taste of man.


  I directed the mahouts back to the clearing, where we could intercept the line of beaters. The good doctor and von Hammerstein were mounted on the second beast, and Mr. Waterhouse with his two sons rode the final one. Rodney walked alongside with a cargo of rifles. Count Kolinzcki fumbled with his gun, and I made a note to myself to keep an eye on the Lithuanian, in case he should require assistance. Miss Adler quietly and efficiently broke her under/over Winchester and made it ready on her own.


  We reached the clearing in good order and took a moment to array ourselves. The cries of the beaters rang out—“bAgha! bAgha!”—“Tiger! Tiger!”


  She was within their net and moving toward us. Miss Adler drew a deep breath to steady herself, and I restrained myself from laying a hand on her shoulder to calm her. A glance at her lovely face, however, showed only quiet resolve.


  Von Hammerstein also readied his gun, as did the Waterhouses and the doctor. Not intending to shoot, I foolishly failed to exchange the bolt-action .303 Martini-Lee for my double rifle.


  The moment stretched into silence. I found myself counting my breaths, gaze fixed on the wall of brush. “Mir Shikar,” von Hammerstein began—luckily, for as I turned toward my stout and stalwart old friend, I saw the tigress lunge.


  The tricky old killer had somehow doubled back and come up upon our flank. She was too close, perhaps a stride away. She made one gigantic bound out of the brush and was airborne even as I whipped my rifle around.


  In that instant, my eye photographed her—the twisted forefoot, the sad traces of mange and hunger, the frantic golden eye—and my finger tightened on the trigger.


  To no avail. With a hollow click, the rifle failed to discharge. It seemed an eon as I worked the bolt—jammed—and tossed it aside, extending my hand down to Rodney for the .534 Egyptian. In the instant before my fingers closed on the warm Turkish walnut of the stock, I heard two weapons roar and sudden plumes of acrid white smoke tattered in the hot breeze. The shots caught the tigress in side and breast, tumbling her over and backward.


  She dragged herself upright, and Mr. Waterhouse fired as well, squinting along the barrel like a professional as he put a third and final bullet into the defiant cat. She made a little coughing sound and expired, her body going fluid in each joint.


  I glanced around before sliding off my elephant. Miss Adler had broken her Winchester and was calmly replacing the cartridge she had expended into the creature’s breast. Von Hammerstein was also dismounting his beast, keeping his weapon at the ready in case he was forced to fire again.


  I bent over to examine the kill, and found myself straightening abruptly, scanning the jungle for any sign of movement. I saw only our returning beaters.


  Von Hammerstein saw it and laid a questioning eye on me.


  “Her teeth,” I said thickly. “There must be a second cat. This one might bring down a man, but she could never manage a bullock. Not with that crippled foot, and the ruined teeth.”


  It was then that I heard a sound like a throbbing drumbeat, distant but distinct. I did not know what made it, and my curiosity was piqued.


  I would give anything to have remained so ignorant.


  Three of the beaters did not come out of the woods, nor were their bodies found.


  A search until nightfall failed to turn up the men—or, in fact, any trace of a second tiger. Reluctantly, we reunited and turned for the camp, our beaters muttering in dissatisfaction. We resolved to resume the hunt in the morning, and hopefully find traces of the victims and whatever cat had taken them. Dr. Montleroy did get a lucky shot at a leopard, and brought it down, so we had two trophies: the elderly tigress, and a beautiful spotted cat perhaps seven feet in length.


  Dinner that night was a somber affair, despite the excellent food: bread of a flat sort stuffed with potato, vegetables curried with tomato and onion, mutton spiced and baked in a clay pot. It was a great relief when the Lithuanian Count pressed Miss Adler to entertain us by singing, and she obliged. Even without accompaniment, her contralto was superb and much relieved our heavy hearts.


  My sleep, when it came, was troubled by the sounds of a quiet argument nearby—the voice of Miss Adler demanding, “But you must give it back to me!” And a male rumble—stubborn, I thought—replying. A lovers’ quarrel, perhaps.


  I am not sure what brought me from my cot, other than the sort of prurience that a man does not like to admit. I wondered what he had of hers, of course, and a gentleman does not leave a lady alone in a tight spot, even when that lady is an adventuress.


  It was Kolinzcki whom she argued with, for I recognized his voice as I moved closer to the wall of my tent, feeling my way barefoot in the unrelieved darkness. He switched languages, and she followed. I was surprised to be able to understand them somewhat, for I speak no Lithuanian. But the disagreement they conducted in low tones was in Russian, and that language I have a fair command of.


  “It was not yours to take,” Miss Adler whispered, urgency resonating in her trained voice. “Do you know what you’ll be unleashing?”


  “It is unleashed already,” Kolinzcki replied. “I merely bring our noble friends the means to control it.”


  She sighed, the harsh Russian tongue taking on a certain fluidity when she spoke it. “It is not so simple as that, and you know it. It will be a great embarrassment for my friends in Prague if I cannot return their property. If it seems they are cooperating with the Tsar, it will go hard for them.”


  He was silent, and she continued in a voice I barely heard under the sawing of insects. “Have I not done everything you asked?”


  It was obvious to me that the Count was blackmailing the lovely singer, and I made up my mind to intervene. But as my hand was on the tent flap, I heard again the low, resonant throbbing that had so startled us in the afternoon. Outside, Miss Adler gave a little cry of surprise, and as I came around the corner to confront them, I heard him say in English, “And that is the reason why I cannot oblige you, my dear, as well you know. Perhaps when we are back in civilized lands, we can discuss this again.”


  She stepped close to him and laid her hand on his arm. “Of course, darling.”


  Then perhaps a lovers’ quarrel after all, and already made up for. Silent in bare feet, I returned to my sleepless bed, unaccountably disappointed, and harboring suspicions I did not care to address. Who was I, a Norwegian, to care what alliances and wars the Tsar and the British Queen make against and upon each other? They seemed determined to tear Afghanistan in two between them, in their so-called Great Game: an endless series of imperialist intrigues and battles. A game, to my eye, whose chiefest victims were simple folk like my Rodney. The best the rest of us—I thought then—could manage was a sort of detached distaste for the whole proceedings.


  The morning found us all awake early and unsettled. It was bold young James Waterhouse who sought me out before we mounted our elephants. “Shikari,” he said—they had picked up the usage from von Hammerstein and thought it delightfully quaint. “Did you hear that noise again last night?”


  I hesitated. “The drumming? I did indeed.” I said no more, but he must have noted my frown.


  He pressed me. “That wasn’t an animal noise, was it? I heard it when we killed the tiger.”


  It had absorbed my thoughts through the night, when I wasn’t distracted by the implications of the argument between the Lithuanian—or perhaps not Lithuanian—Count and the fair Miss Adler. It wasn’t quite exactly a drumming: it was more a . . . heartbeat. It was true; it didn’t sound like an animal noise. But it didn’t sound precisely like a human noise either.


  “I don’t know,” I answered uncomfortably. “I haven’t heard it before.” I turned to aid Miss Adler in climbing the rope ladder to our elephant. Truthfully, the count required more assistance, and as I helped him up, his waistcoat gaped and I noticed the golden hilt of a dagger secreted within it. Great-grandfather’s hunting knife, no doubt: too showy, but not a bad precaution. He rose a bare notch in my estimation.


  There were some clouds on the horizon, and I thought the wind might carry a taint of moisture. I was eager to find the second cat and travel deeper into the jungle, perhaps to seek a third. We were past due for weather, and monsoon would mean the end of our hunt.


  My party were on edge, made nervy no doubt both by the loss of the beaters the day before and by the close call with the tiger. Still no sign had been found of the missing men—even of a scuffle—and I found myself tending toward the explanation that they had deserted. Conrad seemed spooked, and I permitted the brothers to ride my elephant while Miss Adler and her escort traveled with Mr. Waterhouse.


  Instead of skirting the forest, we resolved to plunge into it, and search among the bamboo and the sal trees for the second man-eater. I found myself eager as a young man, and by the time we broke for luncheon we had covered some miles into the thicker part of the forest. We found a little clearing in which to enjoy our cold curry and venison with the native bread. I sat beside von Hammerstein, while noting that Miss Adler had taken a place some distance from her Count. I wondered.


  I kept the Egyptian close to hand, in case our man-eater should be drawn out by the scent of food or prey, but lunch passed uneventfully. We resolved to take a short siesta on the grass in the appalling heat of the afternoon with some of the beaters standing guard.


  I again caught a glimpse of clouds massed on the horizon, but they seemed no closer than they had been in the morning, so I determined that we should press on after resting, but I must have dozed. I was awakened with a start by the sound of crashing in the brush—something sprinting straight for us. I scrambled to my feet, clutching my rifle. I noticed that the rest had dozed as well—except Miss Adler, who was on her feet, straightening from adjusting the Count’s jacket, and loyal Rodney, who was chatting with one of the beaters in their native Hindi.


  I brought my weapon to bear on the sound. The beaters moved rapidly out of the line of fire, and I did not spare a glance for the others.


  It was no tiger that broke the screen of trees, but a man, ragged and hungry looking, on the verge of exhaustion, bare feet bloodied as if from some long journey. He did not look Indian but rather Arab—Afghan, perhaps? I cautiously lowered my rifle, and he collapsed at my feet with a cry.


  He babbled a few words in a tongue I did not understand. I again shifted my estimation of Count Kolinzcki, as I noticed it was he who first came to the man’s side, bending over him. I watched warily for a moment. The Arab seemed no threat, however, and I gestured Rodney to bring water as I crouched beside him as well. My bearer had just begun to cross the clearing, leaving his post at my shoulder, when the eldest elephant threw up her trunk and trumpeted in alarm.


  A stray breeze brought a whiff of scent to my nostrils: char and hot metal. I cast about for any sign of smoke and noticed the elephants rocking nervously. It seemed obvious to me at that time that they had scented fire, for I knew then of no beast that could so disturb them.


  I was both right and wrong.


  “Mount!” I cried. The Waterhouses began immediately to move toward the elephants while Dr. Montleroy and von Hammerstein helped the beaters grab up our possessions. I reached down with some thought of assisting the prostrate Arab, but Kolinzcki was already dragging him to his feet.


  The Arab grabbed Kolinzcki by the collar, and the fat Count knocked his grubby hand aside. And then, looking startled and sick, the Count pressed his right hand to his breast, with the expression of a man who realizes that his watch has gone missing from his waistcoat.


  I remembered the argument of the night before, and Miss Adler bent over his supine form as he slept, but the rush of events did not permit me to inquire.


  I barely caught a glimpse of it before it was among us: it came silent as a wisp of smoke, disturbing the vines and brush not at all. It glowed, even in the incandescence of the afternoon, with a light like a coal, and across the back it bore stripes like char. It possessed the rough form of a tiger, but it stank like a forest fire and its maw was a lick of flame.


  It sprang to the back of the smallest elephant with an easy leap, transfixing Conrad Waterhouse with its burning gaze. Even as the elephant panicked, he froze like a bird charmed by a snake. The Creature’s blazing claws scorched down her sides, leaving rents in her thick hide that I wouldn’t have credited to an ax. She screamed and reared up, ponderously reaching over her shoulder in an attempt to dislodge the predator. Her panic knocked Conrad from his feet, and I did not see him move again. His brother lunged across the path of the Creature to shield the fallen boy with his body: a brave and futile gesture.


  The Creature avoided the elephant’s wild blows contemptuously, plunging to the soft earth like a cannonball as all three of our mounts stampeded and the injured elephant’s foot struck James.


  The beaters and mahouts scattered. The Creature casually disemboweled the closest man: it never even turned its head, already gathering itself for another pounce. Even as I leveled my weapon I knew it was hopeless. I squeezed the trigger and the rifle hammered my shoulder once, and again. Rodney sprinted back to me, my Purdey clutched in his hand. He had two cartridges between his fingers, drawn from the loops on his vest, and he had the rifle broken, loading both barrels simultaneously as he ran.


  The good doctor stood rooted in shock. I heard the report of von Hammerstein’s gun and, a second later, that of Miss Adler’s. I released my empty weapon as Rodney, spitting fragments of words in his excitement, smoothly handed me the replacement. Mr. Waterhouse was turning to cover the beast with shaking hands, unable to fire as long as we stood behind it, craning his neck in an attempt to see both the quarry and his two sons.


  The animal stalked forward, opening its flame-rimmed maw, and I heard again the sound I had compared to the pounding of drums or the throb of a mighty heart. The roar went on and on, and my heart quailed and my hands shook as it slunk one pad-footed step forward.


  I readied my useless weapon, determined to die fighting, and Miss Adler loosed her second shot. The bullet ruptured the hide of the beast and a ripple shuddered across its surface as if she had tossed a rock into water. A few spattering droplets of fire shot up, falling to the grass, where they smoked and vanished.


  Count Kolinzcki staggered back, down on one knee in fright and despair, his hand dropping from his breast to fumble with his weapon. Von Hammerstein held his fire. I knew he would be waiting for a shot at the eye—a forlorn hope, but the one I clung to as well.


  The thunder of hooves spoiled my aim. I raised my gaze from my gun sight to witness the arrival of the proverbial cavalry. A lathered bay gelding—of Arab stock, to guess by its small stature and luxurious mane—charged out of the bamboo in full flight. Its flanks heaved and blood-flecked foam flew from its bit. On its back was a mustachioed officer, who hauled up short on the reins and virtually lifted his mount into the air.


  It was a prodigious leap: the little horse’s hindquarters bunched and released, and it sailed up and over the back of the Creature. The tigerlike thing twisted in a fruitless attempt to score the horse with its claws, and then recoiled as the rider hurled some sort of pouch at its face. Whatever it was, it hurt! The Creature throbbed again, searing the depths of my ears, and turned and bounded away.


  The officer hauled his horse to a stop and whirled it about on its haunches—an unequaled display of horsemanship. The little bay half reared in protest of the hard handling, and then settled down, pawing and snorting.


  The officer gentling it with a hand on its neck was a man of middle years, his hair iron gray as was his copious mustache. He had a high forehead and a sensual twist to his mouth, and his eyes glittered still with the excitement of the hunt.


  At the appearance of the officer, the Arab turned as if to flee, and almost ran directly into me. He still wove on his feet, and I detained him easily enough.


  “Sir,” Miss Adler said, first in command of her wits, “we are indebted to you beyond any repayment.”


  “Miss,” he replied, “it is my privilege to serve. And now we must be away, before it returns.”


  I identified the British insignia upon his uniform. “Colonel, I thank you as well. I am Magnus Larssen, these good people’s guide. We have wounded.” The beater who had been disemboweled by the Creature was dead or dying quickly, but I could see James picking himself up painfully, his father crouching beside him with an expression of terrible grief. Dr. Montleroy was already trotting to their side.


  “Colonel Sebastian Moran, Her Majesty’s First Bengalore Pioneers,” he said. I noticed that in addition to a sidearm and saber, there was an elephant gun sheathed on his saddle in much the fashion that the Americans carry their buffalo rifles.


  Von Hammerstein and Rodney were crouched where the Creature had been. Rodney held up a burst leather water bottle: the object that the colonel had thrown in its face.


  “There’s no spoor, sahib,” Rodney said. “It leaves no marks in the grass. Like smoke. There are”—a silence—“specks of molten lead.” Bullets, he did not say.


  I felt a cold, thickening sensation in my belly: fear.


  “Shikari,” began the colonel, but then he hesitated with a glance to the grief-stricken father, and began to dismount and unlimber his gun. “The young man looks well enough to ride. Have him sling the boy over my saddle. We must make it to the river by nightfall.”


  He spared a glance for the Arab, and another caress for the exhausted horse. “This man is my prisoner. I pursued him from the border, and I will be bringing him back with me.”


  Kolinzcki, rising to his feet, seemed about to protest, but something in the glitter of the colonel’s eyes silenced him. For myself, I merely nodded, and went with von Hammerstein to collect the casualties.


  The events of that afternoon return to me now only as a heat-soaked blur. We walked only when we could run no longer. Waterhouse clung to the stirrup of the colonel’s horse, trotting alongside it as he steadied his sons. Conrad still breathed, but he had not regained consciousness, and I believed James was suffering an internal injury: he grew ever whiter and more silent, and most of our water went to him.


  I knew the Creature stalked us, as wounded cats will, for every so often I caught a taste of its red scent upon the breeze, and the gelding was hot-eyed and terrified. I feared the poor beast’s wind was broken: it wheezed through every breath and staggered under its double burden, but it kept up gamely.


  The colonel had bound the Arab’s hands before him with a leather strap. Through this means, Moran contrived to keep the prisoner upright and moving, although he was staggering from exhaustion.


  I came up beside him when we had not been moving long and leaned into his ear. “The Arab is a Tsarist agent?”


  “Of a sort,” he said, one wary eye on the individual in question. “A tribal shaman. A personage. And an Afghan, not an Arab.” He raked me with a sidelong glance and I nodded to encourage his discourse. “He was traveling to India with an entourage. We stopped the rest at the border, but this one got through. Fortunately, I’ve apprehended him before . . .” His voice trailed off. “What are your politics, Larssen?”


  “I haven’t any.”


  He grunted. “Get some.” And walked away.


  My especial burden was the fat Count, who staggered along in our wake and complained. Miss Adler kept along nicely, bearing her own distress very well, despite suspicious looks from the Count. Almost, I thought he was about to break into open argument with her, but he directed a hard look at Moran and kept his comments to the heat.


  Finally, in the haze of heat and despair, Moran turned on the Count. “If you don’t stop whining, I’ll send you back in pieces!” he snapped, shaking his gun for emphasis.


  The Count halted. “A common Englishman does not call me a fool!” he replied sharply. “I am accustomed to a dignified pace, and if this Norwegian idiot had not led us into the lair of monsters”—a rude gesture in my direction—“we’d all be bathed and fed by now!”


  The colonel’s prisoner chose this moment to break in, gesticulating and seeming to berate the Count, shrieking in anger. The Count listened for a moment, and shook his head. He glanced around in appeal. “Do any of you understand this barbarian?” he asked, glancing from one to another.


  None answered, but Moran’s eyebrow rose in silent speculation.


  Night came on more quickly than I could have imagined. My feet were bloody in my boots, and sun blisters rose along the length of my nose where my helmet did not shade it. I grew deaf to the hum of insects, the chatter of monkeys and birds. The sole promise of relief was the black storm front piling up on the horizon: the long-overdue monsoon, racing northward to greet us. Whenever I found the strength to raise my head, I glanced at those bulging clouds, prayerful, but they never seemed closer. As if some invisible army held them besieged, they roiled and tore, but could not advance.


  Dr. Montleroy sought me out as the afternoon waned into evening. “I’m going to lose James unless I can get him to help, and quickly. I may anyway, but there’s still time to try.”


  “What does his father say?” I croaked.


  “He knows,” Montleroy answered, with a glance over his shoulder to the white-faced man. “It is one son or neither.”


  I nodded once. “Take all the water. Go.”


  We pulled Conrad down off the exhausted gelding over James’s feeble protests, and the good doctor swung up behind. Moran poured water for the horse into his hat, and the animal sucked it up in a single desperate draft. “Go like the wind,” he said to it, and slapped it hard across the flank. It startled and bolted, Montleroy and James bent low over its neck.


  “Godspeed,” said Miss Adler from beside me. I glanced around in surprise. It was then that I noticed that the Count was missing.


  No one had seen him fall behind, and we could not turn back. Mr. Waterhouse, von Hammerstein, and I took turns carrying Conrad, who drifted in a fever. He mumbled strange phrases in a language I had never heard, but which seemed to discomfit Moran’s prisoner greatly.


  The prisoner attempted to speak to me, but I could only shake my head at his foreign tongue. He tried von Hammerstein as well, to equally little avail, and Moran did not interfere. I had the distinct impression that the colonel watched out of the corner of his eye, as if observing our faces for any sign of comprehension, but the chattering of the monkeys meant more, at least to me.


  With her paramour gone, Miss Adler stalked up to the front of the group. It was she who first identified the clearing where we had killed the tigress. We paused for breath, and the prisoner threw himself down in the long grass and panted.


  “Two more miles to the river,” she said, in a flat and hopeless tone, resting the Winchester’s stock on the ground. Moran glanced from her to the rapidly darkening sky and grunted. Waterhouse’s face clenched in terror and I knew it was not for himself that he feared.


  “We could try to run it,” offered von Hammerstein. He shifted the still form of Conrad Waterhouse on his shoulder and stared out toward the grasslands, a calculating look on his face. “Could you keep up, miss?”


  The woman frowned. “I daresay.” She bent down to unlace her boots while Rodney held the Winchester. She stepped out of them and knotted them over her shoulder.


  The monkeys fell silent. The prisoner started up, eyes staring, and he cried aloud—“Ia! Ia Hastur cf’ayah ‘vugtlagln Hastur!”—and then, in mangled Hindi, “The burning one comes!” His eyes shimmered insanely. His voice was exultant. I wondered why he had not spoken Hindi before, at least to myself or Rodney.


  “Run,” Moran shouted, yanking on the leather strap, and we ran.


  The six of us, Moran dragging his captive, pelted out of the sal and down the slope of the land toward the riverbank. Around us the grass burned from gold to bloody in the light of the sunset. An enormous orb, already half concealed by the horizon, lit the scene like the plains of hell.


  I ran with my hand clenched on my rifle, heedless of clutching grasses. Rodney darted ahead with one hand on von Hammerstein’s arm, nearly dragging the laden man. Conrad bounced on his back, voice raised in a peculiar shriek, raving a string of words that pained my ears.


  The ground blurred under my feet, and as I passed Miss Adler I caught her elbow and dragged her along—she was running well, but my legs were longer. Ahead of me, I saw Moran give an assisting shove to Waterhouse and turn around to yank the leather strap again. His prisoner simply piled into him, swinging his hands like a club, teeth bared to bite.


  “The dagger!” he shrieked in broken Hindi, foam flying from his teeth. “You fool, or it will have us all!”


  Moran moved with the speed of a man half his age. “Go on,” he yelled at me as I moved to help him. He ducked under the prisoner’s swing and brought his gun butt up under the man’s jaw. As I pelted past, the Arab tumbled boneless to the ground, and Moran raised his weapon.


  I flinched, expecting a shot, but Moran snarled as he hauled the prisoner to his feet.


  I caught my breath in my teeth. It hurt. “Not . . . going to make it,” Miss Adler groaned between breaths.


  A lone tree rose before us as I stole a glance over my shoulder. We were less than halfway to the river, and I could see the red glow of the sunset matched by an answering inferno only yards behind.


  Von Hammerstein and Waterhouse had reached the same conclusion, for as we drew up we saw them crouched in the grass. Rodney stood just behind them, his eyes very white and wide in his mahogany face. He clapped my shoulder as I passed him, and I realized that he was younger than Conrad Waterhouse, over whose raving form he stood guard.


  “Good lad,” I said to him, which seemed wholly inadequate, and I came and stood beside him. I remembered that we had given all our water to James, and nevertheless I found my fear lifting. I was resigned.


  Moran came up to us and took in the situation with a nod. We turned at bay, the devil before us and the sunset at our backs.


  It let us see it coming—a glowing specter in the darkness, a demon of flame and fear. It leaped through the tall grass toward me—a bound of perhaps forty feet. I caught a very clear view of it as it gathered itself. Flaming eyes glittered at me with unholy intelligence in the moment before it leaped.


  I felt something rise in my heart under that regard, an antique horror such as I had never known, and I heard Waterhouse whimper—or perhaps I myself moaned aloud in fear. Words seemed to form in my mind, words of invocation that I both knew and did not know, powerful and ancient and evil as maggots in my soul: “Iä! Iä Hastur . . .”


  I emptied the .534 at it, to no effect. Beside me, I heard von Hammerstein’s gun choke and roar twice. He reached for a second one. The reek of powder hung thick upon the air.


  The beast was in midair—it was among us—Conrad had risen to his feet with madness on his face and thrown himself at Rodney. Waterhouse caught the blow, staggered, and bore the boy over onto the ground, kneeling on his chest and bearing his hands down only with great difficulty. Rodney never flinched.


  I dropped the empty weapon. “Boy. Gun!”


  Rodney snapped the Purdey into my hand, and I aimed along the barrel with a prayer to Almighty God on my lips. Moran was distracted from his prisoner, shaking his weapon loose and raising it in a futile and beautiful gesture. His luxurious mustache draped across the scrollwork on the gun as he sighted, and he placed two shots directly into the beast’s eye as it lunged.


  The flaming paw hurt not at all. It struck me high on the thigh, and I felt a distinct shattering sensation, but there was no pain. I lost the Purdey, and I saw poor Rodney hurled aside by a second thunderous blow. He fell like a broken doll, and he did not rise. Mr. Waterhouse started up to defend his boy, and was knocked backward fifteen feet into the tree before its next blow crushed von Hammerstein against the earth. I felt the impact from where I lay.


  Moran turned with his gun, coolly tracking the Creature. He did not see his prisoner rise up from the ground clutching a rock in his bound hands, and my shout came too late. Even as he spun, the villain laid him out.


  Then, suddenly, Miss Irene Adler was standing behind the prisoner, something glittering in her hand. She drew her arm back, and with a Valkyrie shout she plunged the Count’s dagger deep into the Arab’s back. The man stiffened, shuddered, and clawed, tied hands thrust into the air as if to drag Miss Adler off his back. I was eerily reminded of the poor, wounded elephant.


  He sagged to his knees as the Creature snarled its throbbing snarl and spun about on its haunches. It took a step toward Miss Adler and screamed as only a cat can scream.


  The prisoner fell to the ground dead, and Miss Adler stood defiant and braced behind the corpse, ready for whatever death might find her. Seeming unaffected by the death of the Arab, the Creature crouched to leap. Pain grinding in my broken leg, I started to drag myself upright with some futile idea of hurling myself on the thing.


  At that moment, the rain came.


  The monsoon was upon us like a wall of glass, and the Creature screamed again—this time, in agony. It turned this way and that, frantic to escape the raindrops, like a dog that seeks to elude a beating. Each drop sizzled and steamed as it struck, and with each drop the devil’s light flickered, spots appearing on its hide like the speckles on a coal sprinkled with water.


  It twisted about itself, shrieking, and finally seemed to collapse. A sickening scent of char rose from the wet ashes that were all that remained.


  My leg flared at last into agony, and a black tunnel closed upon my sight.


  I groaned and opened my eyes on a vision of bedraggled and ineffable beauty tucking a jeweled dagger into her reticule. There was a tarpaulin under me—wet, but drier than the ground—and another one hung over the branches of the tree to shield me from the worst of the rain. I recognized it as gear Rodney had carried. Moran lay beside me, under a blanket, quite still.


  She laid a damp cloth on my forehead and smoothed back my hair before she stood. “Your leg is broken. I beg you to forgive me for leaving you in such straits, Mr. Larssen. I assure you I will send help, but I must leave at once: it is a delicate matter, and vital to the security of a certain Baltic nobleman that the theft of this dagger from his household never be proven—either by the English or the Russians.”


  “Wait,” I cried. “Miss Adler—Irene—”


  “You may certainly call me Irene,” she replied, something like amusement in her voice. I saw that her gloves were burned through, and the palms of her hands were blistered.


  I tried for a moment to formulate a question, but words failed me. “What has happened here?” I finally asked her, trusting that she would understand.


  “I am afraid you have been rather overtaken by events, my dear Mr. Larssen . . . Magnus. As have we all. I came here to retrieve this dagger, which was stolen from a friend of mine. The rather vile Mr. Kolinzcki, whom I fear is neither a Count nor a Lithuanian but an agent of the Tsar, stole it and brought it here with the intention of providing it to this Afghan sorcerer.”


  She spurned the corpse with her toe.


  “For all I know, he intended some foul ritual of human sacrifice, which may have greatly discomfited the British army. At the very least, it seems to have had the power to control that.” She gestured expressively to the pile of ashes. “A pity I had to kill him. I imagine he would have befuddled British intelligence greatly, if they had the chance to interrogate him. But once I understood that he was somehow holding back the storm . . .”


  “Monsoon. If I may be so bold as to correct a lady.”


  “Monsoon.” She smiled.


  “But how? You cannot tell me how?” I wished I could grit my teeth against the pain in my leg, but they chattered so that I could not manage it. I did not look to where Rodney lay, out in the cold rain.


  “It seems that there are things in heaven and earth that lie beyond our ken as Western minds of scientific bent.”


  I nodded and a wave of pain and nausea threatened to overwhelm me. “The Count?” I asked.


  She lifted her strong shoulders and let them drop, her expression dark. “Left behind and eaten, I presume. I assure you that your assistance has been invaluable, and that the war in Afghanistan may now come to a close.”


  She set a pan of rainwater and a loaded pistol close by my hand. “The colonel is alive but unconscious—it seems the blow rendered him insensate.” A final hesitation, before she turned to go.


  She turned back, and seemed to study my face for a moment. I hoped I saw something like affection there. “I am also very sorry about Rodney.”


  It was a very long, cold night then, but the villagers and Dr. Montleroy came for me in the morning. We did not speak, then or ever, of the thing we had seen.


  James survived, although Conrad never regained himself. I had occasional dealings after with Colonel Moran, until he left the region for cooler climes. I understand he has come to a very bad end.


  As for Miss Adler—her, I never saw again. But my dreams are haunted to this day by her face and, less pleasantly, by those eerie words—Iä! Iä Hastur cf’ayah ‘vugtlagln Hastur!—and I have never since been able to take up a gun for sport.


  THE PROPHETIC VOICE


  Laurence Manning


  It was about one hundred and fifty years ago that the world, newly thrilled by communications from the future, began to expand its mental horizons. We humans took deeper breaths and eyed the stars speculatively and, to tell the truth, none too reverently. We should soon, perhaps, have conquered the art of space travel and commence the exploration of the universe itself—why not? If time could be conquered, why not all other dimensions? Rocket ships had already explored Mars and Venus—a few had even returned safely. The United States of the World included in one harmonious nation all the races of the world, except for the Hottentots, Esquimeaux, and such other lesser breeds which were kept on reservations as wards of the nation. One language, one government, one scheme of education—all these unities had had their effect. Wealth to some extent was common property and such primitive things as poverty, famine, and want had been banished. Remember that this enviable position had been recently reached—the old ills not yet entirely forgotten. Is it any wonder that a man’s head seemed to tower among the stars? Into the midst of this hopeful research the message from Mount Everest’s Mentelepathic Laboratory came like a thunderbolt and left numb horror in its wake.


  It was authentic enough, too. Dr. Baisdik himself signed it and there can be no doubt whatever that it was actually received by him and his associates. His unknown communicant had first definitely established the correct year by means of star references and historical datings. Then he had grown excited and poured out to all his warning in five vivid minutes. The exact words have been preserved.


  “Obviously there must be some way of escape—here I am in existence, descended from you. It is all over and therefore some of you must have escaped. But at the same time there can be no doubt whatsoever that a disaster of some sort will overtake your world within twelve months.


  “Somehow the knowledge that you will escape—my ancestors at least—keeps me from feeling too much worried. Yet it is absurd not to take precautions—I must warn you. It must be important. Perhaps this warning I am giving you is the very means by which you are to escape . . . [it was at this point that the message grew more rapid in its telling] . . . Why that’s it, of course! Do you hear me? Do you understand? What I am saying is ordained to save the world!


  “The form of the danger? No, I do not know that. Yet my information is horrible enough. Sometime between one and two years in the future (from your present date) there will remain not one human being alive on the planet! That much I know for certain—as to the rest I can only guess. But you are not so far in the past but what deductions may be drawn. There has been no collision between the earth and a comet, for instance, for the geologic 21 scars would remain for us to see today. Moreover, trees and plants grow on the earth even as they do with you—so heat cannot have been the agent which is to wipe out human life. What then? Loss of atmosphere? Hardly likely, for it is present in my age and cannot have been built up quickly. No, there are only two possibilities: First, that some poisonous gas has spread through the atmosphere—or some deadly radiation—sufficient to kill humans but not plants; second—and for this I have strange grounds for suspicion—there may be soon to visit the earth a race from some far distant world—powerful, skilled in sciences, which you cannot resist and which will hunt you through the forests and over the oceans until not one single man or woman remains. This last is what I really suspect!


  “You must find some means to escape—one exists very certainly, for how else have the people around me come into being unless they are descended from you ? As I see it, you can escape by hiding—a great cave deep underground with the entire peoples of the world gathered into it. You must stay there for years—until all danger is past. I would think perhaps even fifty years is not too long—perhaps a hundred!


  “How can you live underground without food? All that is required is bare existence, so that when danger no longer threatens you can ascend to the surface once more and live in sunlight. Suspend your metabolism, of course! . . . How? Surely you know—but perhaps not. It is simple . . .”


  And the message ends with the formula of drug and condition necessary—a matter of no immediate interest here. Read over the communication once again and see if you, in the light of our present philosophy of life, would have been stampeded into immediate action. I think not. Most of our race today would be rather inclined to take up posts of observation the better to view this mysterious disaster so glibly promised. But times have changed and in those days it was still considered a crime to commit “what was called “suicide.” It would have been considered “suicide” for them to risk one’s life in such needless curiosity.


  For they believed every word of it. There was a major panic, from all accounts, and the racial annals are actually blank for weeks at a time while the clerks in the Division of History were out-of-doors, perhaps eyeing the sky fearfully for signs of danger. Eyewitness accounts are available almost by the million, of course, and no doubt none of my readers but has skimmed through one. The great Blaisdik himself will do for authority as well as another.


  “When I landed in Europe,” he writes, “it was to find a world altogether disorganized. Leadership was lacking in the true sense, although of course a dozen wild schemes were mouthed on every street corner by a dozen self-appointed saviors of the race. Research was actually stopped in the laboratories and even some of the automatic factories were left unattended so that supplies ran short occasionally. I remember that it was impossible to obtain sandals or red wine for almost a week, for instance. And transportation facilities were completely topsy-turvy. The finding of the great caverns in the Pyrenees a decade before had always impressed me as a wonderful thing. Nothing could have been more natural, therefore, than for the idea to occur to me that these caverns—two miles below the mountain-tops—might be used to preserve my fellow beings from destruction. I claim no credit for so obvious an idea. To my surprise, the solution I proposed had the effect of instantly stilling the confusion. Instead there was action and an embarrassment of willing hands at my command, so that I was pushed along by popular opinion, rather than a leader showing the way to escape.”


  Dr. Blaisdik’s proposal was that the new caves in the Pyrenees be expanded artificially into one great chamber a mile across and a mile in height to an enormous vaulted roof strengthened with re-enforced concrete and supported by massive steel pillars. This roof in turn would be a mile below the rocky surface of the mountains above and protected by this vast thickness of earth, with the entrances well concealed and fortified so that the entire population of the earth could be gathered together, each in a separate cubicle seven feet long and three feet in diameter. Here, having taken the proper dose of the drug necessary, they would lie insensible for fifty or a hundred years as might be decided upon. When they awoke, the danger would have passed and life could again be resumed.


  “I shall never forget,” he writes, “the appearance of the caves as the excavating neared completion. I entered by a great tunnel down which twenty people could walk abreast and at its end looked out upon a subterranean world filled with dusty air and lit in fifty thousand directions by miner’s lamps. The lights were constantly shifting and turning, giving the effect of much confused labor, which was heightened by the constant roar of related sounds—hammering, automatic drills, the fall of stone, and the mutter of distant voices blended into one vague murmur. Across the levelled floor rattled trucks and while most of them were removing loose stone from the cave, some were already bringing in the steel girders for the great columns already under construction. A great pile of sheet metal was being accumulated noisily for the human cubicles which would fill the entire cave.”


  What had happened cannot be explained psychologically except by reference to mob minds. To convince one man that because of some undefined peril he must burrow under the ground and remain in a state of suspended animation for many years—would be difficult! He would perhaps refuse. He would demand proofs and even then might decline to bother himself. Not so do a million men react. Some nameless spirit takes hold over them and in an instant they are converted—moreover they will instantly insist that another million men agree with them!


  Solemnly, in city after city, continent after continent, men and women voted upon the problem and time after time the majority voted to make exodus to the Pyrenees. Whereupon each particular community voted it “suicide” to abstain from accompanying the majority to safety. Committees of public safety were set up to see to it that each resident—man, woman, and child—should accompany the movement of the rest of the populations of earth. Spain became filled with people months before the caves were ready. Steel mills in Newfoundland were shut down and the fires drawn for the last time before all the steel required for the construction had been fabricated! The chemical companies did their part well, and three large vessels berthed in old Cadiz with the entire medical requirements of the earth’s population on board—only to have the crews desert before unloading could be completed! But the time came, and surprisingly soon, when all details had been attended and the call went forth for the great gathering.


  Those nearest to hand were, of course, disposed of first. A thousand doctors stood along the wall of the entrance tunnel and gave the first injections as the people passed—old men leaning upon sticks, young children eyeing the throng with wonder in their eyes (and sometimes fear), babies in their mothers’ arms—along they came at a steady pace and into the cave. Here they were guided in a dozen separate streams which followed up inclined wooden ramps to elevators and were whisked aloft to the topmost tier a mile above the floor. As the upper tier of cubicles was filled, the next one was opened. Fifty thousand physicians and medical assistants stood at the cubicles giving each person the final injection and telling them to crawl into the narrow box which was to be their temporary tomb for so many years to come. It was of course impossible to sit up—one must needs lie down. The feet were inserted first and the head came at the open end. Here (in case of premature awakening) was fixed a vial of stimulant and a light switch. But these arrangements had been studied for months by all as they appeared in the television broadcasts and, moreover, each newcomer had had two injections. He scarcely had time to lay his bead down when unconsciousness fell upon him and the tramp of a thousand feet a few inches from his face faded into a dull, rumbling nothingness.


  Twenty such entrance tunnels fed the gathering populace into the caves. Twenty abreast they marched down each—thirty-five thousand an hour twenty times repeated. Each day almost seventeen million were cared for and stored away against the great awakening, for the work was carried on twenty-four hours a day. Yet even at this speed the whole of southwestern Europe was dangerously crowded and a food shortage threatened ruin for a time. Three months elapsed before the last of the gathering had vanished underground and still day by day people came in thousands—rounded up by air patrols or factory units from distant places who had stayed to the last to maintain supplies for others. It was another month before the last patrols were in and the staff of medicos had been reduced to the last few of the directing staff. The great doors, planted with fast growing creepers set in pockets of earth, were shut and even the cracks of sill and jam filled with earth and planted with shrubs and plants which would conceal the last traces.


  Inside, the lights were out except for the last corner where the chief physician stood inoculating Dr. Blaisdik and gravely handing the hypodermic syringe to him, at the same time offering his own arm. The two men shook hands and crawled feet first into their cubicles. The last light went out and in a few minutes the faint sounds of breathing grew quieter-finally ceasing altogether.


  Picture the world outside, for a moment! Here is London, streets empty and silent. The wharves at night seem haunted by rustlings and creakings and the Thames has its own little noises as though the ghosts of boats were slipping by on the tide. But the only life is the fish in the river and the rats in the pilings. And those mournful howls that echo across Trafalgar Square are from a homeless dog whose gods have died.


  New York’s skyscrapers are like specters in the moonlight and her down-town streets as quiet as though it were always Sunday morning—Chicago, San Francisco, Tokio, Shanghai—it is the same everywhere. In Montreal bands of wolves have already chased deer more than once through St. Catherine’s Street. It is a world as devoid of sensible life as those mysterious cities found in the Mayan jungles. Like them, curiously enough, the problem that would face the chance visitor would be—why? And that question remains unanswered today.


  Eighty years later Dr. Blaisdik and his physician awoke, they having timed their awakening earlier than for the rest of humanity. Cautiously they tested their muscles and dosed themselves with restoratives. Carefully they selected a working crew for the first food factory—awakened and restored them—fed them from the reserves and set them to work. Then, with supplies on the way, they brought back a few dozen physicians to consciousness and repeated the process until all of France and Spain were in production. It took ten years to bring the last sleeper out of his cubicle, and by that time the cities were again populated as before. Many buildings were in ruins from neglect—most machinery had to be completely replaced with new—but the job had been done and the minds of the curious asked, as we do, why? For no slightest trace of any great happening—dangerous or otherwise—could be found. Surveyors mapped the entire face of the world from the air and compared the results with old photographs. No changes. Chemists tested the atmosphere for signs of poisons—no changes. Communication was restored by mentelepathy with the future and perfected quickly into its present form. No one could be found in the present or the future who knew of the warning, nor who could have given it.


  Dr. Blaisdik, somewhat discomfited by a sudden cooling in popular opinion, retired to his observatory and the world hesitantly agreed that the whole affair had been a hoax from beginning to end. Perhaps a few were puzzled as to what possible purpose there could have been in such a cruel joke, but such doubters seldom raised their voices and so the curious incident has passed into history. Our metaphysicians are still discussing which came first: the future knowledge that the race would bury itself in a century of panic, or the actual panic, which might have been sensed vaguely by some future correspondent who mixed up cause and effect. For obviously, the alternative that the hoax might have been entirely unintentional has occurred to many.


  Whether due to the shock to his pride, or from truly reasonable causes, Dr. Blaisdik a few years later published the following rather fantastic statement. Nothing came of it, for a month later he died from some undetermined malady in his lonely observatory on the top of Mount Everest.


  “. . . I have an altogether different solution to propose. Suppose that the facts be marshalled one after the other and none ignored. First comes a message, presumably from the future. If so, then since all the present world knows the facts, such a warning as was given would be meaningless. To call it a ‘hoax’ is merely another way of calling it absurd. Why not, rather, grant that the intelligence great enough to send mental messages must be great enough to be serious? What do we argue from such a presumption—why, that the message was not from the future at all. But, since it was plainly from a great distance—since this distance was not in time it must have been in space. Now since there are no human beings in space out beyond the solar system, at least none known, what is more natural than to assume that the message came from other than a human being?


  “Let us analyze once more this famous message: First there is a vague warning, including a suggestion that poisonous gases or rays may wipe out the human race and, alternately, an alien race of super-beings may land upon the earth and kill all men; second, there is a definite plan of action outlined. This plan of action is made to appear, it is true, like a means of escape. But might it not in reality be simply a thing desired by the sender of the message? He is not Human, remember, and he is from Outer Space. Why has he sent a message at all? He must have a purpose, obviously, and it should be equally obvious that that purpose is to get all of mankind shut away down under the earth for a period of years.


  “Why? What purpose could lie have in such a desire? Let us suppose, for the moment, that you who read these words wish to investigate an African jungle filled with lions and elephants and rhinoceroses and other dangerous animals. Might you not wish to get the beasts out of the way before you commence your exploring? Naturally! You would probably do this by means of lines of beaters, smoke bombs, noisy explosions, and rings of fire. The wild animals, in a panic, would rush away and leave the jungle empty so that you could conduct your work in safety.


  “And to leap at once to the solution I propose for the entire mystery, I ask you what strange ship may have appeared out of the sky during our eighty years of sleep? What strange creatures may have landed from her ports and scouted through the silent streets of our cities? What mysterious minds may have ordered the sampling of earth, air, water, temperature and solar radiation? And most important of all, what conclusions were drawn?


  “Or was this concealed expedition simply to acquire a supply of some element abundant here on earth? I think not. Already our human scientists are close upon the discovery of atomic synthesis. These alien creatures we have deduced upon these pages must be far ahead of us in intelligence and in science. Nor were any traces of new mines or excavations apparent afterwards. No! We can depend upon it that the expedition was sent to explore our planet and what possible reason is there for such exploration save that it might be colonized by these visitors?


  “Ah! You say that they went away again. Therefore they probably found that this earth was not suitable to them and we may forget the whole matter as unimportant. In all seriousness, I ask you, supposing the wild beasts in our imaginary jungle returned after the explorers had left, and presuming them capable of even such simple reasoning as this, might they not have said the same? Once African jungles were without civilization. Today almost the entire continent is overrun with cities and factory units. And as for this jungle called Earth, filled with none too bright animals called Men, how soon may we find ourselves driven out from our earthly heritage, acre by acre? “The future? How far ahead have we been able to communicate?—only a few thousand years. And the whole business is under strict control from that dim unknown Future. There is revealed to us only what has been censored for our consumption. By whom? We suppose by our descendants. But supposing they are not human at all? Or suppose that they are the last of the humans—(why can we not reach fifty or even a hundred thousand years into the future?)


  “There are too many dangers that may lie concealed behind any of these mysteries for us to sit back quietly and in idleness. Of course, the whole thing may be a fabric of imagination built up upon insufficient evidence, but I for one am not satisfied and I beg that all my readers who may feel as I do will get into communication with me at once.”


  With such speculations, history can have little to do. The matter is interesting but still remains a mystery. None the less, we may learn from it as from all history how to better conduct ourselves in the present—which after all is the mother of History, just as it is the father of the Future.


  SPACEWRECKED ON VENUS


  Neil R. Jones


  A beam of electricity leaped from the ship. Instantly shafts of light spread from the nearest projectile to the ones on either side of it.


  


Chapter I


  I stood looking from the space ship into the dense fog banks which rolled about us. We were descending through the dense cloud blanket of Venus. How near we actually were to the ground I did not know. Nothing but an unbroken white haze spread mistily, everywhere I looked.


  With jarring suddenness, a terrific shudder throbbed the length of the C-49, rattling the loose articles on the desk nearby. The dictatyper, with which I had lately been composing a letter, crashed violently to the floor. I reeled unsteadily to the door. It was nearly flung open in my face.


  “Hantel!”


  Captain Cragley steadied himself on the threshold of my room. The captain and I had become intimate friends during the trip from the earth. In his eyes I saw concern.


  “What’s wrong?” I queried.


  “Don’t know yet! Come—get out of there, man! We may have to use the emergency cylinder!”


  I followed Cragley. The crew, numbering seven, were gathered in the observation chamber. Most of the passengers were there too.


  The C-49 carried twelve passengers, all men, to the Deliphon settlement of Venus. In the earlier days of space travel, few women dared the trip across space.


  Several of the crew worked feverishly at the controls above the instrument board.


  “What’s our altitude?” demanded Cragley.


  “Fifteen thousand feet!” was the prompt reply. “Our drop is better than a hundred feet a second!”


  Worried wrinkles creased the kindly old face of Captain Cragley. He debated the issue not one moment.


  “Into the emergency cylinder—everybody!”


  Herding the passengers ahead of them, Cragley’s men entered a compartment shaped like a long tube, ending in a nose point. When we were buckled into a spiral of seats threading the cylinder, Cragley pulled the release lever. Instantly, the cylinder shot free of the doomed C-49. For a moment we dropped at a swifter pace than the abandoned ship. After that, our speed of descent was noticeably decreased.


  Peering at the proximity detector, Cragley announced that we were quite safe from a collision. The C-49 was far below us and dropping fast.


  “No danger now,” he assured the passengers. “We’ll come down like a feather. Then all we have to do is radio Deliphon to send out a ship for us.”


  Cragley was equal to the situation. In this year of 2342, when the days of pioneer space flying were commencing to fade into history, it required capable men to cope with interplanetary flight. If Cragley brought his crew and passengers safely through this adversity and also salvaged the valuable cargo of the C-49, it was another feather in his cap.


  Quentin, second to Cragley in command, labored over the sending apparatus. Quentin looked up at his superior officer with an uneasy expression. The captain was quick to sense trouble.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t like the looks of this,” was Quentin’s reply. “The sender refuses to function properly. I can do nothing with it.”


  Cragley’s face bore a troubled look. He stepped to the side of his subordinate for a hasty inspection of the radio sender.


  “The receiver plate doesn’t light up, either,” said Quentin. “Looks to me as though someone has been tampering with this.”


  In their spiral of seats, the passengers looked silently and gravely upon the cylinder base where Cragley and his staff were gathered over the apparatus. A dull glow of cloudy light coming in through the transparent interstices of the descending cylinder softened and counteracted the glow of the radium lights. An intangible feeling of depression hung in the air.


  “Elevation, five hundred feet!” announced one of the crew from his position at the altitude dial.


  “Make a landing,” ordered Cragley. “We can’t be very far from where the C-49 fell. If there’s enough of the ship left, we may be able to discover the cause of this accident.”


  Down through the lush vegetation, the cylinder felt its way, dropping very slowly. Finally it came to rest on a knoll.


  “How far are we from the ship?” queried the captain.


  “About seventeen hundred feet south of it, I’d say.”


  “We’ll go outside and get organized. We’ve got to get that platinum shipment off the C-49 and get into communication with headquarters at Deliphon somehow. The proximity detector tells us we’re over two hundred miles from there.”


  One of the passengers spoke up with a suggestion. “Can’t we go the rest of the way in this? You can send back for what’s left of the ship. I’ve an important reason for arriving in Deliphon quickly. If—”


  “Not a chance,” cut in Cragley, both amused and annoyed. “The cylinder wouldn’t take us anywhere. All the cylinder is good for is an emergency descent. It has no driving power.”


  Preparations were made for a trip to the wrecked space ship.


  “Might I go with you and the men, Captain?” I ventured.


  “Sure, Hantel, come along! I’ll have to leave part of the crew here with the passengers and the cylinder, so I’m glad to have a few volunteers.”


  “Count on me, then,” another of the passengers spoke up.


  I recognized him as Chris Brady. He was a man about my own age, possibly younger, perhaps in his late twenties. Brady and I had become friends during the trip, having spent many hours together. This was my second trip to the clouded planet. Brady had made many trips to Venus, spending considerable time among the colonies. I had learned much about the man which had interested me.


  Our party consisted of Cragley, Brady, three of the crew, four other passengers and myself. Well armed, we set out through the yellow jungle in search of the remains of the C-49. Quentin insisted that it was not far away according to the proximity detector which was especially attuned to the bulk and metal composition of the space ship.


  Progress was difficult in spots, and we found it necessary to hack our way through lush growths of vegetation, taking numerous detours around interlaced verdure. We were out of sight of the cylinder almost immediately.


  One of the passengers who had volunteered to accompany us complained at the prospects of becoming lost. Cragley calmed the man’s anxiety with a brief explanation of the directometer he carried. It was an elaborate perfection of the old compass. On a square plate, our position was always designated in relation to the C-49. By telescopic condensation of the field, Cragley was capable of bringing Deliphon on the instrument. It was well over two hundred miles beyond us.


  “If Quentin doesn’t have that televisor fixed by the time we get back, we are in a jam.”


  “There’s the ship!”


  We looked where the pointing arm of Brady designated. The wrecked space ship lay imbedded in the murky waters of a swamp, fully one-third of its bulk out of sight. Above, the torn and tangled mass of vegetation bore witness to the rapid descent of the craft. Mighty branches were torn away from giant trees. The ship itself was enwrapped by interlaced creepers which it had ripped loose from the upper foliage.


  We waded through warm, stagnant water which teemed with marine life. We were halfway to the side of the C-49 when a cry from behind startled me into action. I turned and stared into the gaping jaws of a terrifying serpent wriggling through the shallow water on many legs. Several electric pistols flashed almost simultaneously. The loathesome monster turned belly up, floating dead upon the surface of the swamp water.


  From then on, we advanced more cautiously. Coming alongside the crushed hull of the interplanetary liner, we made an inspection of its position. The space ship lay nearly right side up, the decks slanting a bit sharply to one side. Upon the outer deck of the C-49, Cragley scratched his head and looked the situation over.


  “Not so bad as I’d feared,” was his comment. “Wouldn’t be much else but junk here if it hadn’t been for the jungle breaking the fall.” Cragley pointed upward to the strong barrier of interlaced foliage. “I hope to discover just why it was we fell.”


  “Wasn’t there an explosion?” I inquired. “There was a great shock just before you opened the door to my stateroom. For a moment I thought we’d struck the planet.”


  “Yes—there was an explosion,” Cragley replied, a bit reluctant to voice the admission. “It occurred somewhere in the mechanism operating our radium repellors. That’s why the ship started falling. Its weight was left partly free against the gravity of Venus. We had to leave so quickly there was no time for inspection.”


  One by one, we descended into the wrecked C-49. In that part of the ship which lay lowest below water level, tiny streams of dirty water trickled between wrenched plates, forming pools of water which rose slowly about us. Cragley and his men inspected the radium repellors. They whispered strangely among themselves. A steely glint shone resolutely in Captain Cragley’s eyes.


  “There’s deviltry been done here,” he stated fiercely. “The C-49 was deliberately wrecked by someone on board!”


  Heavy silence followed his words. One of the crew returned from the vault room. He announced to the captain that the C-49’s shipment of platinum was intact as they had left it. Captain Cragley turned the matter over in his mind. He was an astute man. Having smelled out a conspiracy, he was planning the best way he knew to thwart it. The platinum itself presented an obvious motive. Finally he spoke.


  “You passengers are to go up into the observation room and wait for us. Under no condition are you to leave the room and wander about the ship.”


  Captain Cragley’s orders were obeyed to the letter.


  In the observation chamber, Brady asked my opinion of the discovery Captain Cragley had made. “What’s up, anyways?”


  I shook my head. Brady was plainly nervous. Others of the passengers who had accompanied us shared his apprehension. Fully a half hour had passed and still Cragley and his men put in no appearance. Outside, myriads of life flew, crawled and swam about the damaged craft.


  Presently, Cragley and his three men emerged from the lower levels of the C-49. They presented an uncouth spectacle bedraggled as they were with grime and dirty water. In their arms they carried many small boxes. Though small, each box was extremely heavy, being loaded with a fortune in platinum bars.


  “We’ll return to the cylinder,” said Cragley. “There’s important work to be done.”


  Once more we trudged back through the swamp and jungle, following the trail we had made. Several times, huge shadowy forms flapped on the wing overhead, but there was no attack. Back at the cylinder, Captain Cragley ordered every man out into the open. He drew their attention.


  “There’s serious business here,” he said slowly, his eyes darting from face to face. “I want the man, or men who wrecked the C-49!”


  The captain snapped out the final words. Surprise, terror and alarm registered among the passengers, but Cragley evidently saw no admissions of guilt.


  “The man who is responsible for our present condition owns this!” exclaimed Cragley suddenly. From behind him where he had been concealing it, he drew forth a square box studded with knobs and dials. “I know which one of you owns this. It was found hidden in his room by one of my men.”


  Again Cragley watched for a betraying face. At the time, I doubted Cragley’s statement that he knew who owned the box. If he knew, I asked myself, why was it he did not come right out and make an accusation with whatever evidence he held? But that was not Cragley’s way.


  “We’ve also uncovered his two accomplices,” continued the captain in cool, level tones. “There is proof which points definitely to them.”


  He paused. No one spoke. The silence of death had descended upon the entire group. For a moment my scalp prickled from the high tension of nerves which hung over this episode. Cragley’s burning eyes made every man of us a criminal.


  “The penalty for this offense is—death!” Cragley hurled out the final word with dramatic suddenness.


  There was a stealthy movement among those who stood near the cylinder.


  “Drop it!” snapped Quentin. “Or I’ll bore you!”


  One of the passengers, Davy by name, dropped an electric pistol and raised his hands.


  “Raynor!” thundered Cragley, pointing a denunciatory finger at another of the space ship’s passengers. “Let’s have an end to this shamming! Step out there with Davy! Give up your weapons!”


  With the attitude of a fatalist, Raynor stepped forward, allowing Quentin to disarm him.


  “And now for the owner of this little box,” said Cragley, a cryptic promise in his tones. “This radio-electrifier excited an electric explosion of static in the radium repellors. The reason, I suppose, was prompted by designs on the shipment of platinum. Will the owner of this ingenious little invention step up—or do I have to call his name?”


  No one moved.


  “Just as I thought, Brady, you have the nerve to bluff this thing out to the finish!”


  The face of Chris Brady grew pale. He appeared stunned. Those nearest him stepped back in surprise. Davy and Raynor were the only ones who did not seem taken aback by the revelation.


  “But I’ve never seen that thing before,” Brady protested. “Why, I—”


  “Not a chance of wiggling your way out of this, Brady! We’ve got the goods on you sure enough! Will you kindly explain how you intended making a getaway with the platinum?”


  “I’m innocent!” exclaimed Brady heatedly. “I don’t know these men!”


  “This contrivance was found hidden in your room, Brady! Communications between you and these men were also found!”


  Chris Brady fell silent. The evidence was overwhelming. Cragley turned to the other culprits.


  “Have either of you protests to make?”


  “We know when we’re caught,” growled Raynor, shooting a swift glance at Brady. “You’ve got the goods on us. We’re not squawking.”


  “You were taking orders from this man?” the captain inquired, pointing at Brady.


  Both Davy and Raynor replied in the affirmative, adding further proof against Brady.


  “Known him very long?”


  “Don’t know him at all,” replied Raynor, “only that he’s the boss.”


  “We’ve been taking orders from him since we left the earth,” supplemented Davy. “He had us kill the radio equipment a little while before he set off the explosion.”


  “And how did you expect to get away with the platinum?”


  “He’s the only one of us who knows,” replied Davy, nodding his head at Brady.


  “Brady, I suppose there’ll be another ship along pretty soon—some of your friends from Deliphon. Now I see it all. Well, they won’t find us, that’s all. We won’t be here.”


  “I’ve no idea that . . .”


  “Pretty thorough, weren’t you?” snapped Cragley. “But you slipped up a few notches! Thought there wouldn’t be much left of the ship! Too careless, Brady! You three men are sentenced to death!”


  “A trial!” screamed Brady. “We’re entitled to a trial!”


  “Not under the new interplanetary laws! This is far worse than mutiny, and you’re on Venus now! You’ve had your trial!”


  


Chapter II


  Grim retribution overhung the condemned men. It promised swift justice. Captain Cragley was the law. He dealt out the penalty according to the code governing interplanetary navigation.


  “We must get away from this vicinity in a hurry!” he informed Quentin. “You can bet your last coin there’ll be a ship around pretty soon to pick up the platinum and these three men! If there’s a battle, we haven’t a chance in our present condition!”


  “Where’ll we go?” asked Quentin. “Somewhere and hide?”


  “We’ll head for Deliphon. It’s a long, hard tramp, but it’s our only chance. Get things ready to leave. Pack everything we’ll want to take with us. Just before we start, we’ll have this execution over with.”


  Quentin immediately apprised the crew and passengers of the C-49 of Captain Cragley’s intentions. He stated the fact that brigands were expected shortly, telling of what they would do to luckless passengers who fell into their hands. A second expedition was sent to the C-49 for food stores and various articles it was deemed necessary to carry along on the march.


  With the usual brief ceremony required in such proceedings, Brady, Davy and Raynor were lined up before a shallow grave which had hastily been dug for them. Five of the crew stood at attention, electric guns half raised. Cragley, in a crisp, steady voice, gave the orders. The three men, white of face, stared fascinated at their executioners—into the face of death.


  “Ready!”


  The men of the C-49 tensed themselves. Brady no longer expostulated on his pleas of innocence. He faced his fate like a man.


  “Aim!”


  The pistols were raised. Five left eyes closed. Sights were drawn. The interval preceding the fatal word seemed endless. At the last moment, it was apparent that Brady was unequal to the strain. He closed his eyes. His body swayed.


  “Fire!”


  Five blue streaks shot noiselessly from the weapons. The three men stiffened and fell—into the cavity dug for them. Their lives had been forfeited for their crimes. Dirt was shoveled upon them. No longer would fliers of the space lanes fear them. But there were other outlaws.


  Captain Cragley, his crew of six, and nine passengers, set out in the direction of Deliphon. The trip promised to be perilous and fraught with danger, as well as grueling and full of hardships. Though I had been to Venus once before, I knew little of the yellow jungles. My time on the clouded world had been spent in the colonies.


  Our first day of tramping took us through lush jungles and dismal swamps. The ground was fairly level. Occasionally we came to rough, rocky outcrops which protruded above ground. These we invariably circled. Several times we found it necessary to ford rivers and skirt lakes. Our progress was very slow. Quentin prophesied we would be on the march for fully twenty rotations of Venus unless we struck the comparatively clear country which Cragley was sure existed between us and Deliphon.


  Fearsome beasts menaced us at all times. We were ever on our guard, and they usually fell electrocuted before completing their charges among us. Even so, we experienced many narrow escapes. Many of these monsters were larger than the prehistoric dinosaurs which once roamed the earth. They were difficult to kill, and it required the maximum voltage of our electric guns to bring them down.


  Clothes torn, bodies bruised and scratched, we presented a sorry spectacle. Most of us felt the way we looked, but Cragley’s unquenched determination spurred us on toward Deliphon. He was anxious to put a good distance between us and the abandoned cylinder. He feared the brigands, friends of the three who had been executed. Though Brady had not admitted the claim, the captain was certain a shipload of the outlaws were scheduled to show up for the platinum and their comrades.


  At night, a camp was set up. Cragley argued against lighting a campfire, asserting that it would prove a magnet to the wandering brigands he believed were in search of us. Quentin, employing smooth diplomacy, made it clear to his superior officer that a campfire promised to safeguard us from prowling beasts. Quentin cited the fact that it was a common sight for a night cruiser of Venus to look down upon fully a dozen or more campfires of the troglodytes.


  Guards were posted during the night. It was well. The fires held the nocturnal creatures at bay. Whenever one of them did muster enough courage to charge, it was revealed in the firelight and shot down. Several times I awoke to see a bellowing monster crash in death at the edge of our camp. Sleeping, we found was a fitful task. The first night proved the worst.


  Next morning, we plodded on again through the thick, yellow jungle. The country became a bit hilly, yet none the less wooded. In the valleys between, we often found swamps. While approaching one of these swamps, we noticed a gray mist hanging over the stagnant pools. It appeared not unlike the steaming vapors we had previously encountered. One of the crew, plunging ahead of us to gauge the depth of the water and steer us clear of treacherous, clinging mud, became enveloped in the mist. Almost immediately his complexion turned black, and he fell strangling in throes of death. Another of the crew ran forward to drag back his comrade, but Captain Cragley warned him back.


  “He’s too far gone! There’s nothing we can do for him!”


  “What is it?”


  “A poisonous swamp gas! There’s enough poison in one breath to kill twenty men!”


  Instinctively, we recoiled from the milky haze.


  “How are we to cross?” asked Quentin.


  “Put on the space helmets!” ordered Cragley. “That stuff can’t hurt you unless you breathe it!”


  To prove his words, Cragley donned his space helmet and advanced into the mist. Looking back through the transparent facing of the helmet, he beckoned to us. Previously, many of the passengers had rebelled against Cragley’s persistence that they carry the added weight of the space helmets. It had seemed utterly useless. Now, as they moved unharmed through the deadly fumes, they thanked his foresight.


  We carried the dead body of the luckless man, who had saved us through his unfortunate discovery, to the top of the next hill where burial was made.


  The second night, it came my turn to share guard duty with one of the crew while the others slept. The fires were plentifully fueled with dry branches and stalks. Fire material was piled in reserve. Grinstead, my companion watcher, went his rounds while I attended the fire, keeping the flames well supplied.


  Protected by an embankment erected near a rocky ledge, the balance of our party slept. My eyes fell upon the little mound of boxes which contained the precious metal. Cragley and Quentin lay on each side of the platinum shipment. Not since we had commenced the march had they let it out of their sight or reach.


  “Hantel!” It was Grinstead’s voice. “Come here a moment!”


  Hastily I ran to his side. He was stooped over a mark on the ground far to one side of our camp just within circle of the firelight. Mutely he pointed to a footprint—the footprint of a six-toed man.


  “Troglodytes!” I exclaimed.


  Grinstead nodded. “Fresh, too! Think we’d better awaken Cragley?” he asked. “These cave men don’t seem bad when they’re peaceful, but if they get going—they’re devils!”


  I stared back into the alarmed eyes of Grinstead and pondered the matter. I was about to voice an opinion, leaving it up to Grinstead to do as he pleased, when a startled cry rang out from the direction of the sleepers.


  Instantly, everything was confusion and uproar. Sleek, naked bodies prowling about our equipment flashed out of sight into the jungle. The whole camp came awake, exclamations and profanity mingling with the weird cries of the troglodytes. Recovering from my surprise, I fired a shot at one of the rapidly disappearing cave men, but the flickering firelight distorted my aim.


  Then occurred the most amazing feature of the whole affair. A man, fully dressed, ran out of sight with the troglodytes, melting into the shadows of the surrounding jungle. Cragley ran up beside me and saw him too. He was out of sight before either of us had a chance to fire. At first, I had thought the man to be one of our party, but his flight with the cave men disproved the assumption.


  “Wonder what the idea is?” spluttered Cragley.


  “Our equipment,” said Quentin, pointing to the food stores and other articles the cave men had hastily disarranged. “They came to steal!”


  “But the man!” I insisted.


  “A renegade!”


  Cragley shook his head. “It’s queer,” he said. “I don’t know what to make of it.”


  An examination of our equipment proved we had suffered few losses. Several boxes of synthetic food were gone, and one of the crew had lost his electric pistol. Aside from these thefts, nothing else appeared to be missing. Cragley tripled the guards, and the rest went back to sleep once more. Nothing else occurred during that night. I was unable to get the fleeing renegade out of my mind. There was something familiar about the figure as I had seen it revealed in the glare of the firelight just before the savages disappeared in the jungle.


  The thefts of the food and pistol were logical enough in view of the fact that the troglodytes had stolen them, but, guided by the man, why had they neglected stealing the platinum? Evidently, they were unaware of its presence.


  Murky morning suffused the perpetually clouded sky, and once more we pushed on toward our goal, distant Deliphon—so near and yet so far. Much to the relief of everyone, we came out of the jungle into a comparatively open country. High grasses grew about us, but the going was much easier than we had experienced while in the jungle. The land before us was a bit rolling and hilly. Leafy copses dotted the landscape as far as the eye might reach. In the open, the danger from lurking beasts was at a minimum. Our hopes rose higher.


  It was around noon when the space ship from the south cruised into view above us. Cragley viewed it in consternation.


  “The brigands! Now we’re up against it!”


  For a moment, pandemonium reigned among the frightened passengers. All had plans, each one trying to put his own into force at once. Out of the chaos, Captain Cragley gathered order.


  “Head for the bushes!” he cried. “We’re all armed! If they come too close, let them have it!”


  The assurance in Cragley’s voice I knew was faked. Like him, I realized the desperate odds which confronted us. The ship was high above. We had plenty of time to scurry for cover before it dropped lower. Cragley and Quentin arranged us to the best advantage, and we waited for the initiative of the outlaws of Venus.


  The ship descended several hundred feet away. Our retreat into the bushes had been carefully watched. Several men left the craft and came slowly, uncertainly, toward our position.


  “Stop where you are!” snapped Cragley from his place of concealment.


  “Come across wi’ the metal!” shouted one of them in a high pitched voice. “An’ get outa there—or get riddled!”


  Cragley’s reply was a blue spurt from the muzzle of his pistol. The distance was much too far for accurate firing, but the charge went dangerously close. The outlaws immediately turned tail and ran for their craft. We waited for their next act, knowing that the battle had only commenced.


  The space ship shot skyward, circling our wide clump of bushes. The survivors of the C-49 tensed themselves for a destructive bombardment from above. It did not come. Captain Cragley was plainly surprised. He was aware that the outlaw ship carried instant death if they chose to use it.


  The craft hovered some two hundred feet above us. Cruising slowly in a circle, it suddenly dropped four objects well outside our improvised stronghold. The projectiles were shaped like torpedoes. The explosions which were expected never came. The projectiles stood straight up from the ground, their front ends imbedded deeply. It was all a strange procedure. Cragley was nonplussed.


  “They probably contain explosives,” ventured Quentin, answering the question he knew stood out in the captain’s mind.


  “I’m not so sure of that,” said Cragley.


  Meanwhile, I had been doing some rapid thinking. Anxiously, I watched the ship above us, keeping myself partially screened from view of any sniper who might be looking down. I turned to the captain, a wild plan outlined in my mind.


  “Let me go out there,” I offered. “I can—”


  “Not on your life!” he exclaimed, placing a restraining hand upon my arm. “It’s death to go out there!”


  “It’s death to remain,” I assured him earnestly.


  “But not definitely certain,” he maintained. “For some reason or other they’re holding off from us. We have an advantage of some kind, but damned if I know what it is.”


  “Look!” cried Quentin.


  He pointed to three of the four projectiles which were visible from where we lay. They were glowing strangely with intense light. A jagged beam of electricity leaped out from the airship. Instantly iridescent shafts of light spread from the nearest projectile to the ones on either side of it. The shafts made a flashing display, crooked, forked and darting.


  “Lightning bolts!” exclaimed Cragley. “We’re surrounded by a fence of them!”


  “Penned in—like rats in a trap!”


  “What will they do now?”


  “Hard to tell. Probably pick us off one by one at their leisure. They seem to be going to a lot of unnecessary trouble for no reason at all.”


  Three sharp blasts of sound issued from the outlaw ship. A pause, and then followed three more. I watched Cragley to see what action, if any, he would take. He seemed undecided. I began to grow uneasy.


  “Not a chance of breaking through that screen of electricity,” said Quentin. “They got us right where they want to keep us.”


  “But why?”


  Quentin shook his head. “If it was just the platinum, they could destroy every one of us, then come in here and take it.”


  


Chapter III


  Weird figures suddenly burst the walls of flaming death. They were outlaws attired in strange accoutrements. A series of metal rings surrounded them, connected to their bodies with spokes. The electrical discharges darted all over the rings. As they came closer, we discovered that they were not surrounded by separate rings but with a continuous spiral which narrowed together at the top of the head. The other end dragged on the ground.


  “Electric resistors of some kind!” muttered Cragley whose face wore a hopeless expression. “They walked right through those lightning bolts!”


  Quentin aimed his pistol and fired at one of the slowly advancing figures. The spiral glowed faintly. The outlaw continued his approach.


  “There goes our last chance!” I cried. “We might just as well toss up the sponge!”


  Cragley was thinking fast. It was unlike him to give up without a fight. But what was he to do when his weapons had been shorn of their force, leaving him utterly helpless before the superior strength of the brigands.


  Several figures rushed from the bushes. They were panic-stricken passengers. In alarm, despite the warning cry the captain hurled at them, they rushed straight past the advancing figures with their encumbering spirals. Frightened, bewildered, and hemmed in by the play of lightning, they ran directly in the path of the electric fence. The crackling bolts enfolded three of them before the fourth became startled out of his madness, retreating from the flashing death.


  One of the spiral clad figures turned and regarded the frightened man for a moment. Raising his electric pistol, he fired, and the passenger from the ill-fated C-49 joined his companions who had futilely rushed the electric barrier.


  A voice from the space ship of the brigands suddenly gave out an order. The voice came from a speaker and was many times amplified.


  “Crew and passengers of the C-49—come out in the open. Bring the platinum with you. Keep away from the electric fence unless you wish to die. Come out—or we shall come in and hunt you down.”


  The spiralled figures inside the fence had stopped at sound of the voice and were waiting for us to comply with the order from the space ship. More of the brigands in their electric resistors were advancing through the lightning bolts which crackled noisily. The powerful voltage danced and played upon the spirals, disappearing into the ground.


  Cragley paused, undecided. Lines of broken resolve creased his face. Previously, he had remained strong and stubborn in the face of overwhelming adversity when chances were slim. There now remained not even the slimmest of chances, and stubborn courage yielded to reason.


  “I guess the game’s up, Quentin.” He turned to regard his under officer in speculation.


  Quentin waited for his captain’s orders. Again came the voice from the outlaw craft in its strident tones. They were tinged with a touch of impatience.


  “Show yourselves inside of one minute, or else be executed at once! Unless—”


  “Hold out!” cried a new voice from the speaker, breaking in upon the first voice. “You have friends on—”


  Then came sounds of scuffling. To our ears came imprecations and curses.


  “Don’t go out there!” warned the second voice in laboring gasps. “Stay—”


  With a sudden snap, the speaker was cut off. Nothing more was heard. For a moment the lightning bolts comprising the electric fence flashed out—then reappeared. A few seconds later they disappeared once more, returning shortly to flicker in a peculiar manner.


  It was evident that some sort of a struggle was taking place inside the outlaw ship. The electric display crackled and sputtered louder than ever. With a sudden, explosive thunder clap, the four terminal posts blew to pieces.


  The spiralled figures turned in alarm back toward their craft. One of them, hovering close to our haven of retreat, did not follow his comrades. Instead, he drew forth from a long side pocket a black object. At first glance, it seemed shaped like a pistol. But it was much longer and was proportioned differently.


  He waited patiently until several more of the brigands had returned to the ship. Raising the black weapon, he aimed carefully at his fellow outlaws. The man’s strange actions amazed me. He was turning upon his own comrades. Several of the brigands fell backward off the deck of the outlaw craft.


  Cragley, beside me, was speechless in surprise at the rapid succession of events. The outlaw’s strange weapon which emitted no flash had us all wondering. Later, we discovered that it was a radium gun, a new instrument of destruction still in the experimental stage.


  “Who is he?” voiced Cragley.


  “Can’t be the fellow we heard over the speaker,” observed Quentin. “This man came through the electric fence with the first ones.”


  “Somebody over there is pulling for us,” insisted Cragley, “and the man with the black gun must be a friend, too.”


  A flash darted out from the ship, hitting the spiralled figure operating his mystifying weapon. The spiral glowed brilliantly. The man inside the spiral remained unaffected, continuing to manipulate the knob of his weapon. Something went wrong with it, for the outlaw who had so suddenly turned against his friends tinkered with it a moment, then threw it from him in disgust. Meanwhile, the brigands had massed inside the ship.


  With a loud crackling, the speaker’s volume was thrown on again. An alarmed voice vibrated in our ears. Above the words came a rattling and banging—also the muffled sound of shouting men.


  “Jasper! Come t’ the control room! I’m locked in! They’re bustin’ down the door! Bring that gun o’ yours! Hurry, lad!”


  Jasper looked upon his broken weapon, hesitated a moment, then picked it up—butt foremost. Seizing it in cudgel fashion, he made for the ship.


  “Come on!” roared Cragley exultantly. “Now’s our chance!”


  We found our numbers reduced to ten, but every one of us leaped forward at Cragley’s order, ready to stake everything on the one desperate, fighting chance which had come so unexpectedly. We had nearly overtaken the man we had heard addressed as Jasper when a crackling flame of lightning leaped out at us. A hissing roar smote our ear drums and we were temporarily dazzled by an intense light. The aim had been too high. The electric charge had gone over our heads. The man in the control room had frustrated the attempt to electrocute us.


  Several of the brigands jumped out of the ship to meet us. They still wore the encumbering spirals. A powerful gas of paralyzing effect was shot into our faces. We became as immobile as statues. Jasper, too, was overcome. Instantly, we were divested of our weapons.


  The man locked in the control room of the ship had been taken. Whoever these two men were who had championed our cause, their desperate efforts had failed, and now we were all in the same boat. The one who had addressed us over the speaker was led out of the ship and shoved into our group beside his fellow traitor, Jasper. The latter’s spiral was promptly torn off.


  As the outlaws passed among us, searching for concealed weapons, I felt a cold object thrust cautiously into my hand. My heart thrilled to the contact of a pistol. I held my hand close to my side that none might see. The effects of the gas wore off quickly.


  The chief of the brigands, his brutal face set in anger, strode up to the pair who had turned against him during the stress of combat. His dark eyes blazed, and he raised his clutching hands menacingly above the two. Jasper and his friend stared back unabashed, a reckless glitter in their eyes, ready for what might happen.


  “I don’t know who you are, but I’ve got suspicions!” snapped the outlaw. “You’ll both die horribly—the kind of death we reserve for such as you!”


  He turned upon Cragley. “Where’s the platinum?” he demanded. “Is it over there?” He pointed to the clump of bushes from which we had lately emerged. “Or have you hidden it?”


  “See for yourself!” snapped Cragley.


  “When we find it, all tongues will be silenced,” he remarked significantly. “If it’s hidden, we’ll find it just the same. We know how to make tongues wag.”


  It was a desperate situation. Cragley knew that the time of reckoning had come. The platinum lay in an open space among the bushes where we had taken our stand on seeing the approach of the outlaw ship. I fondled the gun I held out of sight.


  Leaving a large force of his men to guard us, the leader of the brigands took the balance of his men and headed for the spot where Captain Cragley had left the boxes of platinum.


  “Well, Ben,” observed Jasper, philosophically scratching his head, “we did the best we could.”


  “Which weren’t quite enough, Jasper, m’lad.”


  “Who are you two?” queried Cragley.


  Each one looked at the other questioningly. For a moment neither spoke. Then through a rough, unkempt beard, Ben grinned at his companion.


  “Might as well tell ‘im, Jasper. The game’s up.”


  “We ain’t outlaws, that’s sure, though we might have made believe so,” said Jasper. “He’s Ben Cartley, the best pal a man ever had. I’m Jasper Jezzan. We’re from the Hayko Unit.”


  My mouth fell open in surprise. I nearly dropped the gun I had kept concealed in a fold of my clothing. Everyone, at some time or another, had heard of the famous Hayko Unit. The order, established since the perfection of space flying, was comprised of men pledged to keep the space lanes and colonies safe from the lawless element.


  “We’ll be in the death unit when Ledageree and his men come back,” cracked Ben, chuckling at his own grim joke. “Did you plant the platinum, or is it back there?”


  “Back there,” echoed Cragley dejectedly. “We haven’t a chance. I thought maybe we could make Deliphon with the stuff before these outlaws got wise.”


  “We followed the trail easily from the air,” remarked Cartley. “First, we found the space ship and the cylinder. After that, we just watched for the green campfire markers is all.”


  “Campfire markers?” questioned Cragley in excitement. “What do—”


  “There comes Ledageree!” interrupted Jasper.


  The brigand chieftain and his men were emerging from the bushes with the little boxes stacked in their arms.


  “We’re sunk now!” exclaimed Quentin.


  Impulsively, the captain took a step in the direction of the space ship. One of the outlaws guarding us stepped forward before the captain, bringing up his pistol. An evil light shone in his eyes, the fanatical gleam of the confirmed killer. It was the man’s intention to kill Cragley where he stood.


  But the act was never consummated. A blank look overspread the outlaw’s face. His face held that strange expression which is so characteristic of the electrocuted man. He tottered and fell face downward. Uttering a cry of agony, another of the brigands fell, seizing frantically at a shaft which protruded from his body, a shaft of crude hammered metal.


  While we all stared in surprise at the fallen men, Jasper Jezzan, quick to take stock of the situation, looked out over the high grass.


  “Troglodytes!” he cried. “That’s one o’ their metal darts, Ben!”


  Substantiating Jasper’s discovery, there came a chorus of yells from all sides. Heads came into sight above the tall grass. Darts flew thick and fast, yet every one found its mark. The cave men of Venus brandished their weapons preparatory to rushing in upon us in overwhelming numbers.


  The outlaws blazed away at the savages, but the latter proved to be difficult targets at which to aim. They were always on the move, running, hiding, reappearing to launch their deadly darts from another direction. Ledageree dropped his armful of the precious metal and screamed an order.


  “Into the ship!”


  It was then that I noticed the curious fact that none of the passengers or crew of the C-49 had been hit. The remaining outlaws attempted to herd us into the ship. Their numbers rapidly diminished under the hail of darts cast at them so accurately by the troglodytes. Many of the cave men toppled over in death as the outlaws made a hit, but more came to take the places of those fallen.


  “There’s the white man—the renegade!” shouted Quentin.


  Indeed, it was so. The troglodytes were led by the man who had broken into our camp on the previous night. Seizing a pistol from one of the fallen brigands, Ben hastily pointed it at the yelling cave dwellers who were running full force in our direction, the renegade at their head.


  “No. Ben, no!” cried Jasper. “They’re friends!”


  “It’s Brady!” shouted one of the passengers of the C-49. “Chris Brady!”


  “Impossible!” exclaimed Cragley. “He’s dead!”


  “You’re wrong, Cragley!” said I, also recognizing the renegade. “That is Brady!”


  I heard a noise behind me. I turned and looked. Ledageree and two of his surviving brigands were clambering aboard the space ship. The horde of troglodytes were nearly upon us. In trepidation, I moved backward. Ledageree had gained the deck and was running in the direction of the air lock when Brady saw him, raising his pistol to fire.


  From its concealment, I brought my gun into action. With hasty aim, I pulled the trigger, cursing myself for a wide miss. I was a bundle of nerves at the moment. Again I tried, this time drawing a fine bead. Chris Brady was clearly outlined beyond the sights of my pistol.


  A split second before I squeezed the trigger, Jasper Jezzan seized my arm. The flash of power shot harmlessly into the sky. Fiercely, I battled with the Hayko man, raising my pistol to brain him. But Cartley was upon me, and I went down under their combined weight. Something hit my head. Blackness engulfed me.


  When I regained consciousness, I was aware of the babble of voices. My head throbbed and swam dizzily. A ring of troglodytes encircled me. I heard Chris Brady talking. Had he come back to life in some miraculous manner? I had seen him shot and buried. His words penetrated my dazed senses.


  “When I saw that everything was stacked against me with no chances of proving my innocence, I tried an old trick, Cragley. I was afraid you’d get wise to me, but you didn’t. I fell a split second before your men fired. I watched your lips for my signal. None of the shots touched me. I played dead and was buried in the shallow grave. When you went, I dug myself out. I came pretty near smothering.”


  “We buried you alive!”


  “You did, and I’m thankful I was alive—and still am.”


  “But the troglodytes?”


  “My friends,” replied Brady. “I’ve been among them a great deal during my life upon Venus. I know their language and customs. They look up to me and obey my orders. We’ve been following you. The other night, we broke into your camp and stole food and this pistol.”


  “Then you’re not the outlaw we supposed you to be?” Cragley was amazed beyond words. Apologies flooded to his lips and remained unspoken. What apology could there be to this Innocent man he had all but sent to his death?


  “No—I’m not, but I knew there was no way of proving it to you,” replied Brady, “at least not until Deliphon was reached. With my friends, here, I followed your trail. We heard the sounds of fighting far ahead. When we found you attacked by outlaws, I knew it was my chance to save you and prove myself.”


  “You have proved yourself!” exclaimed Cragley warmly. “But what about Raynor and Davy?”


  “They thought Brady was their leader they’d been told t’ watch for!” interrupted Jezzan spiritedly. “Plain as day, ain’t it, Ben?” He turned to his comrade for a confirmative nod. “There’s your man!”


  Jasper Jezzan pointed at me where I sat on the ground, collecting my wits. I knew that I had been caught red handed. Denials were useless.


  “Ern Hantel!” exclaimed Cragley in surprise. “He’s the last man I’d suspect!”


  “Just the same, he’s the man you thought Brady was,” persisted my prosecutor relentlessly. “He put green flares in your campfire ashes, so’s we could follow you.”


  “How did you men come to be with the outlaws?” asked Brady, a bit confused by the surprising revelations he had heard.


  “The authorities at Deliphon have suspected this gang for quite a spell,” replied Cartley. “Jasper and I joined ‘em t’ find out. We’re much obliged t’ you and your cave men, Brady. You got us out of a tight pinch.”


  Cragley confronted me. “What have you to say for yourself, Hantel?” he asked grimly.


  “They’ve got my number right,” I grumbled, rubbing an aching head. “No use bucking a Hayko man in a place like this.” I nodded in the direction of Jezzan and Cartley. “Ledageree was warned against strangers.”


  “Then you admit Brady is innocent?” queried the captain, seeking the confession which would irrevocably clear the accused man.


  “Yes. He’s innocent. Davy and Raynor never knew me. I sent my instructions to them through Brady, leaving messages where they believed he’d left them. When we left the earth, I recognized Davy and Raynor right off. For secrecy’s sake, they weren’t supposed to talk with the man they took orders from. I took advantage of this fact by placing my article of identification in the possession of Brady.”


  “The brown collars you loaned me!” exclaimed Brady, realizing the mode of his undoing.


  “After I’d first stolen your collars and destroyed them,” I added. “I was afraid of something going wrong before Ledageree and his men picked us up. I blew out the radium repellors of the C-49 and planted the evidence in Brady’s room. I knew if anything happened Raynor and Davy would identify him as the man from whom they took instructions. That left me a loophole.”


  “The case against you is completed, Hantel!” Cragley’s face was stern and set. “You’re the one who’s going to be shot this time, and there won’t be any chance of falling before my men fire, either!”


  “Just a minute,” interposed Jezzan, thrusting back the angry captain. “We’ve got a say here. Headquarters wants this man. He’s got more information than he’s given. There’s some other affairs he can talk about. He’s going back with us.”


  Cragley didn’t argue the matter. It was beyond his authority. Besides, if I received my just dues, he cared little where I was executed.


  They placed me under strong guard on the outlaw ship, and we flew back to Deliphon. Knowing me for the clever, resourceful criminal which I pride myself on being, Jezzan and Cartley personally conducted me to the earth. There, I was given a brief examination.


  At present, I find myself in the interplanetary penal colony of Phobos where I am being held for reasons peculiar to the Hayko Unit. I expect death most any day. In the meantime, I spend much of my numbered hours gazing out of my prison into the realms of space. The rotating sphere of Mars stands prominent against starlit skies. Occasionally, I see Phobos’ companion moon, Deimos. Beyond the transparent facing of my prison cell stretches an airless void. There is but one escape. I await it, absorbed in fatalistic reflection.


  WHO GOES THERE?


  John W. Campbell, Jr.


  Who—is that your closest friend—or a monstrous imitation, breed of an alien, deadly world—WHO GOES THERE?


  


CHAPTER I


  The place stank.


  A queer, mingled stench that only the ice-buried cabins of an Antarctic camp know, compounded of reeking human sweat, and the heavy, fish-oil stench of melted seal blubber. An overtone of liniment combated the musty smell of sweat-and-snow-drenched furs.


  The acrid odor of burnt cooking fat, and the animal, not-unpleasant smell of dogs, diluted by time, hung in the air.


  Lingering odors of machine oil contrasted sharply with the taint of harness dressing and leather. Yet somehow, through all that reek of human beings and their associates—dogs, machines and cooking—came another taint. It was a queer, neck-ruffling thing, a faintest suggestion of an odor alien among the smells of industry and life. And it was a life-smell. But it came from the thing that lay bound with cord and tarpaulin on the table, dripping slowly, methodically onto the heavy planks, dank and gaunt under the unshielded glare of the electric light.


  Blair, the little bald-pated biologist of the expedition, twitched nervously at the wrappings, exposing clear, dark ice beneath and then pulling the tarpaulin back into place restlessly. His little birdlike motions of suppressed eagerness danced his shadow across the fringe of dingy gray underwear hanging from the low ceiling, the equatorial fringe of stiff, graying hair around his naked skull a comical halo about the shadow’s head.


  Commander Garry brushed aside the lax legs of a suit of underwear, and stepped toward the table. Slowly his eyes traced around the rings of men sardined into the Administration Building. His tall, stiff body straightened finally, and he nodded. “Thirty-seven. All here.” His voice was low, yet carried the clear authority of the commander by nature, as well as by title.


  “You know the outline of the story back of that find of the Secondary Pole Expedition. I have been conferring with second-in-Command McReady, and Norris, as well as Blair and Dr. Copper.


  There is a difference of opinion, and because it involves the entire group, it is only just that the entire Expedition personnel act on it.


  “I am going to ask McReady to give you the details of the story, because each of you has been too busy with his own work to follow closely the endeavors of the others. McReady?”


  Moving from the smoke-blued background, McReady was a figure from some forgotten myth, a looming, bronze statue that held life, and walked. Six-feet-four inches he stood as he halted beside the table, and, with a characteristic glance upward to assure himself of room under the lower ceiling beam, straightened. His rough, clashingly orange windproof jacket he still had on, yet on his huge frame it did not seem misplaced. Even here, four feet beneath the drift-wind that droned across the Antarctic waste above the ceiling, the cold of the frozen continent leaked in, and gave meaning to the harshness of the man. And he was bronze—his great red-bronze beard, the heavy hair that matched it. The gnarled, corded hands gripping, relaxing, gripping relaxing on the table planks were bronze. Even the deep-sunken eyes beneath heavy brows were bronzed.


  Age-resisting endurance of the metal spoke in the cragged heavy outlines of his face, and the mellow tones of the heavy voice. “Norris and Blair agree on one thing, that animal we found was not-terrestrial in origin. Norris fears there may be danger in that; Blair says there is none.


  “But I’ll go back to how, and why, we found it. To all that was known before we came here, it appeared that this point was exactly over the South Magnetic Pole of Earth. The compass does point straight down here, as you all know. The more delicate instruments of the physicists, instruments especially designed for this expedition and its study of the magnetic pole, detected a secondary effect, a secondary, less powerful magnetic influence about 80 miles southwest of here.


  “The Secondary Magnetic Expedition went out to investigate it. There is no need for details. We found it, but it was not the huge meteorite or magnetic mountain Norris had expected to find. Iron ore is magnetic, of course; iron more so—and certain special steels even more magnetic from the surface indications, the secondary pole we found was small, so small that the magnetic effect it had was preposterous. No magnetic material conceivable could have that effect. Soundings through the ice indicated it was within one hundred feet of the glacier surface.


  “I think you should know the structure of the place. There is a broad plateau, a level sweep that runs more than 150 miles due south from the Secondary station, Van Wall says. He didn’t have time or fuel to fly farther, but it was running smoothly due south then. Right there, where that buried thing was, there is an ice-drowned mountain ridge, a granite wall of unshakable strength that has damned back the ice creeping from the south.


  “And four hundred miles due south is the South Polar Plateau. You have asked me at various times why it gets warmer here when the wind rises, and most of you know. As a meteorologist I’d have staked my word that no wind could blow at -70 degrees—that no more than a 5-mile wind could blow at -50—without causing warming due to friction with ground, snow and ice and the air itself.


  “We camped there on the lip of that ice-drowned mountain range for twelve days. We dug out camp into the blue ice that formed the surface, and escaped most of it. But for twelve consecutive days the wind blew at 45 miles an hour. It went as high as 48, and fell to 41 at times. The temperature was -63 degrees. It rose to -60 and fell to -68. It was meteorologically impossible, and it went on uninterruptedly for twelve days and twelve nights.


  “Somewhere to the south, the frozen air of South Polar Plateau slides down from that 18,000-foot bowl, down a mountain pass, over a glacier, and starts north. There must be a funneling mountain chain that directs it, and sweeps it away for four hundred miles to hit that bald plateau where we found the secondary pole, and 350 miles farther north reaches the Antarctic Ocean.


  “It’s been frozen there since Antarctica froze twenty million years ago. There never has been a thaw there.


  “Twenty million years ago Antarctica was beginning to freeze. We’ve investigated, thought and built speculations. What we believe happened was about like this.


  “Something came down out of space, a ship. We saw it there in the blue ice, a thing like a submarine without a conning tower or directive vanes. 280 feet long and 45 feet in diameter at its thickest.


  “Eh, Van Wall? Space? Yes, but I’ll explain that better later.” McReady’s steady voice went on.


  “It came down from space, driven and lifted by forces men haven’t discovered yet, and somehow—perhaps something went wrong then—it tangled with Earth’s magnetic field. It came south here, out of control probably, circling the magnetic pole. That’s a savage country there, but when Antarctica was still freezing it must have been a thousand times more savage. There must have been blizzard snow, as well as drift, new snow falling as the continent glaciated. The swirl there must have been particularly bad, the wind hurling a solid blanket of white over the lip of that now-buried mountain.


  “THE ship struck solid granite head-on, and cracked up. Not every one of the passengers in it was killed, but the ship must have been ruined, her driving mechanism locked. It tangled with Earth’s field, Norris believes. No thing made by intelligent beings can tangle with the dead immensity of a planet’s natural forces and survive.


  “One of its passengers stepped out. The wind we saw there never fell below 41, and the temperature never rose above -60. Then—the wind must have been stronger. And there was drift falling in a solid sheet. The thing was lost completely in ten paces.”


  He paused for a moment, the deep, steady voice giving way to the drone of wind overhead, and the uneasy, malicious gurgling in the pipe of the galley stove.


  Drift—a drift-wind was sweeping by overhead. Right now the snow picked up by the mumbling wind fled in level, blinding lines across the face of the buried camp. If a man stepped out of the tunnels that connected each of the camp buildings beneath the surface, he’d be lost in ten paces. Out there, the slim, black finger of the radio mast lifted 300 feet into the air, and at its peak was the clear night sky. A sky of thin, whining wind rushing steadily from beyond to another beyond under the licking, curling mantle of the aurora. And off north, the horizon flamed with queer, angry colors of the midnight twilight. That was spring 300 feet above Antarctica.


  At the surface—it was white death. Death of a needle-fingered cold driven before the wind, sucking heat from any warm thing. Cold—and white mist of endless, everlasting drift, the fine, fine particles of licking snow that obscured all things.


  Kinner, the little, scar-faced cook, winced. Five days ago he had stepped out to the surface to reach a cache of frozen beef. He had reached it, started back—and the drift-wind leapt out of the south. Cold, white death that streamed across the ground blinded him in twenty seconds. He stumbled on wildly in circles. It was half an hour before rope-guided men from below found him in the impenetrable murk.


  It was easy for man—or thing—to get lost in ten paces.


  “And the drift-wind then was probably more impenetrable than we know.” McReady’s voice snapped Kinner’s mind back. Back to welcome, dank warmth of the Ad Building. “The passenger of the ship wasn’t prepared either, it appears. It froze within ten feet of the ship.


  “We dug down to find the ship, and our tunnel happened to find the frozen-animal. Barclay’s ice-ax struck its skull.


  “When we saw what it was, Barclay went back to the tractor, started the fire up and when the steam pressure built, sent a call for Blair and Dr. Copper. Barclay himself was sick then. Stayed sick for three days, as a matter of fact.


  “When Blair and Copper came, we cut out the animal in a block of ice, as you see, wrapped it and loaded it on the tractor for return here. We wanted to get into that ship.


  “We reached the side and found the metal was something we didn’t know. Our beryllium-bronze, non-magnetic tools wouldn’t touch it. Barclay had some tool-steel on the tractor, and that wouldn’t scratch it either. We made reasonable tests—even tried some acid from the batteries with no results.


  “They must have had a passivating process to make magnesium metal resist acid that way, and the alloy must have been at least 95 per cent magnesium. But we had no way of guessing that, so when we spotted the barely opened locked door, we cut around it. There was clear, hard ice inside the lock, where we couldn’t reach it. Through the little crack we could look in and see that only metal and tools were in there, so we decided to loosen the ice with a bomb.


  “WE had decanite bombs and thermite. Thermite is the ice-softener; decanite might have shattered valuable things, where the thermite’s heat would just loosen the ice. Dr. Copper, Norris and I placed a 25-pound thermite bomb, wired it, and took the connector up the tunnel to the surface, where Blair had the steam tractor waiting. A hundred yards the other side of that granite wall we set off the thermite bomb.


  “The magnesium metal of the ship caught, of course. The glow of the bomb flared and died, then it began to flare again. We ran back to the tractor, and gradually the glare built up. From where we were we could see the whole ice-field illuminated from beneath with an unbearable light; the ship’s shadow was a great, dark cone reaching off toward the north, where the twilight was just about gone. For a moment it lasted, and we counted three other shadow-things that might have been other—passengers—frozen there. Then the ice was crashing down and against the ship.


  “That’s why I told you about that place. The wind sweeping down from the Pole was at our backs. Steam and hydrogen flame were torn away in white ice-fog; the flaming heat under the ice there was yanked away toward the Antarctice Ocean before it touched us. Otherwise we wouldn’t have come back, even with the shelter of that granite ridge that stopped the light.


  “Somehow in the blinding inferno we could see great hunched things, black bulks glowing, even so. They shed even the furious incandescence of the magnesium for a time. Those must have been the engines, we knew. Secrets going in blazing glory—secrets that might have given Man the planets. Mysterious things that could lift and hurl that ship-and had soaked in the force of the Earth’s magnetic field. I saw Norris’ mouth move, and ducked. I couldn’t hear him.


  “Insulation—something—gave way. All Earth’s field they’d soaked up twenty million years before broke loose. The aurora in the sky above licked down, and the whole plateau there was bathed in cold fire that blanketed vision. The ice-ax in my hand got red hot, and hissed on the ice. Metal buttons on my clothes burned into me. And a flash of electric blue seared upward from beyond the granite wall.


  “Then the walls of ice crashed down on it. For an instant it squealed the way dry-ice does when it’s pressed between metal.


  “We were blind and groping in the dark for hours while our eyes recovered. We found every coil within a mile was fused rubbish, the dynamo and every radio set, the earphones and speakers. If we hadn’t had the steam tractor, we wouldn’t have gotten over to the Secondary Camp.


  “Van Wall flew in from Big Magnet at sun-up, as you know. We came home as soon as possible. That is the history of—that.” McReady’s great bronze beard gestured toward the thing on the table.


  


CHAPTER II


  BLAIR STIRRED UNEASILY, his little bony fingers wriggling under the harsh light. Little brown freckles on his knuckles slid back and forth as the tendons under the skin twitched. He pulled aside a bit of the tarpaulin and looked impatiently at the dark icebound thing inside.


  McReady’s big body straightened somewhat. He’d ridden the rocking, jarring steam tractor forty miles that day, pushing on to Big Magnet here. Even his calm will had been pressed by the anxiety to mix again with humans. It was lone and quiet out there in Secondary Camp, where a wolf-wind howled down from the Pole. Wolf-wind howling in his sleep—winds droning and the evil, unspeakable face of that monster leering up as he’d first seen it through clear, blue ice, with a bronze ice-ax buried in its skull.


  The giant meteorologist spoke again. “The problem is them. Blair wants to examine the thing. Thaw it out and make micro slides of its tissues and so forth. Norris doesn’t believe that is safe, and Blair does. Dr. Copper agrees pretty much with Blair. Norris is a physicist, of course, not a biologist. But he makes a point I think we should all hear. Blair has described the microscopic life-forms biologists find living, even in this cold an inhospitable place. They freeze every winter, and thaw every summer—for three months—and live.


  “The point Norris makes is—they thaw, and live again. There must have been microscopic life associated with this creature. There is with every living thing we know. And Norris is afraid that we may release a plague—some germ disease unknown to Earth—if we thaw those microscopic things that have been frozen there for twenty million years.


  “Blair admits that such micro-life might retain the power of living. Such unorganized things as individual cells can retain life for unknown periods, when solidly frozen. The beast itself is as dead as those frozen mammoths they find in Siberia. Organized, highly developed life-forms can’t stand that treatment.


  “But micro-life could. Norris suggests that we may release some disease-form that man, never having met it before, will be utterly defenseless against.


  “Blair’s answer is that there may be such still living germs, but that Norris has the case reversed. They are utterly non-immune to man. Our life chemistry probably—”


  “Probably!” The little biologist’s head lifted in a quick, birdlike motion. The halo of gray hair about his bald head ruffled as though angry. “Heh. One look—”


  “I know,” McReady acknowledged. “The thing is not Earthly. It does not seem likely that it can have a life-chemistry sufficiently like ours to make cross-infection remotely possible. I would say that there is no danger.”


  McReady looked toward Dr. Copper. The physician shook his head slowly. “None whatever,” he asserted confidently. “Man cannot infect or be infected by germs that live in such comparatively close relatives as the snakes. And they are, I assure you,” his clean-shaven face grimaced uneasily, “much nearer to us than—that.”


  Vance Norris moved angrily. He was comparatively short in this gathering of big men, some five-feet-eight, and his stocky, powerful build tended to make him seem shorter. His black hair was crisp and hard, like short, steel wires, and his eyes were the gray of fractured steel. If McReady was a man of bronze, Norris was all steel. His movements, his thoughts, his whole bearing had the quick, hard impulse of steel spring. His nerves were steel—hard, quick-acting—swift corroding.


  He was decided on his point now, and he lashed out in its defense with a characteristic quick, clipped flow of words. “Different chemistry be damned. That thing may be dead-or, by God, it may not—but I don’t like it. Damn it, Blair, let them see the foul thing and decide for themselves whether they want that thing thawed out in this camp.


  “Thawed out, by the way. That’s got to be thawed out in one of the shacks tonight, if it is thawed out. Somebody—who’s watchman tonight? Magnetic—oh, Connant. Cosmic rays tonight. Well, you get to sit up with that twenty-million-year-old mummy of his.


  “Unwrap it, Blair. How the hell can they tell what they are buying if they can’t see it? It may have a different chemistry. I don’t know what else it has, but I know it has something I don’t want. If you can judge by the look on its face—it isn’t human so maybe you can’t—it was annoyed when it froze. Annoyed, in fact, is just about as close an approximation of the way it felt as crazy, mad, insane hatred. Neither one touches the subject.


  “How the hell can these birds tell what they are voting on? They haven’t seen those three red eyes, and the blue hair like crawling worms. Crawling—damn, it’s crawling there in the ice right now!


  “Nothing Earth ever spawned had the unutterable sublimation of devastating wrath that thing let loose in its face when it looked around this frozen desolation twenty million years ago. Mad? It was mad clear through—searing, blistering mad!


  “Hell, I’ve had bad dreams ever since I looked at those three red eyes. Nightmares. Dreaming the thing thawed out and came to life—that it wasn’t dead, or even wholly unconscious all those twenty million years, but just slowed, waiting—waiting. You’ll dream, too, while that damned thing that Earth wouldn’t own is dripping, dripping in the Cosmos House tonight.


  “And, Connant,” Norris whipped toward the cosmic ray specialist, “won’t you have fun sitting up all night in the quiet. Wind whining above—and that thing dripping—” He stopped for a moment, and looked around.


  “I know. That’s not science. But this is, it’s psychology. You’ll have nightmares for a year to come. Every night since I looked at that thing I’ve had ‘em., That’s why I hate it—sure I do—and don’t want it around. Put it back where it came from and let it freeze for another twenty million years. I had some swell nightmares—that it wasn’t made like we are—which is obvious—but of a different kind of flesh that it can really control. That it can change its shape, and look like a man—and wait to kill and eat.


  “That’s not a logical argument. I know it isn’t. The thing isn’t Earth-logic anyway.


  “Maybe it has an alien body-chemistry, and maybe its bugs do have a different body-chemistry. A germ might not stand that, but, Blair and Copper, how about a virus? That’s just an enzyme molecule, you’ve said. That wouldn’t need anything but a protein molecule of any body to work on.


  “And how are you so sure that, of the million varieties of microscopic life it may have, none of them are dangerous? How about diseases like hydrophobia—rabies—that attacks any warmblooded creature, whatever its body-chemistry may be? And parrot fever? Have you a body like a parrot, Blair? And plain rot—gangrene—necrosis, do you want? That isn’t choosy about body-chemistry!”


  BLAIR looked up from his puttering long enough to meet Norris’ angry gray eyes for an instant. “So far the only thing you have said this thing gave off that was catching was dreams. I’ll go so far as to admit that.” An impish, slightly malignant grin crossed the little man’s seamed face. “I had some, too. So. It’s dream-infectious. No doubt an exceedingly dangerous malady.


  “So far as your other things go, you have a badly mistaken idea about viruses. In the first place, nobody has shown that the enzyme-molecule theory, and that alone, explains them. And in the second place, when you catch tobacco mosaic or wheat rust, let me know. A wheat plant is a lot nearer your body-chemistry than this other-world creature is.


  “And your rabies is limited, strictly limited. You can’t get it from, nor give it to, a wheat plant or a fish—which is a collateral descendant of a common ancestor of yours. Which this, Norris, is not.” Blair nodded pleasantly toward the tarpaulined bulk on the table.


  “Well, thaw the damned thing in a tub of formalin if you must thaw it. I’ve suggested that—”


  “And I’ve said there would be no sense in it. You can’t compromise. Why did you and Commander Garry come down here to study magnetism? Why weren’t you content to stay at home? There’s magnetic force enough in New York. I could no more study the life this thing once had from a formalin-pickled sample than you could get the information you wanted back in New York. And—if this one is so treated, never in all time to come can there be a duplicate! The race it came from must have passed away in the twenty millions years it lay frozen, so that even if it came from Mars then, we’d never find its like. And—the ship is gone.


  “There’s only one way to do this—and that is the best possible way. It must be thawed slowly, carefully, and not in formalin.”


  Commander Garry stood forward again, and Norris stepped back muttering angrily. “I think Blair is right, gentlemen. What do you say?”


  Connant grunted. “It sounds right to us, I think—only perhaps he ought to stand watch over it while it’s thawing.” He grinned ruefully, brushing a stray lock of ripe-cherry hair back from his forehead. “Swell idea, in fact—if he sits up with his jolly little corpse.”


  Garry smiled slightly. A general chuckle of agreement rippled over the group. “I should think any ghost it may have had would have starved to death if it hung around here that long, Connant,” Garry suggested. “And you look capable of taking care of it. ‘Ironman’ Connant ought to be able to take out any opposing players, still.”


  Connant shook himself uneasily. “I’m not worrying about ghosts. Let’s see that thing. I—”


  Eagerly Blair was stripping back the ropes. A single throw of the tarpaulin revealed the thing. The ice had melted somewhat in the heat of the room and it was clear and blue as thick, good glass. It shone wet and sleek under the harsh light of the unshielded globe above.


  The room stiffened abruptly. It was face up there on the plain, greasy planks of the table. The broken half of the bronze ice-ax was still buried in the queer skull. Three mad, hate-filled eyes blazed up with a living fire, bright as fresh-spilled blood from a face ringed with a writhing, loathsome nest of worms, blue, mobile worms that crawled where hair should grow.


  Van Wall, six feet and 200 pounds of ice-nerved pilot, gave a queer, strangled gasp and butted, stumbled his way out to the corridor. Half the company broke for the doors. The others stumbled away from the table.


  McReady stood at one end of the table watching them, his great body planted solid on his powerful legs. Norris from the opposite end glowered at the thing with smoldering heat. Outside the door, Garry was talking with half a dozen of the men at once.


  Blair had a tack hammer. The ice that cased the thing schluffed crisply under its steel claw as it peeled from the thing it had cased for twenty thousand thousand years—


  


CHAPTER III


  “I KNOW YOU don’t like the thing, Connant, but it just has to be thawed out right. You say leave it as it is till we get back to civilization. All right, I’ll admit your argument that we could do a better and more complete job there is sound. But—how are we going to get this across the Line? We have to take this through one temperate zone, the equatorial zone, and half way through the other temperate zone before we get it to New York. You don’t want to sit with it one night, but you suggest, then, that I hang its corpse in the freezer with the beef?” Blair looked up from his cautious chipping, his bald, freckled skull nodding triumphantly.


  Kinner, the stocky, scar-faced cook, saved Connant the trouble of answering. “Hey, you listen, mister. You put that thing in the box with the meat, and by all the gods there ever were, I’ll put you in to keep it company. You birds have brought everything movable in this camp in onto my mess tables here already, and I had to stand for that. But you go putting things like that in my meat box or even my meat cache here, and you cook your own damn grub.”


  “But, Kinner, this is the only table in Big Magnet that’s big enough to work on,” Blair objected. “Everybody’s explained that.”


  “Yeah, and everybody’s brought everything in here. Clark brings his dogs every time there’s a fight and sews them up on that table. Ralsen brings in his sledges. Hell, the only thing you haven’t had on that table is the Boeing. And you’d ‘a’ had that in if you coulda figured a way to get it through the tunnels.’


  Commander Garry chuckled and grinned at Van Wall, the huge Chief Pilot. Van Wall’s great blond beard twitched suspiciously as he nodded gravely to Kinner. “You’re right, Kinner. The aviation department is the only one that treats you right.”


  “It does get crowded, Kinner,” Garry acknowledged. “But I’m afraid we all find it that way at times. Not much privacy in an Antarctic camp.”


  “Privacy? What the hell’s that? You know, the thing that really made me weep, was when I saw Barclay marchin’ through here chantin’ ‘The last lumber in the camp! The last lumber in the camp!’ and carryin’ it out to build that house on his tractor. Damn it, I missed that moon cut in the door he carried out more’n I missed the sun when it set. That wasn’t just the last lumber Barclay was walkin’ off with. He was carryin’ off the last bit of privacy in this blasted place.”


  A grin rode even on Connant’s heavy face as Kinner’s perennial good-natured grouch came up again. But it died away quickly as his dark, deep-set eyes turned again to the red-eyed thing Blair was chipping from its cocoon of ice. A big hand ruffed his shoulder-length hair, and tugged at a twisted lock that fell behind his ear in a familiar gesture. “I know that cosmic ray shack’s going to be too crowded if I have to sit up with that thing,” he growled. “Why can’t you go on chipping the ice away from around it—you can do that without anybody butting in, I assure you—and then hang the thing up over the power-plant boiler? That’s warm enough. It’ll thaw out a chicken, even a whole side of beef, in a few hours.”


  “I know.” Blair protested, dropping the tack hammer to gesture more effectively with his bony, freckled fingers, his small body tense with eagerness, “but this is too important to take any chances. There never was a find like this; there never can be again. It’s the only chance men will ever have, and it has to be done exactly right.


  “LOOK, you know how the fish we caught down near the Ross Sea would freeze almost as soon as we got them on deck, and come to life again if we thawed them gently? Low forms of life aren’t killed by quick freezing and slow thawing. We have—”


  “Hey, for the love of Heaven—you mean that damned thing will come to life!” Connant yelled.


  “You get the damned thing—Let me at it! That’s going to be in so many pieces—”


  “NO! No, you fool—” Blair jumped in front of Connant to protect his precious find. “No. Just low forms of life. For Pete’s sake let me finish. You can’t thaw higher forms of life and have them come to. Wait a moment now—hold it! A fish can come to after freezing because it’s so low a form of life that the individual cells of its body can revive, and that alone is enough to re-establish life. Any higher forms thawed out that way are dead. Though the individual cells revive, they die because there must be organization and cooperative effort to live. That cooperation cannot be reestablished. There is a sort of potential life in any uninjured, quick-frozen animal. But it can’t—can’t under any circumstances—become active life in higher animals. The higher animals are too complex, too delicate. This is an intelligent creature as high in its evolution as we are in ours. Perhaps higher. It is as dead as a frozen man would be.”


  “How do you know?” demanded Connant, hefting the ice-ax he had seized a moment before.


  Commander Garry laid a restraining hand on his heavy shoulder. “Wait a minute, Connant. I want to get this straight. I agree that there is going to be no thawing of this thing if there is the remotest chance of its revival. I quite agree it is much too unpleasant to have alive, but I had no idea there was the remotest possibility.”


  Dr. Copper pulled his pipe from between his teeth and heaved his stocky, dark body from the bunk he had been sitting in. “Blair’s being technical. That’s dead. As dead as the mammoths they find frozen in Siberia. Potential life is like atomic energy—there, but nobody can get it out, and it certainly won’t release itself except in rare cases, as rare as radium in the chemical analogy. We have all sorts of proof that things don’t live after being frozen—not even fish, generally speaking—and no proof that higher animal life can under any circumstances. What’s the point, Blair?”


  The little biologist shook himself. The little ruff of hair standing out around his bald pate waved in righteous anger. “The point is,” he said in an injured tone, “that the individual cells might show the characteristics they had in life, if it is properly thawed. A man’s muscle cells live many hours after he has died. Just because they live, and a few things like hair and fingernail cells still live, you wouldn’t accuse a corpse of being a Zombie, or something.


  “Now if I thaw this right, I may have a chance to determine what sort of world it’s native to. We don’t, and can’t know by any other means, whether it came from Earth or Mars or Venus or from beyond the stars.


  “And just because it looks unlike men, you don’t have to accuse it of being evil, or vicious or something. Maybe that expression on its face is its equivalent to a resignation to fate. White is the color of mourning to the Chinese. If men can have different customs, why can’t a so-different race have different understandings of facial expressions?”


  CONNANT laughed softly, mirthlessly. “Peaceful resignation! If that is the best it could do in the way of resignation, I should exceedingly dislike seeing it when it was looking mad. That face was never designed to express peace. It just didn’t have any philosophical thoughts like peace in its make-up.


  “I know it’s your pet—but be sane about it. The thing grew up on evil, adolesced slowly roasting alive the local equivalent of kittens, and amused itself through maturity on new and ingenious torture.”


  “You haven’t the slight right to say that,” snapped Blair. “How do you know the first thing about the meaning of a facial expression inherently inhuman! It may well have no human equivalent whatever. That is just a different development of Nature, another example of Nature’s wonderful adaptability. Growing on another, perhaps harsher world, it has different form and features. But it is just as much a legitimate child of Nature as you are. You are displaying the childish human weakness of hating the different. On its own world it would probably class you as a fish-belly, white monstrosity with an insufficient number of eyes and a fungoid body pale and bloated with gas.


  “Just because its nature is different, you haven’t any right to say it’s necessarily evil.”


  Norris burst out a single, explosive, “Haw!” He looked down at the thing. “Maybe that things from other worlds don’t have to be evil just because they’re different. But that thing was! Child of Nature, eh? Well, it was a hell of an evil Nature.”


  “Aw, will you mugs cut crabbing at each other and get the damned thing off my table?” Kinner growled. “And put a canvas over it. It looks indecent.”


  “Kinner’s gone modest,” jeered Connant.


  Kinner slanted his eyes up to the big physicist. The scarred cheek twisted to join the line of his tight lips in a twisted grin. “All right, big boy, and what were you grousing about a minute ago? We can set the thing in a chair next to you tonight, if you want.”


  “I’m not afraid of its face,” Connant snapped. “I don’t like keeping awake over its corpse particularly, but I’m going to do it.”


  Kinner’s grin spread. “Uh-huh.” He went off to the galley stove and shook down ashes vigorously, drowning the brittle chipping of the ice as Blair fell to work again.


  


CHAPTER IV


  “Cluck,” reported the cosmic ray counter, cluck-brrrp-cluck. ” Connant started and dropped his pencil.


  “Damnation.” The physicist looked toward the far corner, back at the Geiger counter on the table near that corner, and crawled under the desk at which he had been working to retrieve the pencil. He sat down at his work again, trying to make his writing more even. It tended to have jerks and quavers in it, in time with the abrupt proud-hen noises of the Geiger counter. The muted whoosh of the pressure lamp he was using for illumination, the mingled gargles and bugle calls of a dozen men sleeping down the corridor in Paradise House formed the background sounds for the irregular, clucking noises of the counter, the occasional rustle of falling coal in the copper-bellied stove. And a soft, steady drip-drip-drip from the thing in the corner.


  Connant jerked a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, snapped it so that a cigarette protruded and jabbed the cylinder into his mouth. The lighter failed to function, and he pawed angrily through the pile of papers in search of a match. He scratched the wheel of the lighter several times, dropped it with a curse and got up to pluck a hot coal from the stove with the coal tongs.


  The lighter functioned instantly when he tried it on returning to the desk. The counter ripped out a series of chucking guffaws as a burst of cosmic rays struck through to it. Connant turned to glower at it, and tried to concentrate on the interpretation of data collected during the past week. The weekly summary—


  He gave up and yielded to curiosity, or nervousness. He lifted the pressure lamp from the desk and carried it over to the table in the corner. Then he returned to the stove and picked up the coal tongs. The beast had been thawing for nearly 18 hours now. He poked at it with an unconscious caution; the flesh was no longer hard as armor plate, but had assumed a rubbery texture. It looked like wet, blue rubber glistening under droplets of water like little round jewels in the glare of the gasoline pressure lantern. Connant felt an unreasoning desire to pour the contents of the lamp’s reservoir over the thing in its box and drop the cigarette into it. The three red eyes glared up at him sightlessly, the ruby eyeballs reflecting murky, smoky rays of light.


  He realized vaguely that he had been looking at them for a very long time, even vaguely understood that they were no longer sightless. But it did not seem of importance, of no more importance than the labored, slow motion of the tentacular things that sprouted from the base of the scrawny, slowly pulsing neck.


  Connant picked up the pressure lamp and returned to his chair. He sat down, staring at the pages of mathematics before him. The clucking of the counter was strangely less disturbing, the rustle of the coals in the stove no longer distracting.


  The creak of the floorboards behind him didn’t interrupt his thoughts as he went about his weekly report in an automatic manner, filing in columns of data and making brief, summarizing notes.


  The creak of the floorboard sounded nearer.


  


CHAPTER V


  Blair came up from the nightmare-haunted depths of sleep abruptly. Connant’s face floated vaguely above him; for a moment it seemed a continuance of the wild horror of the dream. But Connant’s face was angry, and a little frightened. “Blair—Blair you damned log, wake up.”


  “Uh-eh?” the little biologist rubbed his eyes, his bony, freckled fingers crooked to a mutilated child-fist. From surrounding bunks other faces lifted to stare down at them.


  Connant straightened up. “Get up—and get a lift on. Your damned animal’s escaped.”


  “Escaped—what!” Chief Pilot Van Walls’s bull voice roared out with a volume that shook the walls. Down the communication tunnels other voices yelled suddenly. The dozen inhabitants of Paradise House tumbled in abruptly, Barclay, stocky and bulbous in long woolen underwear, carrying a fire extinguisher.


  “What the hell’s the matter?” Barclay demanded.


  “Your damned beast got loose. I fell asleep about twenty minutes ago, and when I woke up, the thing was gone. Hey, Doc, the hell you say those things can’t come to life. Blair’s blasted potential life developed a hell of a lot of potential and walked out on us.”


  Copper stared blankly. “It wasn’t—Earthly,” he sighed suddenly. “I—I guess Earthly laws don’t apply.”


  “Well, it applied for leave of absence and took it. We’ve got to find it and capture it somehow.” Connant swore bitterly, his deep-set black eyes sullen and angry. “It’s a wonder the hellish creature didn’t eat me in my sleep.”


  Blair stared back, his pale eyes suddenly fearstruck. “Maybe it di—er—uh—we’ll have to find it.”


  “You find it. It’s your pet. I’ve had all I want to do with it, sitting there for seven hours with the counter clucking every few seconds, and you birds in here singing night-music. It’s a wonder I got to sleep. I’m going through to the Ad Building.”


  Commander Garry ducked through the doorway, pulling his belt tight. “You won’t have to. Van’s roar sounded like the Boeing taking off down wind. So it wasn’t dead?”


  “I didn’t carry it off in my arms, I assure you,” Connant snapped. “The last I saw, that split skull was oozing green goo, like a squashed caterpillar. Doc just said our laws don’t work—it’s unearthly. Well, it’s an unearthly monster, with an unearthly disposition, judging by the face, wandering around with a split skull and brains oozing out.”


  Norris and McReady appeared in the doorway, a doorway filling with other shivering men. “Has anybody seen it coming over here?” Norris asked innocently. “About four feet tall—three red eyes—brains oozing—Hey, has anybody checked to make sure this isn’t a cracked idea of humor? If it is, I think we’ll unite in tying Blair’s pet around Connant’s neck like the ancient Mariner’s albatross.


  “It’s no humor,” Connant shivered. “Lord, I wish it were. I’d rather wear—” He stopped. A wild, weird howl shhrieked through the corridors. The men stiffened abruptly, and half turned.


  “I THINK it’s been located,” Connant finished. His dark eyes shifted with a queer unease. He darted back to his bunk in Paradise house, to return almost immediately with a heavy .45 revolver and an ice-ax. He hefted both gently as he started for the corridor toward Dogtown. “It blundered down the wrong corridor—and landed among the huskies. Listen—the dogs have broken their chains—”


  The half-terrorized howl of the dog pack changed to a wild hunting melee. The voices of the dogs thundered in the narrow corridors, and through them came a low rippling snarl of distilled hate. A shrill of pain, a dozen snarling yelps.


  Connant broke for the door. Close behind him, McReady, then Barclay and Commander Garry came. Other men broke for the Ad Building, and weapons—the sledge house. Pomroy, in charge of Big Magnet’s five cows, started down the corridor in the opposite direction—he had a six-foot-handled, long-tined pitchfork in mind.


  Barclay slid to a halt, as McReady’s giant bulk turned abruptly away from the tunnel leading to Dogtown, and vanished off at an angle. Uncertainly, the mechanician wavered a moment, the fire-extinguisher in his hands, hesitating from one side to the other. Then he was racing after Connant’s broad back. Whatever McReady had in mind, he could be trusted to make it work.


  Connant stopped at the bend in the corridor. His breath hissed suddenly through his throat.


  “Great God—” The revolver exploded thunderously; three numbing, palpable waves of sound crashed through the confined corridors. Two more. The revolver dropped to the hard-packed snow of the trail, and Barclay saw the ice-ax shift into defensive position. Connant’s powerful body blocked his vision, but beyond he heard something mewing, and, insanely, chuckling. The dogs were quieter; there was a deadly seriousness in their low snarls. Taloned feet scratched at hard-packed snow, broken chains were clinking and tangling.


  Connant shifted abruptly, and Barclay could see what lay beyond. For a second he stood frozen, then his breath went out in a gusty curse. The Thing launched itself at Connant, the powerful arms of the man swung the ice-ax flatside first at what might have been a hand. It scrunched horribly, and the tattered flesh, ripped by a half-dozen savage huskies, leapt to its feet again. The red eyes blazed with an unearthy hatred, an unearthly, unkillable vitality.


  Barclay turned the fire extinguisher on it; the blinding, blistering stream of chemical spray confused it, baffled it, together with the savage attacks of the huskies, not for long afraid of anything that did, or could live, held it at bay.


  McReady wedged men out of his way and drove down the narrow corridor packed with men unable to reach the scene. There was a sure fore-planned drive to McReady’s attack. One of the giant blowtorches used in warming the plane’s engines was in his bronzed hands. It roared gustily as he turned the corner and opened the valve. The mad mewing hissed louder. The dogs scrambled back from the three-foot lance of blue-hot flame.


  “Bar, get a power cable, run it in somehow. And a handle. We can electrocute this—monster, if I don’t incinerate it.” McReady spoke with an authority of planned action. Barclay turned down the long corridor to the power plant, but already before him Norris and Van Wall were racing down.


  BARCLAY found the cable in the electrical cache in the tunnel wall. In a half minute he was hacking at it, walking back. Van Wall’s voice rang out in a warning shout of “Power!” as the emergency gasoline-powered dynamo thudded into action. Half a dozen other men were down there now; the coal, kindling were going into the firebox of the steam power plant. Norris, cursing in a low, deadly monotone, was working with quick, sure fingers on the other end of Barclay’s cable, splicing in a contactor in one of the power leads.


  The dogs had fallen back when Barclay reached the corridor bend, fallen back before a furious monstrosity that glared from baleful red eyes, mewing in trapped hatred. The dogs were a semicircle of red-dipped muzzles with a fringe of glistening white teeth, whining with a vicious eagerness that near matched the fury of the red eyes. McReady stood confidently alert at the corridor bend, the gustily muttering torch, held loose and ready for action in his hands. He stepped aside without moving his eyes from the beast as Barclay came up. There was a slight, tight smile on his lean, bronzed face.


  Norris’ voice called down the corridor, and Barclay stepped forward. The cable was taped to the long handle of a snow-shovel, the two conductors split, and held 18 inches apart by a scrap of lumber lashed at right angles across the far end of the handle. Bare copper conductors, charged with 220 volts, glinted in the light of pressure lamps. The Thing mewed and halted and dodged. McReady advanced to Barclay’s side. The dogs beyond sensed the plan with the almost-telepathic intelligence of trained huskies. Their whimpering grew shriller, softer, their mincing steps carried them nearer. Abruptly a huge, night-black Alaskan leapt onto the trapped thing. It turned squalling, saber-clawed feet slashing.


  Barclay leapt forward and jabbed. A weird, shrill scream rose and choked out. The smell of burnt flesh in the corridor intensified; greasy smoke curled up. The echoing pound of the gas-electric dynamo down the corridor became a slogging thud.


  The red eyes clouded over in a stiffening, jerking travesty of a face. Armlike, leglike members quivered and jerked. The dogs leapt forward, and Barclay yanked back his shovel-handled weapon. The thing on the snow did not move as gleaming teeth ripped it open.


  


CHAPTER VI


  GARRY LOOKED ABOUT the crowded room. Thirty-two men, some tensed nervously standing against the wall, some uneasily relaxed, some sitting, most perforce standing, as intimate as sardines. Thirty-two, plus the five engaged in sewing up wounded dogs, made thirty-seven, the total personnel.


  Garry started speaking. “All right, I guess we’re here. Some of you—three or four at most—saw what happened. All of you have seen that thing on the table, and can get a general idea. Anyone hasn’t, I’ll lift—” His hand strayed to the tarpaulin bulking over the thing on the table. There was an acrid odor of singed flesh seeping out of it. The men, stirred restlessly, hasty denials.


  “It looks rather as though Charnauk isn’t going to lead any more teams,” Garry went on. “Blair wants to get at this thing, and make some more detailed examination. We want to know what happened, and make sure right now that this is permanently, totally dead. Right?”


  Connant grinned. “Anybody that doesn’t agree can sit up with it tonight.”


  “All right then, Blair, what can you say about it? What was it?” Garry turned to the little biologist.


  “I wonder if we ever saw its natural form.” Blair looked at the covered mass. “It may have been imitating the beings that built that ship—but I don’t think it was. I think that was its true form.


  “Those of us who were up near the bend saw the thing in action; the thing on the table is the result. When it got loose, apparently, it started looking around. Antarctica still frozen as it was ages ago when the creature first saw it—and froze. From my observations while it was thawing out, and the bits of tissue I cut and hardened then, I think it was native to a hotter planet than Earth. It couldn’t, in its natural form, stand the temperature. There is no life-form on Earth that can live in Antarctica during the winter, but the best compromise is the dog. It found the dogs, and somehow got near enough to Charnauk to get him. The others smelled it—heard it—I don’t know—anyway they went wild, and broke chains, and attacked it before it was finished. The thing we found was part Charnauk, queerly only half-dead, part Charnauk half-digested by the jellylike protoplasm of that creature, and part the remains of the thing we originally found, sort of melted down to the basic protoplasm.


  “When the dogs attacked it, it turned—into the best fighting thing it could think of. Some other-world beast apparently.”


  “Turned,” snapped Garry. “How?”


  “Every living thing is made up of jelly—protoplasm and minute, submicroscopic things called nuclei, which control the bulk, the protoplasm. This thing was just a modification of that same worldwide plan of Nature; cells made up of protoplasm, controlled by infinitely tinier nuclei. You physicists might compare it—an individual cell of any living thing—with an atom; the bulk of the atom, the space-filling part, is made up of the electron orbits, but the character of the thing is determined by the atomic nucleus.


  “This isn’t wildly beyond what we already know. It’s just a modification we haven’t seen before. It’s as natural, as logical, as any other manifestation of life. It obeys exactly the same laws. The cells are made of protoplasm, their character determined by the nucleus.


  “ONLY in this creature, the cell-nuclei can control those cells at will. It digested Charnauk, and as it digested, studied every cell of his tissue, and shaped its own cells to imitate them exactly. Parts of it—parts that had time to finish changing—are dog-cells. But they don’t have dog-cell nuclei.” Blair lifted a fraction of the tarpaulin. A torn dog’s leg with stiff gray fur protruded. “That, for instance, isn’t dog at all; it’s imitation. Some parts I’m certain about; the nucleus was hiding itself, covering up with dog-cell imitation nucleus. In time, not even a microscope would have shown the difference.”


  “Suppose,” asked Norris bitterly, “it had had lots of time?”


  “Then it would have been a dog. The other dogs would have accepted it. We would have accepted it. I don’t think anything would have distinguished it, not microscope, nor X-ray, nor any other means. This is a member of a supremely intelligent race, a race that has learned the deepest secrets of biology, and turned them to its use.”


  “What was it planning to do?” Barclay looked at the humped tarpaulin.


  Blair grinned unpleasantly. The wavering halo of thin hair round his bald pate wavered in the stir of air. “Take over the world, I imagine.”


  “Take over the world! Just it, all by itself?” Connant gasped. “Set itself up as a lone dictator?”


  “No,” Blair shook his head. The scalpel he had been fumbling in his bony fingers dropped; he bent to pick it up, so that his face was hidden as he spoke. “It would become the population of the world.”


  “Become—populate the world? Does it reproduce asexually?”


  Blair shook his head and gulped. “It’s—it doesn’t have to. It weighed 85 pounds. Charnauk weighed about 90. It would have become Charnauk, and had 85 pounds left, to become—oh, Jack for instance, or Chinook. It can imitate anything—that is, become anything. If it had reached the Antarctic Sea, it would have become a seal, maybe two seals. They might have attacked a killer whale, and become either killers, or a herd of seals. Or maybe it would have caught an albatross, or a skua gull, and flown to South America.”


  Norris cursed softly. “And every time, it digested something, and imitated it—”


  “It would have had its original bulk left, to start again,” Blair finished. “Nothing would kill it. It has no natural enemies, because it becomes whatever it wants to. If a killer whale attacked, it would become a killer whale. If it was an albatross, and an eagle attacked it, it would become an eagle. Lord, it might become a female eagle. Go back—build a nest and lay eggs!”


  “Are you sure that thing from hell is dead?” Dr. Copper asked softly.


  “Yes, thank Heaven,” the little biologist gasped. “After they drove the dogs off, I stood there poking Bar’s electrocution thing into it for five minutes. It’s dead and—cooked.”


  “Then we can only give thanks that this is Antarctica, where there is not one, single, solitary, living thing for it to imitate, except these animals in camp.”


  “Us,” Blair giggled. “It can imitate us. Dogs can’t make 400 miles to the sea; there’s no food.


  “There aren’t any skua gulls to imitate at this season. There aren’t any Penguins this far inland. There’s nothing that can reach the sea from this point—except us. We’ve got the brains. We can do it. Don’t you see—it’s got to imitate us—it’s got to be one of us—that’s the only way it can fly an airplane—fly a plane for two hours, and rule—be—all Earth’s inhabitants. A world for the taking—if it imitates us!


  “It didn’t know yet. It hadn’t had a chance to learn. It was rushed—hurried—look the thing nearest its own size. Look—I’m Pandora! I opened the box! And the only hope that can come out is—that nothing can come out. You didn’t see me. I did it. I fixed it. I smashed every magneto. Not a plane can fly. Nothing can fly.” Blair giggled and lay down on the floor crying.


  CHIEF Pilot Van Wall made a dive for the door. His feet were fading echoes in the corridors as Dr. Copper bent unhurriedly over the little man on the floor. From his office at the end of the room he brought something, and injected a solution into Blair’s arm. “He might come out of it when he wakes up,” he sighed rising. McReady helped him lift the biologist onto a near-by bunk. “It all depends on whether we can convince him that thing is dead.”


  Van Wall ducked into the shack brushing his heavy blond beard absently. “I didn’t think a biologist would do a thing like that up thoroughly. He missed the spares in the second cache. It’s all right. I smashed them.”


  Commander Garry nodded. “I was wondering about the radio.”


  Dr. Copper snorted. “You don’t think it can leak out on a radio wave, do you? You’d have five rescue attempts in the next three months if you stop the broadcasts. The thing to do is talk loud and not make a sound. Now I wonder—”


  McReady looked speculatively at the doctor. “It might be like an infectious disease. Everything that drank, any of its blood—”


  Copper shook his head. “Blair missed something. Imitate it may, but it has, to a certain extent, its own body-chemistry, its own metabolism. If it didn’t it would become a dog—and be a dog and nothing more. It has to be an imitation dog. Therefore you can detect it by serum tests. And its chemistry, since it comes from another world. Must be so wholly, radically different that a few cells, such as gained by drops of blood, would be treated as disease germs by the dog, or human body.”


  “Blood—would one of those imitations bleed?” Norris demanded.


  “Surely. Nothing mystic about blood. Muscle is about 90 per cent water; blood differs only in having a couple per cent more water, and less connective tissue. They’d bleed all right,” Copper assured him.


  Blair sat up in his bunk suddenly. “Connant—where’s Connant?”


  The physicist moved over toward the little biologist. “Here I am. What do you want?”


  “Are You?” giggled Blair. He lapsed back into the bunk contorted with silent laughter.


  Connant looked at him blankly “Huh? Am I what?”


  “Are you there?” Blair burst into gales of laughter. “Are you Connant? The beast wanted to be a man—not a dog—”


  


CHAPTER VII


  DR. COOPER ROSE wearily from the bunk, and washed the hypodermic carefully. The little tinkles it made seemed loud in the packed room, now that Blair’s gurgling laughter had finally quieted.


  Copper looked toward Garry and shook his head slowly. “Hopeless, I’m afraid. I don’t think we can ever convince him the thing is dead now.”


  Norris laughed uncertainly. “I’m not sure you can convince me. Oh, damn you, McReady.”


  “McReady?” Commander Garry turned to look from Norris to McReady curiously.


  “The nightmares,” Norris explained. “He had a theory about the nightmares we had at the Secondary Station after finding that thing.”


  “And that was?” Garry looked at McReady levelly.


  Norris answered for him, jerkily, uneasily. “That the creature wasn’t dead, had a sort of enormously slowed existence, an existence that permitted it, none the less, to be vaguely aware of the passing of time, of our coming, after endless years. I had a dream it could imitate things.”


  “Well,” Copper grunted, “it can.”


  “Don’t be an ass,” Norris snapped. “That’s not what’s bothering me. In the dream it could read minds, read thoughts and ideas and mannerisms.”


  “What’s so bad about that? It seems to be worrying you more than the thought of the joy we’re going to have with a mad man in an Antarctic camp.” Copper nodded toward Blair’s sleeping form.


  McReady shook his great head slowly. “You know that Connant is Connant, because he not merely looks like Connant—which we’re beginning to believe that beast might be able to do—but he thinks like Connant, talks like Connant, moves himself around as Connant does. That takes more than merely a body that looks like him; that takes Connant’s own mind, and thoughts and mannerisms. Therefore, though you know that the thing might make itself look like Connant, you aren’t much bothered, because you know it has a mind from another world, a totally unhuman mind, that couldn’t possibly react and think and talk like a man we know, and do it so well as to fool us for a moment. The idea of the creature imitating one of us is fascinating, but unreal because it is too completely unhuman to deceive us. It doesn’t have a human mind.”


  “As I said before,” Norris repeated, looking steadily at McReady, “you can say the damnedest things at the damnedest times. Will you be so good as to finish that thought—one way or the other?”


  Kinner, the scar-faced expedition cook, had been standing near Connant. Suddenly he moved down the length of the crowded room toward his familiar galley. He shook the ashes from the galley stove noisily.


  “It would do it no good,” said Dr. Copper, softly as though thinking out loud, “to merely look like something it was trying to imitate; it would have to understand its feelings, its reaction. It is unhuman; it has powers of imitation beyond any conception of man. A good actor, by training himself, can imitate another man, another man’s mannerisms, well enough to fool most people.


  Of course no actor could imitate so perfectly as to deceive men who had been living with the imitated one in the complete lack of privacy of an Antarctic camp. That would take a super-human skill.”


  “Oh, you’ve got the bug too?” Norris cursed softly.


  CONNANT, standing alone at one end of the room, looked about him wildly, his face white. A gentle eddying of the men had crowded them slowly down toward the other end of the room, so that he stood quite alone. “My God, will you two Jeremiahs shut up?” Connant’s voice shook. “What am I? Some kind of a microscopic specimen you’re dissecting? Some unpleasant worm you’re discussing in the third person?”


  McReady looked up at him; his slowly twisting hand stopped for a moment. “Having a lovely time. Wish you were here. Signed: Everybody.


  “Connant, if you think you’re having a hell of a time, just move over on the other end for a while. You’ve got one thing we haven’t; you know what the answer is. I’ll tell you this, right now you’re the most feared and respected man in Big Magnet.”


  “Lord, I wish you could see your eyes,” Connant gasped. “Stop staring, will you! What the hell are you going to do?”


  “Have you any suggestions, Dr. Copper?” Commander Garry asked steadily. “The present situation is impossible.”


  “Oh, is it?” Connant snapped. “Come over here and look at that crowd. By Heaven, they look exactly like that gang of huskies around the corridor bend. Benning, will you stop hefting that damned ice-ax?”


  The coppery blade rang on the floor as the aviation mechanic nervously dropped it. He bent over and picked it up instantly, hefting it slowly, turning it in his hands, his browns eyes moving jerkily about the room.


  Copper sat down on the bunk beside Blair. The wood creaked noisily in the room. Far down a corridor, a dog yelped in pain, and the dogdrivers’ tense voices floated softly back. “Microscopic examination,” said the doctor thoughtfully, “would be useless, as Blair pointed out. Considerable time has passed. However, serum tests would be definitive.


  “Serum tests? What do you mean exactly?” Commander Garry asked.


  “If I had a rabbit that had been injected with human blood—a poison to rabbits, of course, as is the blood of any animal save that of another rabbit—and the injections continued in increasing doses for some time, the rabbit would be human-immune. If a small quantity of its blood were drawn off, allowed to separate in a test-tube, and to the clear serum, a bit of human blood were added, there would be a visible reaction, proving the blood was human. If cow, or dog blood were added—or any protein material other than that one thing, human blood—no reaction would take place. That would prove definitely.”


  “Can you suggest where I might catch a rabbit for you, Doc?” Norris asked. “That is, nearer than Australia; we don’t want to waste time going that far.”


  “I know there aren’t any rabbits in Antarctica,” Copper nodded, “but that is simply the usual animal. Any animal except man will do. A dog for instance. But it will take several days, and due to the greater size of the animal, considerable blood. Two of us will have to contribute.”


  “Would I do?” Garry asked.


  “That will make two,” Copper nodded. “I’ll get to work on it right away.”


  “What about Connant in the meantime?” Kinner demanded. “I’m going out that door and head off for the Ross Sea before I cook for him.”


  “He may be human—” Copper started.


  Connant burst out in a flood of curses. “Human! May be human, you damned saw bones! What in hell do you think I am?”


  “A monster,” Copper snapped sharply. “Now shut up and listen.” Connant’s face drained of color and he sat down heavily as the indictment was put in words. “Until we know—you know as well as we do that we have reason to question the fact, and only you know how that question is to be answered—we may reasonably be expected to lock you up. If you are—unhuman—you’re a lot more dangerous than poor Blair there, and I’m going to see that he’s locked up thoroughly. I expect that his next stage will be a violent desire to kill you, all the dogs, and probably all of us. When he wakes, he will be convinced we’re all unhuman, and nothing on the planet will ever change his conviction. It would be kinder to let him die, but we can’t do that, of course. He’s going in one shack, and you can stay in Cosmos House with your cosmic ray apparatus. Which is about what you’d do anyway. I’ve got to fix up a couple of dogs.”


  Connant nodded bitterly. “I’m human. Hurry that test. Your eyes—Lord, I wish you could see your eyes staring—”


  COMMANDER Garry watched anxiously as Clark, the doghandler, held the big brown Alaskan husky, while Copper began the injection treatment. The dog was not anxious to cooperate; the needle was painful, and already he’d experienced considerable needle work that morning. Five stitches held closed a slash that ran from his shoulder across the ribs half way down his body. One long fang was broken off short; the missing part was to be found half-buried in the shoulder bone of the monstrous thing on the table in the Ad Building.


  “How long will that take?” Garry asked, pressing his arm gently. It was sore from the prick of the needle Dr. Copper had used to withdraw blood.


  Copper shrugged. “I don’t know, to be frank. I know the general method, I’ve used it on rabbits. But I haven’t experimented with dogs. They’re big, clumsy animals to work with; naturally rabbits are preferable, and serve ordinarily. In civilized places you can buy a stock of human-immune rabbits from suppliers, and not many investigators take the trouble to prepare their own.”


  “What do they want with them back there?” Clark asked.


  “Criminology is one large field. A says he didn’t murder B, but that the blood on his shirt came from killing a chicken. The State makes a test, then it’s up to A to explain how it is the blood reacts on human-immune rabbits, but not on chicken-immunes.”


  “What are we going to do with Blair in the meantime?” Garry asked wearily. “It’s all right to let him sleep where he is for a while, but when he wakes up—”


  “Barclay and Benning are fitting some bolts on the door of Cosmos House,” Copper replied grimly. “Connant’s acting like a gentleman. I think perhaps the way the other men look at him makes him rather want privacy. Lord knows, heretofore we’ve all of us individually prayed for a little privacy.”


  Clark laughed bitterly. “Not any more, thank you. The more the merrier.”


  “Blair,” Copper went on, “will also have to have privacy—and locks. He’s going to have a pretty definite plan in mind when he wakes up. Ever hear the old story of how to stop hoof-and-mouth disease in cattle?”


  “If there isn’t any hoof-and-mouth disease, there won’t be any hoof-and-mouth disease,” Copper explained. “You get rid of it by killing every animal that exhibits it, and every animal that’s been near the diseased animal. Blair’s a biologist, and knows that story. He’s afraid of this thing we loosed. The answer is probably pretty clear in his mind now. Kill everybody and everything in this camp before a skua gull or a wandering albatross coming in with the spring chances out this way and—catches the disease.”


  Clark’s lips curled in a twisted grin. “Sounds logical to me. If things get too bad—maybe we’d better let Blair get loose. It would save us committing suicide. We might also make something of a vow that if things get bad, we see that that does happen.”


  COPPER laughed softly. “The last man alive in Big Magnet—wouldn’t be a man,” he pointed out. “Somebody’s got to kill those—creatures that don’t desire to kill themselves, you know. We don’t have enough thermite to do it all at once, and the decanite explosive wouldn’t help much. I have an idea that even small pieces of one of those beings would be self-sufficient.”


  “If,” said Garry thoughtfully, “they can modify their protoplasm at will, won’t they simply modify themselves to birds and fly away? They can read all about birds, and imitate their structure without even meeting them. Or imitate, perhaps, birds of their home planet.”


  Copper shook his head, and helped Clark to free the dog. “Man studied birds for centuries, trying to learn how to make a machine to fly like them. He never did do the trick; his final success came when he broke away entirely and tried new methods. Knowing the general idea, and knowing the detailed structure of wing and bone and nerve-tissue is something far, far different. And as for otherworld birds, perhaps, in fact very probably, the atmospheric conditions here are so vastly different that their birds couldn’t fly. Perhaps, even, the being came from a planet like Mars with such a thin atmosphere that there were no birds.”


  Barclay came into the building, trailing a length of airplane control cable. “It’s finished, Doc.


  Cosmo House can’t be opened from the inside. Now where do we put Blair?”


  Copper looked toward Garry. “There wasn’t any biology building. I don’t know where we can isolate him.”


  “How about East Cache?” Garry said after a moment’s thought. “Will Blair be able to look after himself—or need attention?”


  “He’ll be capable enough. We’ll be the ones to watch out,” Copper assured him grimly. “Take a stove, a couple of bags of coal, necessary supplies and a few tools to fix it up. Nobody’s been out there since last fall, have they?”


  Garry shook his head. “If he gets noisy—I thought that might be a good idea.”


  Barclay hefted the tools he was carrying and looked up at Garry. “If the muttering he’s doing now is any sign, he’s going to sing away the night hours. And we won’t like his song.”


  “What’s he saying?” Copper asked.


  Barclay shook his head. “I didn’t care to listen much. You can if you want to. But I gathered that the blasted idiot had all the dreams McReady had, and a few more. He slept beside the thing when we stopped on the trail coming in from Secondary Magnetic, remember. He dreamt the thing was alive, and dreamt more details. And—damn his soul—knew it wasn’t all dream, or had reason to. He knew it had telepathic powers that were stirring vaguely, and that it could not only read minds, but project thoughts. They weren’t dreams, you see. They were stray thoughts that thing was broadcasting, the way Blair’s broadcasting his thoughts now—a sort of telepathic muttering in its sleep. That’s why he knew so much about its powers. I guess you and I, Doc, weren’t so sensitive—if you want to believe in telepathy.”


  “I have to,” Copper sighed. “Dr. Rhine of Duke University has shown that it exists, shown that some are much more sensitive than others.”


  “Well, if you want to learn a lot of details, go listen in on Blair’s broadcast. He’s driven most of the boys out of the Ad Building; Kinner’s rattling pans like coal going down a chute. When he can’t rattle a pan, he shakes ashes.


  “By the way, Commander, what are we going to do this spring, now the planes are out of it?”


  Garry sighed. “I’m afraid our expedition is going to be a loss. We cannot divide our strength now.


  “It won’t be a loss—if we continue to live, and come out of this,” Copper promised him. “The find we’ve made, if we can get it under control, is important enough. The cosmic ray data, magnetic work, and atmospheric work won’t be greatly hindered.”


  GARRY laughed mirthlessly. “I was just thinking of the radio broadcasts. Telling half the world about the wonderful results of our exploration flights, trying to fool men like Byrd and Ellsworth back home there that we’re doing something.”


  Copper nodded gravely. “They’ll know something’s wrong. But men like that have judgment enough to know we wouldn’t do tricks without some sort of reason, and will wait for our return to judge us. I think it comes to this: men who know enough to recognize our deception will wait for our return. Men who haven’t discretion and faith enough to wait will not have the experience to detect any fraud. We know enough of the conditions here to put through a good bluff.”


  “Just so they don’t send ‘rescue’ expeditions,” Garry prayed. “When—if—we’re ever ready to come out, we’ll have to send word to Captain Forsythe to bring a stock of magnetos with him when he comes down. But—never mind that.”


  “You mean if we don’t come out?” asked Barclay. “I was wondering if a nice running account of an eruption or an earthquake via radio—with a swell windup by using a stick of decanite under the microphone—would help. Nothing, of course, will entirely keep people out. One of those swell, melodramatic ‘last-man-alive-scenes’ might make ‘em go easy though.”


  Garry smiled with genuine humor. “Is everybody in camp trying to figure that out too?”


  Copper laughed. “What do you think, Garry? We’re confident we can win out. But not too easy about it, I guess.”


  Clark grinned up from the dog he was petting into calmness. “Confident, did you say, Doc?”


  


CHAPTER VIII


  BLAIR MOVED RESTLESSLY around the small shack. His eyes jerked and quivered in vague, fleeting glances at the four men with him; Barclay, six feet tall and weighing over 190 pounds; McReady, a bronze giant of a man; Dr. Copper, short, squatly powerful; and Benning, five-feet-ten of wiry strength.


  Blair was huddled up against the far wall of the East Cache cabin, his gear piled in the middle of the floor beside the heating stove, forming an island between him and the four men. His bony hands clenched and fluttered, terrified. His pale eyes wavered uneasily as his bald, freckled head darted about in birdlike motion.


  “I don’t want anybody coming here. I’ll cook my own food,” he snapped nervously. “Kinner may be human now, but I don’t believe it. I’m going to get out of here, but I’m not going to eat any food you send me. I want cans. Sealed cans.”


  “O.K., Blair, we’ll bring ‘em tonight,” Barclay promised. “You’ve got coal, and the fire’s started. I’ll make a last—” Barclay started forward.


  Blair instantly scurried to the farthest corner. “Get out! Keep away from me, you monster!” the little biologist shrieked, and tried to claw his way through the wall of the shack. “Keep away from me—keep away—I won’t be absorbed—I won’t be—”


  Barclay relaxed and moved back. Dr. Copper shook his head. “Leave him alone, Bar. It’s easier for him to fix the thing himself. We’ll have to fix the door, I think—”


  The four men let themselves out. Efficiently, Benning and Barclay fell to work. There were no locks in Antarctica; there wasn’t enough privacy to make them needed. But powerful screws had been driven in each side of the door frame, and the spare aviation control cable, immensely strong, woven steel wire, was rapidly caught between them, and drawn taut. Barclay went to work with a drill and a keyhole saw. Presently he had a trap cut in the door through which goods could be passed without unlashing the entrance. Three powerful hinges from a stock-crate, two hasps and a pair of three-inch cotter-pins made it proof against opening from the other side.


  Blair moved about restlessly inside. He was dragging something over to the door with panting gasps and muttering, frantic curses. Barclay opened the hatch and glanced in, Dr. Copper peering over his shoulder. Blair had moved the heavy bunk against the door. It could not be opened without his cooperation now.


  “Don’t know but what the poor man’s fight at that,” McReady sighed. “If he gets loose, it is his avowed intention to kill each and all of us as quickly as possible, which is something we don’t agree with. But we’ve something on our side of that door that is worse than a homicidal maniac. If one or the other has to get loose, I think I’ll come up and undo those lashings here.”


  Barclay grinned. “You let me know, and I’ll show you how to get these off fast. Let’s go back.”


  The sun was painting the northern horizon in multi-colored rainbows still, though it was two hours below the horizon. The field of drift swept off to the north, sparkling under its flaming colors in a million reflected glories. Low mounds of rounded white on the northern horizon showed the Magnet Range was barely awash above the sweeping drift. Little eddies of wind-lifted snow swirled away from their skis as they set out toward the main encampment two miles away. The spidery finger of the broadcast radiator lifted a gaunt black needle against the white of the Antarctic continent. The snow under their skies was like fine sand, hard and gritty.


  “SPRING,” said Benning bitterly, “is come. Ain’t we got fun! I’ve been looking forward to getting away from this blasted hole in the ice.”


  “I wouldn’t try it now, if I were you.” Barclay grunted. “Guys that set out from here in the next few days are going to be marvelously unpopular.”


  “How is your dog getting along, Dr. Copper?” McReady asked. “Any results yet?”


  “In 30 hours? I wish there were. I gave him an injection of my blood today. But I imagine another five days will be needed. I don’t know certainly enough to stop sooner.”


  “I’ve been wondering—if Connant were—changed, would he have warned us so soon after the animal escaped? Wouldn’t he have waited long enough for it to have a real chance to fix itself? Unless we woke up naturally?” McReady asked slowly.


  “The thing is selfish. You didn’t think it looked as though it were possessed of a store of the higher justices, did you?” Dr. Copper pointed out. “Every part of it is all of it, every part of it is all for itself, I imagine. If Connant were changed, to save his skin, he’d have to—but Connant’s feelings aren’t changed; they’re imitated perfectly, or they’re his own. Naturally, the imitation, imitating perfectly Connant’s feelings, would do exactly what Connant would do.”


  “Say, couldn’t Norris or Van give Connant some kind of a test? If the thing is brighter than men, it might know more physics than Connant should, and they’d catch it out,” Barclay suggested.


  Copper shook his head wearily. “Not if it reads minds. You can’t plan a trap for it. Van suggested that last night. He hoped it would answer some of the questions of physics he’d like to know answers to.”


  “This expedition-of-four idea is going to make life happy.” Benning looked at his companions. “Each of us with an eye on the others to make sure he doesn’t do something—peculiar. Man, aren’t we going to be a trusting bunch! Each man eyeing his neighbors with the grandest exhibition of faith and trust—I’m beginning to know what Connant meant by ‘I wish you could see your eyes.’ Every now and then we all have it, I guess. One of you looks around with a sort of ‘I-wonder-if-the-other- three-are-look.’ Incidentally, I’m not excepting myself.”


  “So far as we know, the animal is dead, with a slight question as to Connant. No other is suspected,” McReady stated slowly. “The ‘always-four’ order is merely a precautionary measure.”


  “I’m waiting for Garry to make it four-in-a-bunk,” Barclay sighed. “I thought I didn’t have any privacy before, but since that order—”


  NONE watched more tensely than Connant. A little sterile glass test-tube, half-filled with straw-colored fluid. One-two-three-four-five drops of the clear solution Dr. Copper had prepared from the drops of blood from Connant’s arm. The tube was shaken carefully, then set in a beaker of clear, warm water. The thermometer read blood heat, a little thermostat clicked noisily, and the electric hotplate began to glow as the lights flickered slightly.


  Then—little white flecks of precipitation were forming, snowing down in the clear straw-colored fluid. “Lord,” said Connant He dropped heavily into a bunk, crying like a baby. “Six days—” Connant sobbed, “six days in there—wondering if that damned test would lie—”


  Garry moved over silently, and slipped his arm across the physicist’s back.


  “It couldn’t lie,” Dr. Copper said, “The dog was human-immune—and the serum reacted.”


  “He’s—all right?” Norris gasped. “Then—the animal is dead—dead forever?”


  “He is human,” Copper spoke definitely, “and the animal is dead.”


  Kinner burst out laughing, laughing hysterically: McReady turned toward him and slapped his face with a methodical one-two, one-two action. The cook laughed, gulped, cried a moment, and sat up rubbing his checks, mumbling his thanks vaguely. “I was scared. Lord, I was scared—”


  Norris laughed bitterly. “You think we weren’t, you ape? You think maybe Connant wasn’t?”


  The Ad Building stirred with a sudden rejuvenation. Voices laughed, the men clustering around Connant spoke with unnecessarily loud voices, jittery, nervous voices relievedly friendly again. Somebody called out a suggestion, and a dozen started for their skis. Blair. Blair might recover—Dr. Copper fussed with his test-tubes in nervous relief, trying solutions. The party of relief for Blair’s shack started out the door, skis clapping noisily. Down the corridor, the dogs set up a quick yelping howl as the air of excited relief reached them.


  Dr. Copper fussed with his tubes. McReady noticed him first, sitting on the edge of the bunk, with two precipitin-whitened test-tubes of straw-colored fluid, his face whiter than the stuff in the tubes, silent tears slipping down from horror-widened eyes.


  McReady felt a cold knife of fear pierce through his heart and freeze in his breast. Dr. Copper looked up.


  “Garry,” he called hoarsely. “Garry, for God’s sake, come here.”


  Commander Garry walked toward him sharply. Silence clapped down on the Ad Building.


  Connant looked up, rose stiffly from his seat.


  “Garry—tissue from the monster—precipitates too. It proves nothing. Nothing but—but the dog was monster-immune too. That one of the two contributing blood—one of us two, you and I, Garry—one of us is a monster.”


  


CHAPTER IX


  “BAR, CALL BACK those men before they tell Blair,” McReady said quietly. Blair went to the door; faintly his shouts came back to the tensely silent men in the room. Then he was back.


  “They’re coming,” he said. “I didn’t tell them why. Just that Dr. Copper said not to go.”


  “McReady,” Garry sighed, “you’re in command now. May God help you. I cannot.”


  The bronzed giant nodded slowly, his deep eyes on Commander Garry.


  “I may be the one,” Garry added. “I know I’m not, but I cannot prove it to you in any way. Dr. Copper’s test has broken down. The fact that he showed it was useless, when it was to the advantage of the monster to have that uselessness not known, would seem to prove he was human.”


  Copper rocked back and forth slowly on the bunk. “I know I’m human. I can’t prove it either. One of us two is a liar, for that test cannot lie, and it says one of us is. I gave proof that the test was wrong, which seems to prove I’m human, and now Garry has given that argument which proves me human—which he, as the monster, should not do. Round and round and round and round and—”


  Dr. Copper’s head, then his neck and shoulders began circling slowly in time to the words. Suddenly he was lying back on the bunk, roaring with laughter. “It doesn’t have to prove one of us is a monster! It doesn’t have to prove that at all! Ho-ho. If we’re all monsters it works the same! We’re all monsters—all of us—Connant and Garry and I—and all of you.”


  “McReady,” Van Wall, the blond-bearded Chief Pilot, called softly. “you were on the way to an M.D. when you took up meteorology, weren’t you? Can you make some kind of test?”


  McReady went over to Copper slowly, took the hypodermic from his hand, and washed it carefully in 95 per cent alcohol. Garry sat on the bunk edge with wooden face, watching Copper and McReady expressionlessly. “What Copper said is possible,” McReady sighed. “Van, will you help here? Thanks.” The filled needle jabbed into Copper’s thigh. The man’s laughter did not stop, but slowly faded into sobs, then sound sleep as the morphia took hold.


  McReady turned again. The men who had started for Blair stood at the far end of the room, skis dripping snow, their faces as white as their skis. Connant had a lighted cigarette in each hand; one he was puffing absently, and staring at the floor. The heat of the one in his left hand attracted him and he stared at it, and the one in the other hand stupidly for a moment. He dropped one and crushed it under his heel slowly.


  “Dr. Copper,” McReady repeated, “could be right. I know I’m human—but of course can’t prove it. I’ll repeat the test for my own information. Any of you others who wish to may do the same.”


  Two minutes later, McReady held a test-tube with white precipitin settling slowly from straw-colored serum. “It reacts to human blood too, so they aren’t both monsters.”


  “I didn’t think they were,” Van Wall sighed. “That wouldn’t suit the monster either; we could have destroyed them if we knew. Why hasn’t the monster destroyed us, do you suppose? It seems to be loose.”


  McReady snorted. Then laughed softly. “Elementary, my dear Watson. The monster wants to have life-forms available. It cannot animate a dead body, apparently. It is just waiting—waiting until the best opportunities come. We who remain human, it is holding in reserve.”


  Kinner shuddered violently. “Hey. Hey, Mac. Mac, would I know if I was a monster? Would I know if the monster had already got me? Oh Lord, I may be a monster already.”


  “You’d know,” McReady answered.


  “But we wouldn’t,” Norris laughed shortly, half-hysterically.


  McReady looked at the vial of serum remaining. “There’s one thing this damned stuff is good for, at that,” he said thoughtfully. “Clark, will you and Van help me? The rest of the gang better stick together here. Keep an eye on each other,” he said bitterly. “See that you don’t get into mischief, shall we say?”


  McReady started down the tunnel toward Dog Town, with Clark and Van Wall behind him. “You need more serum?” Clark asked.


  McReady shook his head. “Tests. There’s four cows and a bull, and nearly seventy dogs down there. This stuff reacts only to human blood and—monsters.”


  McREADY came back to the Ad Building and went silently to the wash stand. Clark and Van Wall joined him a moment later. Clark’s lips had developed a tic, jerking into sudden, unexpected sneers.


  “What did you do?” Connant exploded suddenly. “More immunizing?”


  Clark snickered, and stopped with a hiccough. “Immunizing. Haw! Immune all right.”


  “That monster,” said Van Wall steadily, “is quite logical. Our immune dog was quite all right, and we drew a little more serum for the tests. But we won’t make any more.”


  “Can’t—can’t you use one man’s blood or another dog—” Norris began.


  “There aren’t,” said McReady softly, “any more dogs. Nor cattle, I might add.”


  “No more dogs?” Benning sat down slowly.


  “They’re very nasty when they start changing,” Van Wall said precisely, “but slow. That electrocution iron you made up, Barclay, is very fast. There is only one dog left—our immune. The monster left that for us, so we could play with our little test. The rest—” He shrugged and dried his hands.


  “The cattle—” gulped Kinner.


  “Also. Reacted very nicely. They look funny as hell when they start melting. The beast hasn’t any quick escape, when it’s tied in dog chains, or halters, and it had to be to imitate.”


  Kinner stood up slowly, His eyes darted around the room, and came to rest horribly quivering on a tin bucket in the galley. Slowly, step by step, he retreated toward the door, his mouth opening and closing silently, like a fish out of water.


  “The milk—” he gasped. “I milked ‘em an hour ago—” His voice broke into a scream as he dived through the door. He was out on the ice cap without windproof or heavy clothing.


  Van Wall looked after him for a moment thoughtfully. “He’s probably hopelessly mad,” he said at length, “but he might be a monster escaping. He hasn’t skis. Take a blowtorch—in case.”


  The physical motion of the chase helped them; something that needed doing. Three of the other men were quietly being sick. Norris was lying flat on his back, his face greenish, looking steadily at the bottom of the bunk above him.


  “Mac, how long have the—cows been not-cows—”


  McReady shrugged his shoulders hopelessly. He went over to the milk bucket, and with his little tube of serum went to work on it. The milk clouded it, making certainty difficult. Finally he dropped the test-tube in the stand and shook his head. “It tests negatively. Which means either they were cows then, or that, being perfect imitations, they gave perfectly good milk.”


  Copper stirred restless in his sleep and gave a gurgling cross between a snore and a laugh.


  Silent eyes fastened on him. “Would morphia—a monster—” somebody started to ask.


  “Lord knows,” McReady shrugged. “It affects every Earthly animal I know of.”


  Connant suddenly raised his head. “Mac! The dogs must have swallowed pieces of the monster, and the pieces destroyed them! The dogs were where the monster resided. I was locked up. Doesn’t that prove—”


  Van Wall shook his head. “Sorry. Proves nothing about what you are, only proves what you didn’t do.”


  “It doesn’t do that,” McReady sighed. “We are helpless. Because we don’t know enough, and so jittery we don’t think straight. Locked up! Ever watch a white corpuscle of the blood go through the wall of a blood vessel? No? It sticks out a pseudopod. And there it is—on the far side of the wall.”


  “Oh,” said Van Wall unhappily. “The cattle tried to melt down, didn’t they? The could have melted down—become just a thread of stuff and leaked under a door to re-collect on the other side. Ropes—no—no, that wouldn’t do it. They couldn’t live in a sealed tank or—”


  “If,” said McReady, “you shoot it through the heart, and it doesn’t die, it’s a monster. That’s the best test I can think of, offhand.”


  “No dogs,” said Garry quietly, “and no cattle. It has to imitate men now. And locking up doesn’t do any good. Your test might have work, Mac, but I am afraid it would be hard on the men.”


  


CHAPTER X


  CLARK LOOKED UP from the galley stove as Van Wall, Barclay, McReady and Benning came in, brushing the drift from their clothes. The other men jammed into the Ad Building continued studiously to do as they were doing, playing chess, poker, reading. Ralsen was fixing a sledge on the table; Van and Norris had their heads together over magnetic data, while Harvey read tables in a low voice.


  Dr. Copper snored softly on the bunk. Garry was working with Dutton over a sheaf of radio messages on the corner of Dutton’s bunk and a small fraction of the radio table. Connant was using most of the table for Cosmic Ray sheets.


  Quite plainly through the corridor, despite two closed doors, they could hear Kinner’s voice. Clark banged a kettle onto the galley stove and beckoned McReady silently. The meterologist went over to him.


  “I don’t mind the cooking so damn much,” Clark said nervously, “but isn’t there some way to stop that bird? We all agreed that it would be safe to move him into Cosmos House.”


  “Kinner?” McReady nodded toward the door. “I’m afraid not. I can dope him, I suppose, but we don’t have an unlimited supply of morphia, and he’s not in danger of losing his mind. Just hysterical.”


  “Well, we’re in danger of losing ours. You’ve been out for an hour and a half. That’s been going on steadily ever since, and it was going for two hours before. There’s a limit, you know.”


  Garry wandered over slowly, apologetically. For an instant, McReady caught the feral spark of fear—horror—in Clark’s eyes, and knew at the same instant it was in his own. Garry—Garry or Copper—was certainly a monster.


  “If you could stop that, I think it would be a sound policy, Mac,” Garry spoke quietly. “There are—tensions enough in this room. We agreed that it would be safe for Kinner in there, because everyone else in camp is under constant eyeing.” Garry shivered slightly. “And try, try in God’s name, to find some test that will work.”


  McReady sighed. “Watch or unwatched, everyone’s tense. Blair’s jammed the trap so it won’t open now. Says he’s got food enough, and keeps screaming ‘Go away, go away—you’re monsters. I won’t be absorbed. I won’t. I’ll tell men when they come. Go away.’ So—we went away.”


  “There’s no other test?” Garry pleaded.


  McReady shrugged his shoulders. “Copper was perfectly right. The serum test could be absolutely definitive if it hadn’t been—contaminated. But that’s the only dog left, and he’s fixed now.”


  “Chemicals? Chemical tests?”


  McReady shook his head. “Our chemistry isn’t that good. I tried the microscope, you know.”


  Garry nodded. “Monster-dog and real dog were identical. But—you’ve got to go on. What are we going to do after dinner?”


  VAN WALL had joined them quietly. “Rotation sleeping. Half the crowd asleep; half awake. I wonder how many of us are monsters? All the dogs were. We thought we were safe, but somehow it got Copper—or you.” Van Wall’s eyes flashed uneasily. “It may have gotten every one of you—all of you but myself may be wondering, looking. No, that’s not possible. You’d just spring then. I’d be helpless. We humans might somehow have the greater number now. But—” he stopped.


  McReady laughed shortly. “You’re doing what Norris complained of in me. Leaving it hanging. ‘But if one more is changed—that may shift the balance of power.’ It doesn’t fight. I don’t think it ever fights. It must be a peaceable thing, in its own—inimitable-way. It never had to, because it always gained its end—otherwise.”


  Van Wall’s mouth twisted in a sickly grin. “You’re suggesting then, that perhaps it already has the greater numbers, but is just waiting—waiting, all of them—all of you, for all I know—waiting till I, the last human, drop my wariness in sleep. Mac, did you notice their eyes, all looking at us?”


  Garry sighed. “You haven’t been sitting here for four straight hours, while all their eyes silently weighed the information that one of us two, Copper or I, is a monster certainly—perhaps both of us.”


  Clark repeated his request. “Will you stop that bird’s noise? He’s driving me nuts. Make him tone down, anyway.”


  “Still praying?” McReady asked.


  “Still praying,” Clark groaned. “He hasn’t stopped for a second. I don’t mind, his praying if it relieves him, but he yells, he sings psalms and hymns and shouts prayers. He thinks God can’t hear well way down here.”


  “Maybe He can’t,” Barclay grunted. “Or He’d have done something about this thing loosed from hell.”


  “Somebody’s going to try that test you mentioned, if you don’t stop him,” Clark stated grimly. “I think a cleaver in the head would be as positive a test as a bullet in the heart.”


  “Go ahead with the food. I’ll see what I can do. There may be something in the cabinets.” McReady moved wearily toward the corner Copper had used as his dispensary. Three tall cabinets of rough boards, two locked, were the repositories of the camp’s medical supplies. Twelve years ago McReady had graduated, had started for an internship, and been diverted to meteorology. Copper was a picked man, a man who knew his profession, thoroughly and modernly. More than half the drugs available were totally unfamiliar to McReady; many of the others he had forgotten. There was no huge medical library here, no series of journals available to learn the things he had forgotten, the elementary, simple things to Copper, things that did not merit inclusion in the small library he had been forced to content himself with. Books are heavy, and every ounce of supplies had been freighted in by air.


  McReady picked a barbituate hopefully. Barclay and Van went with him. One man never went anywhere alone in Big Magnet.


  Ralsen had his sledge put away, and the physicists had moved off the table, the poker game broken up when they got back. Clark was putting out the food. The click of spoons and the muffled sounds of eating were the only sign of life in the room. There were no words spoken as the three returned; simply all eyes focused on them questioningly, while the jaw moved methodically.


  McReady stiffened suddenly. Kinner was screeching out a hymn in a hoarse, cracked voice. He looked wearily at Van Wall with a twisted grin and shook his head. “Hu-uh.”


  VAN WALL cursed bitterly, and sat down at the table. “We’ll just plumb have to take that till his voice wears out. He can’t yell like that forever.”


  “He’s got a brass throat and a cast-iron larynx,” Norris declared savagely. “Then we could be hopeful, and suggest he’s one of our friends. In that case he could go on renewing his throat till doomsday.”


  Silence clamped down. For twenty minutes they ate without a word. Then Connant jumped up with an angry violence. “You sit as still as a bunch of graven images. You don’t say a word, but oh Lord, what expressive eyes you’ve got. They roll around like a bunch of glass marbles spilling down a table. They wink and blink and stare—and whisper things. Can you guys look somewhere else for a change, please?


  “Listen, Mac, you’re in charge here. Let’s run movies for the rest of the night. We’ve been saving those reels to make ‘em last. Last for what? Who is it’s going to see those last reels, eh? Let’s see ‘em while we can, and look at something other than each other.


  “Sound idea, Connant. I, for one, am quite willing to change this in any way I can.”


  “Turn the sound up loud, Dutton. Maybe you can drown out the hymns,” Clark suggested.


  “But don’t,” Norris said softly, “don’t turn off the lights altogether.”


  “The lights will be out.” McReady shook his head. “We’ll show all the cartoon movies we have. You won’t mind seeing the old cartoons, will you?”


  “Goody, goody—a moom pitcher show. I’m just in the mood.” McReady turned to look at the speaker, a lean, lanky New Englander, by the name of Caldwell. Caldwell was stuffing his pipe slowly, a sour eye cocked up to McReady.


  The bronze giant was forced to laugh. “O.K., Bart, you win. Maybe we aren’t quite in the mood for Popeye and trick ducks, but it’s something.”


  “Let’s play Classifications,” Caldwell suggested slowly. “Or maybe you call it Guggenheim. You draw lines on a piece of paper, and put down classes of things—like animals, you know. One for ‘H’ and one for ‘U’ and so on. Like ‘Human and ‘Unknown’ for instance. I think that would be a hell of a lot better game. Classification, I sort of figure is what we need right now a lot more than movies. Maybe somebody’s got a pencil that he can draw lines with, draw lines between the ‘U’ animals and the ‘H’ animals for instance.”


  “McReady’s trying to find that kind of pencil,” Van Wall answered quietly, “but we’ve got three kinds of animals here, you know. One that begins with ‘M’. We don’t want any more.”


  “Mad ones, you mean. Uh-huh. Clark, I’ll help you with those pots so we can get our little peepshow going.” Caldwell got up slowly.


  DUTTON and Barclay and Benning, in charge of the projector and sound mechanism arrangements, went about their job silently, while the Ad Building was cleared and the dishes and pans disposed of. McReady drifted over toward Van Wall slowly, and leaned back in the bunk beside him. “I’ve been wondering, Van,” he said with a wry grin, “whether or not to report my ideas in advance. I forgot the ‘U animals’ as Caldwell named it, could read minds. I’ve a vague idea of something that might work. it’s too vague to bother with though. Go ahead with your show, while I try to figure out the logic of the thing. I’ll take this bunk.”


  Van Wall glanced up, and nodded. The movie screen would be practically on a line with his bunk, hence making the pictures least distracting here, because least intelligible. “Perhaps you should tell us what you have in mind. As it is, only the unknowns know what you plan. You might be—unknown before you got it into operation.”


  “Won’t take long, if I get it figured out right. But I don’t want any more all-but-the-test-dogmonsters things. We better move Copper into this bunk directly above me. He won’t be watching the screen either.” McReady nodded toward Copper’s gently snoring bulk. Garry helped them lift and move the doctor.


  McReady leaned back against the bunk, and sank into a trance, almost, of concentration, trying to calculate chances, operations, methods. He was scarcely aware as the others distributed themselves silently, and the screen lit up. Vaguely Kinner’s hectic, shouted prayers and his rasping hymn-singing annoyed him till the sound accompaniment started. The lights were turned out, but the large, light-colored areas of the screen reflected enough light for ready visibility. It made men’s eyes sparkle as they moved restlessly. Kinner was still praying, shouting, his voice a raucous accompaniment to the mechanical sound. Dutton stepped up the amplification.


  So long had the voice been going on, that only vaguely at first was McReady aware that something seemed missing. Lying as he was, just across the narrow room from the corridor leading to Cosmos House, Kinner’s voice had reached him fairly clearly, despite the sound accompaniment of the pictures. It struck him abruptly that it had stopped.


  “Dutton, cut that sound,” McReady called as he sat up abruptly. The pictures flickered a moment, soundless and strangely futile in the sudden, deep silence. The rising wind on the surface above bubbled melancholy tears of sound down the stove pipes. “Kinner’s stopped,” McReady said softly.


  “For God’s sake start that sound then, he may have stopped to listen,” Norris snapped.


  McReady rose and went down the corridor. Barclay and Van Wall left their places at the far end of the room to follow him. The flickers bulged and twisted on the back of Barclay’s gray underwear as he crossed the still-functioning beam of the projector. Dutton snapped on the lights, and the pictures vanished.


  Norris stood at the door as McReady had asked. Garry sat down quietly in the bunk nearest the door, forcing Clark to make room for him. Most of the others had stayed exactly where they were. Only Connant walked slowly up and down the room, in steady, unvarying rhythm.


  “If you’re going to do that, Connant,” Clark spat, “we can get along without you altogether, whether you’re human or not. Will you stop that damned rhythm?”


  “Sorry.” The physicist sat down in a bunk, and watched his toes thoughtfully. It was almost five minutes, five ages while the wind made the only sound, before McReady appeared at the door.


  “We,” he announced, “haven’t got enough grief here already. Somebody’s tried to help us out. Kinner has a knife in his throat, which was why he stopped singing, probably. We’ve got monsters, madmen and murderers. Any more ‘M’s’ you can think of, Caldwell? If there are, we’ll probably have ‘em before long.”


  


CHAPTER XI


  “IS BLAIR LOOSE?” someone asked.


  “Blair is not loose. Or he flew in. If there’s any doubt about where our gentle helper came from—this may clear it up.” Van Hull held a footlong, thin-bladed knife in a cloth. The wooden handle was half-burnt, charred with the peculiar pattern of the top of the galley stove.


  Clark stared at it. “I did that this afternoon. I forgot the damn thing and left it on the stove.”


  Van Wall nodded. “I smelled it, if you remember. I knew the knife came from the galley.”


  “I wonder,” said Benning, looking around at the party warily, “how many more monsters have we? If somebody could slip out of his place, go back of the screen to the galley and then down to the Cosmos House and back—he did come back, didn’t he? Yes—everybody’s here. Well, if one of the gang could do all that—”


  “Maybe a monster did it,” Garry suggested quietly. “There’s that possibility.”


  “The monster, as you pointed out today, has only men left to imitate. Would he decrease his—supply, shall we say?” Van Wall pointed out. “No, we just have a plain, ordinary louse, a murderer to deal with. Ordinarily we’d call him an ‘inhuman murderer’ I suppose, but we have to distinguish now. We have inhuman murderers, and now we have human murderers. Or one at least.”


  “There’s one less human,” Norris said softly. “Maybe the monsters have the balance of power now.”


  “Never mind that,” McReady sighed and turned to Barclay. “Bar, will you get your electric gadget? I’m going to make certain—”


  Barclay turned down the corridor to get the pronged electrocuter, while McReady and Van Wall went back toward Cosmos House. Barclay followed them in some thirty seconds.


  The corridor to Cosmos House twisted, as did nearly all corridors in Big Magnet, and Norris stood at the entrance again. But they heard, rather muffled McReady’s sudden shout. There was a savage scurry of blows, dull ch-thunk, shluff sounds. “Bar—Bar—” And a curious, savage mewing scream, silenced before even quick-moving Norris had reached the bend.


  Kinner—or what had been Kinner—lay on the floor; cut half in two by the great knife McReady had had. The meteorologist stood against the wall, the knife dripping red in his hand. Van Wall was stirring vaguely on the floor, moaning, his hand half-consciously rubbing at his jaw. Barclay an unutterably savage gleam in his eyes, was methodically leaning on the pronged weapon in his hand, jabbing, jabbing.


  Kinner’s arms had developed a queer, scaly fur, and the flesh had twisted. The fingers had shortened, the hand rounded, the fingernails become three-inch long things of dull red horn, keened to steel-hard razor-sharp talons.


  McReady raised his head, looked at the knife in his hand and dropped it. “Well, whoever did it can speak up now. He was an inhuman murderer at that—in that he murdered an inhuman. I swear by all that’s holy, Kinner was a lifeless corpse on the floor here when we arrived. But when it found we were going to jab it with the power—it changed.”


  NORRIS stared unsteadily. “Oh. Lord, those things can act. Ye gods—sitting in here for hours, mouthing prayers to a God it hated! Shouting hymns in a cracked voice—hymns about a Church it never knew. Driving us mad with its ceaseless howling—


  “Well. Speak up, whoever did it, You didn’t know it, but you did the camp a favor. And I want to know how in blazes you got out of that room without anyone seeing you. It might help in guarding ourselves.”


  “His screaming—his singing. Even the sound projector couldn’t drown it.” Clark shivered. “It was a monster.”


  “Oh,” said Van Wall in sudden comprehension. “You were sitting right next to the door, weren’t you! And almost behind the projection screen already.”


  Clark nodded dumbly. “He—it’s quiet now. It’s a dead—Mac, your test’s no damn good. It was dead anyway, monster or man, it was dead.”


  McReady chuckled softly. “Boys, meet Clark, the only one we know is human! Meet Clark, the one who proves he’s human by trying to commit murder—and failing. Will the rest of you please refrain from trying to prove you’re human for a while? I think we may have another test.”


  “A test!” Connant snapped joyfully, then his face sagged in disappointment. “I suppose it’s another either-way-you-want-it.”


  “No,” said McReady steadily. “Look sharp and be careful. Come into the Ad Building. Barclay, bring your electrocuter. And somebody—Dutton—stand with Barclay to make sure he does it. Watch every neighbor, for by the Hell these monsters come from, I’ve got something, and they know it. They’re going to get dangerous!”


  The group tensed abruptly. An air of crushing menace entered into every man’s body, sharply they looked at each other. More keenly than ever before—is that man next to me an inhuman monster?


  “What is it?” Garry asked, as they stood again in the main room. “How long will it take?”


  “I don’t know exactly,” said McReady, his voice brittle with angry determination. “But I know it will work, and no two ways about it. It depends on a basic quality of the monsters, not on us. ‘ Kinner’ just convinced me.” He stood heavy and solid in bronzed immobility, completely sure of himself again at last.


  “This,” said Barclay, hefting the woodenhandled weapon, tipped with its two sharppointed, charged conductors, “is going to be rather necessary, I take it. Is the power plant assured?”


  Dutton nodded sharply. “The automatic stoker bin is full. The gas power plant is on stand-by. Van Wall and I set it for the movie operation and—we’ve checked it over rather carefully several times, you know. Anything those wires touch, dies,” he assured them grimly “I know that.”


  Dr. Copper stirred vaguely in his bunk, rubbed his eyes with fumbling hand. He sat up slowly, blinked his eyes blurred with sleep and drugs, widened with an unutterable horror of drug-ridden nightmares. “Garry,” he mumbled, “Garry—listen. Selfish—from hell they came, and hellish shellfish—I mean self—Do I? What do I mean?” he sank back in his bunk, and snored softly.


  McREADY looked at him thoughtfully. “We’ll know presently,” he nodded slowly. “But selfish is what you mean all right. You may have thought of that, half-sleeping, dreaming there. I didn’t stop to think what dreams you might be having. But that’s all right. Selfish is the word. They must be, you see.” He turned to the men in the cabin, tense, silent men staring with wolfish eyes each at his neighbor. Selfish, and as Dr. Copper said every part is a whole. Every piece is self-sufficient, an animal in itself.


  “That, and one other thing, tell the story. There’s nothing mysterious about blood; it’s just as normal a body tissue as a piece of muscle, or a piece of liver. But it hasn’t so much connective tissue, though it has millions, billions of lifecells.”


  McReady’s great bronze beard ruffled in a grim smile. “This is satisfying, in a way. I’m pretty-sure we humans still outnumber you—others. Others standing here. And we have what you, your otherworld race, evidently doesn’t. Not an imitated, but a bred-in-the-bone instinct, a driving, unquenchable fire that’s genuine. We’ll fight, fight with a ferocity you may attempt to imitate, but you’ll never equal! We’re human. We’re real. You’re imitations, false to the core of your every cell.


  “All right. It’s a showdown now. You know. You, with your mind reading. You’ve lifted the idea from my brain. You can’t do a thing about it.


  “Standing here—


  “Let it pass. Blood is tissue. They have to bleed, if they don’t bleed when cut, then, by Heaven, they’re phony! Phony from hell! If they bleed—then that blood, separated from them, is an individual—a newly formed individual in its own right, just as they, split, all of them, from one original, are individuals!


  “Get it, Van? See the answer, Bar?”


  Van Wall laughed very softly. “The blood—the blood will not obey. It’s a new individual, with all the desire to protect its own life that the original—the main mass from which it was split—has. The blood will live—and try to crawl away from a hot needle, say!”


  McReady picked up the scalpel from the table. From the cabinet, he took a rack of test-tubes, a tiny alcohol lamp, and a length of platinum wire set in a little glass rod. A smile of grim satisfaction rode his lips. For a moment he glanced up at those around him. Barclay and Dutton moved toward him slowly, the wooden-handled electric instrument alert.


  “Dutton,” said McReady, “suppose you stand over by the splice there where you’ve connected that in. Just make sure nothing pulls it loose.”


  Dutton moved away. “Now, Van, suppose you be first on this.”


  White-faced, Van Wall stepped forward. With a delicate precision, McReady cut a vein in the base of his thumb. Van Wall winced slightly, then held steady as a half inch of bright blood collected in the tube. McReady put the tube in the rack, gave Van Wall a bit of alum, and indicated the iodine bottle.


  Van Wall stood motionlessly watching. McReady heated the platinum wire in the alcohol lamp flame, then dipped it into the tube, it hissed softly. Five times he repeated the test. “Human, I’d say.” McReady sighed, and straightened. “As yet, my theory hasn’t been actually proven—but I have hopes. I have hopes.


  “Don’t, by the way, get too interested in this. We have with us some unwelcome ones, no doubt, Van, will you relieve Barclay at the switch? Thanks. O.K., Barclay, and may I say I hope you stay with us? You’re a damned good guy.”


  Barclay grinned uncertainly; winced under the keen edge of the scalpel. Presently, smiling widely, he retrieved his long-handled weapon.


  “Mr. Samuel Dutt—BAR!”


  THE tensity was released in that second. Whatever of hell the monsters may have had within them, the men in that instant matched it. Barclay had no chance to move his weapon as a score of men poured down on that thing that had seemed Dutton. It mewed, and spat, and tried to grow fangs—and was a hundred broken, torn pieces. Without knives, or any weapon save the brute-given strength of a staff of picked men, the thing was crushed, rent.


  Slowly they picked themselves up, their eyes smoldering, very quiet in their emotions. A curious wrinkling of their lips betrayed a species of nervousness.


  Barclay went over with the electric weapon. Things smoldered and stank. The caustic acid Van Wall dropped on each spilled drop of blood gave off tickling, cough-provoking fumes.


  McReady grinned, his deep-set eyes alight and dancing. “Maybe,” he said softly,. “I underrated man’s abilities when I said nothing human could have the ferocity in the eyes of that thing we found. I wish we could have the opportunity to treat in a more befitting manner these things. Something with boiling oil, or melted lead in it, or maybe slow roasting in the power boiler. When I think what a man Dutton was—


  “Never mind. My theory is confirmed by—by one who knew? Well, Van Wall and Barclay are proven. I think, then, that I’ll try to show you what I already know. That I too am human.”


  McReady swished the scalpel in absolute alcohol, burned it off the metal blade, and cut the base of his thumb expertly.


  Twenty seconds later he looked up from the desk at the waiting men. There were more grins out there now, friendly grins, yet withal, something else in the eyes.


  “Connant,” McReady laughed softly, “was right. The huskies watching that thing in the corridor bend had nothing on you. Wonder why we think only the wolf blood has the right to ferocity? Maybe on spontaneous viciousness a wolf takes tops, but after these seven days—abandon all hope, ye wolves who enter here!


  “Maybe we can save time. Connant, would you step for—”


  Again Barclay was too slow. There were more grins, less tensity still, when Barclay and Van Wall finished their work.


  Garry spoke in a low, bitter voice. “Connant was one of the finest men we had here—and five minutes ago I’d have sworn he was a man. Those damnable things are more than imitation.” Garry shuddered and sat back in his bunk.


  And thirty seconds later, Garry’s blood shrank from the hot platinum wire, and struggled to escape the tube, struggled as frantically as a suddenly feral, red-eyed, dissolving imitation of Garry struggled to dodge the snake-tongue weapon Barclay advanced at him, white faced and sweating. The Thing in the test-tube screamed with a tin, tinny voice as McReady dropped it into the glowing coal of the galley stove.


  


CHAPTER XII


  “THE LAST OF IT?” Dr. Copper looked down from his bunk with bloodshot, saddened eyes. “Fourteen of them—”


  McReady nodded shortly. “In some ways—if only we could have permanently prevented their spreading—I’d like to have even the imitations back. Commander Garry—Connant—Dutton—Clark—”


  “Where are they taking those things?” Copper nodded to the stretcher Barclay and Norris were carrying out.


  “Outside. Outside on the ice, where they’ve got fifteen smashed crates, half a ton of coal, and presently will add ten gallons of kerosene. We’ve dumped acid on every spilled drop, every torn fragment. We’re going to incinerate those.”


  “Sounds like a good plan.” Copper nodded wearily. “I wonder, you haven’t said whether Blair—”


  McReady started. “We forgot him! We had so much else! I wonder—do you suppose we can cure him now?


  “If—” began Dr. Copper, and stopped meaaningly.


  McReady started a second time. “Even a madman. It imitated Kinner and his praying hysteria—” McReady turned toward Van Wall at the long table. “Van, we’ve got to make an expedition to Blair’s shack.”


  Van looked up sharply, the frown of worry faded for an instant in surprised remembrance. Then he rose, nodded. “Barclay better go along. He applied the lashings, and may figure how to get in without frightening Blair too much.”


  Three quarters of an hour, through -37 cold, while the Aurora curtain bellied overhead. The twilight was nearly 12 hours long, flaming in the north on snow like white, crystalline sand under their skis. A 5-mile wind piled it in drift-lines pointing off to the northwest. Three quarters of an hour to reach the snow-buried shack. No smoke came from the little shack, and the men hastened.


  “Blair!” Barclay roared into the wind when he was still a hundred yards away. “Blair!”


  “Shut up,” said McReady softly. “And hurry. He may be trying a long hike. If we have to go after him—no planes, the tractors disabled—”


  “Would a monster have the stamina a man has?”


  “A broken leg wouldn’t stop it for more than a minute,” McReady pointed out.


  Barclay gasped suddenly and pointed aloft. Dim in the twilit sky, a winged thing circled in curves of indescribable grace and ease. Great white wings tipped gently, and the bird swept over them in silent curiosity. “Albatross—” Barclay said softly. “First of the season, and wandering way inland for some reason. If a monster’s loose—”


  Norris bent down on the ice, and tore hurriedly at his heavy, wind-proof clothing. He straightened, his coat flapping open, a grim blue-metaled weapon in his hand. It roared a challenge to the white silence of Antarctica.


  The thing in the air screamed hoarsely. Its great wings worked frantically as a dozen feathers floated down from its tail. Norris fired again. The bird was moving swiftly now, but in an almost straight line of retreat. It screamed again, more feathers dropped and with beating wings it soared behind a ridge of pressure ice, to vanish.


  Norris hurried after the others. “It won’t come back,” he panted.


  Barclay cautioned him to silence, pointing. A curiously, fiercely blue light beat out from the cracks of the shack’s door. A very low, soft humming sounded inside, a low, soft humming and a clink and clank of tools, the very sounds somehow bearing a message of frantic haste.


  McReady’s face paled. “Lord help us if that thing has—” He grabbed Barclay’s shoulder, and made snipping motions with his fingers, pointing toward the lacing of control-cables that held the door.


  Barclay drew the wire-cutters from his pocket, and kneeled soundlessly at the door. The snap and twang of cut wires made an unbearable racket in the utter quiet of the Antarctic hush. There was only that strange, sweetly soft hum from within the shack, and the queerly, hectically clipped clicking and rattling of tools to drown their noises.


  McReady peered through a crack in the door. His breath sucked in huskily and his great fingers clamped cruelly on Barclay’s shoulder. The meteorologist backed down. “It isn’t,” he explained very softly, “Blair. It’s kneeling on something on the bunk-something that keeps lifting. Whatever it’s working on is a thing like a knap-sack—and it lifts.”


  “All at once,” Barclay said grimly. “No Norris, hang back, and get that iron of yours out. It may have—weapons.”


  Together, Barclay’s powerful body and McReady’s giant strength struck the door. Inside, the bunk jammed against the door screeched madly and crackled into kindling. The door flung down from broken hinges, the patched lumber of the doorpost dropping inward.


  Like a blue-rubber ball, a Thing bounced up. One of its four tentaclelike arms looped out like a striking snake. In a seven-tentacled hand a six-inch pencil of winking, shining metal glinted and swung upward to face them. Its line-thin lips twitched back from snake-fangs in a grin of hate, red eyes blazing.


  Norris’ revolver thundered in the confined space. The hate-washed face twitched in agony, the looping tentacle snatched back. The silvery thing in its hand a smashed ruin of metal, the seven-tentacled hand became a mass of mangled flesh oozing greenish-yellow ichor. The revolver thundered three times more. Dark holes drilled each of the three eyes before Norris hurled the empty weapon against its face.


  THE thing screamed a feral hate, a lashing tentacle wiping at blinded eyes. For a moment it crawled on the floor, savage tentacles lashing out, the body twitching. Then it staggered up again, blinded eyes working, boiling hideously, the crushed flesh sloughing away in sodden gobbets.


  Barclay lurched to his feet and dove forward with an ice-ax. The flat of the weighty thing crushed against the side of the head. Again the unkillable monster went down. The tentacles lashed out, and suddenly Barclay fell to his feet in the grip of a living, livid rope. The thing dissolved as he held it, a white-hot band that ate into the flesh of his hands like living fire. Frantically he tore the stuff from him, held his hands where they could not be reached. The blind Thing felt and ripped at the tough; heavy, windproof cloth, seeking flesh—flesh it could convert—


  The huge blow-torch McReady had brought coughed solemnly. Abruptly it rumbled disapproval throatily. Then it laughed gurglingly, and thrust out a blue-white, three-foot tongue. The Thing on the floor shrieked, flailed out blindly with tentacles that writhed and withered in the bubbling wrath of the blow-torch. It crawled and turned on the floor, it shrieked and hobbled madly, but always McReady held the blow-torch on the face, the dead eyes burning and bubbling uselessly. Frantically the Thing crawled and howled.


  A tentacle sprouted a savage talon—and crisped in the flame. Steadily McReady moved with a planned, grim campaign. Helpless, maddened, the Thing retreated from the grunting torch, the caressing, licking tongue. For a moment it rebelled, squalling in inhuman hatred at the touch of icy snow. Then it fell back before the charring breath of the torch, the stench of its flesh bathing it. Hopelessly it retreated—on and on across the Antarctic snow. The bitter wind swept over it twisting the torch-tongue; vainly it flopped, a trail of oily, stinking smoke bubbling away from it—


  McReady walked back toward the shack silently. Barclay met him at the door. “No more?” the giant meteorologist asked grimly.


  Barclay shook his head. “No more. It didn’t split?”


  “It had other things to think about,” McReady assured him. “When I left it, it was a glowing coal. What was it doing?”


  Norris laughed shortly. “Wise boys, we are. Smash magnetos, so planes won’t work. Rip the boiler tubing’ out of the tractors. And leave that Thing alone for a week in this shack. Alone and undisturbed.”


  McReady looked in at the shack more carefully. The air, despite the ripped door, was hot and humid. On a table at the far end of the room rested a thing of coiled wires and small magnets, glass tubing and radio tubes. At the center a block of rough stone rested. From the center of the block came the light that flooded the place, the fiercely blue light bluer than the glare of an electric arc, and from it came the sweetly soft hum. Off to one side was another mechanism of crystal glass, blown with an incredible neatness and delicacy, metal plates and a queer, shimmery sphere of insubstantiality.


  “What is that?” McReady moved nearer.


  NORRIS grunted. “Leave it for investigation. But I can guess pretty well. That’s atomic power. That stuff to the left—that’s a neat little thing for doing what men have been trying to do with 100-ton cyclotrons and so forth. It separates neutrons from heavy water, which he was getting from the surrounding ice.”


  “Where did he get all—oh. Of course, a monster couldn’t be locked in—or out. He’s been through the apparatus caches.” McReady stared at the apparatus. “Lord, what minds that race must have!


  “The shimmery sphere—I think it’s a sphere of pure force. Neutrons can pass through any matter, and he wanted a supply reservoir of neutrons. Just project neutrons against silica—calcium—beryllium—almost anything, and the atomic energy is released. That thing is the atomic generator.”


  McReady plucked a thermometer from his coat. “It’s 120 in here, despite the open door. Our clothes have kept the heat out to an extent, but I’m sweating now.”


  Norris nodded. “The light’s cold. I found that. But it gives off heat to warm the place through that coil. He had all the power in the world. He could keep it warm and pleasant, as his race thought of warmth and pleasantness. Did you notice the light, the color of it?”


  McReady nodded. “Beyond the stars is the answer. From beyond the stars. From a hotter planet that circled a brighter, bluer sun they came.”


  McReady glanced out the door toward the blasted, smoke-stained trail that flopped and wandered blindly off across the drift. “There won’t be any more coming, I guess. Sheer accident it landed here, and that was twenty million years ago. What did it do all that for?” he nodded toward the apparatus.


  Barclay laughed softly. “Did you notice what it was working on when we came? Look.” He pointed toward the ceiling of the shack.


  Like a knapsnack made of flattened coffee-tins, with dangling cloth straps and leather belts, the mechanism clung to the ceiling. A tiny, glaring heart of supernal flame burned in it, yet burned through the ceiling’s wood without scorching it. Barclay walked over to it, grasped two of the dangling straps in his hands, and pulled it down with an effort. He strapped it about his body. A slight jump carried him in a weirdly slow arc across the room.


  “Anti-gravity,” said McReady softly.


  “Anti-gravity,” Norris nodded. “Yes, we had ‘em stopped, with no planes, and no birds. The birds hadn’t come—but they had coffee-tins and radio parts, and glass and the machine shop at night. And a week—a whole week—all to itself. America in a single jump—with anti-gravity powered by the atomic energy of matter.


  “We had ‘em stopped, Another half hour—it was just tightening these straps on the device so it could wear it—and we’d have stayed in Antarctica, and shot down any moving thing that came from, the rest of the world.”


  “The albatross—” McReady said softly. “Do you suppose—”


  “With this thing almost finished? With that death weapon it held in its hand?


  “No, by the grace of God, who evidently does hear very well, even down here, and the margin of half an hour, we keep our world, and the planets of the system too. Anti-gravity, you know, and atomic power. Because They came from another sun, a star beyond the stars. They came from a world with a bluer sun.”


  RUST


  Joseph E. Kelleam


  The sun, rising over the hills, cast long shadows across the patches of snow and bathed the crumbling ruins in pale light. Had men been there they could have reckoned the month to be August. But men had gone, long since, and the sun had waned; and now, in this late period of the earth’s age, the short spring was awakening.


  Within the broken city, in a mighty-columned hall that still supported a part of a roof, life of a sort was stirring. Three grotesque creatures were moving, their limbs creaking dolefully.


  X-120 faced the new day and the new spring with a feeling of exhilaration that nearly drove the age-old loneliness and emptiness from the corroded metal of what might be called his brain. The sun was the source of his energy, even as it had been the source of the fleshy life before him; and with the sun’s reappearance he felt new strength coursing through the wires and coils and gears of his complex body.


  He and his companions were highly developed robots, the last ever to be made by the Earthmen. X-120 consisted of a globe of metal, eight feet in diameter, mounted upon four many-jointed legs. At the top of this globe was a protuberance like a kaiser’s helmet which caught and stored his power from the rays of the sun.


  From the “face” of the globe two ghostly quartz eyes bulged. The globe was divided by a heavy band of metal at its middle, and from this band, at each side, extended a long arm ending in a powerful claw. This claw was like the pincers of a lobster and had been built to shear through metal. Four long cables, which served as auxiliary arms, were drawn up like springs against the body.


  X-120 stepped from the shadows of the broken hall into the ruined street. The sun’s rays striking against his tarnished sides sent new strength coursing through his body. He had forgotten how many springs he had seen. Many generations of twisted oaks that grew among the ruins had sprung up and fallen since X-120 and his companions had been made. Countless hundreds of springs had flitted across the dying earth since the laughter and dreams and follies of men had ceased to disturb those crumbling walls.


  “The sunlight is warm,” called X-120. “Come out, G-3a and L-1716. I feel young again.”


  His companions lumbered into the sunlight. G-3a had lost one leg, and moved slowly and with difficulty. The steel of his body was nearly covered with red rust, and the copper and aluminum alloys that completed his make-up were pitted with deep stains of greenish black. L-1716 was not so badly tarnished, but he had lost one arm; and the four auxiliary cables were broken and dangled from his sides like trailing wires. Of the three X-120 was the best preserved. He still had the use of all his limbs, and here and there on his body shone the gleam of untarnished metal. His masters had made him well.


  The crippled G-3a looked about him and whined like an old, old man. “It will surely rain,” he shivered. “I cannot stand another rain.”


  “Nonsense,” said L-1716, his broken arms, scraping along the ground as he moved, “there is not a cloud in the sky. Already I feel better.”


  G-3a looked about him in fear. “And are we all?” he questioned. “Last winter there were twelve.”


  X-120 had been thinking of the other nine, all that had been left of the countless horde that men had once fashioned. “The nine were to winter in the jade tower,” he explained. “We will go there. Perhaps they do not think it is time to venture out.”


  “I cannot leave my work,” grated G-3a. “There is so little time left. I have almost reached the goal.” His whirring voice was raised to a pitch of triumph. “Soon I shall make living robots, even as men made us.”


  “The old story,” sighed L-1716. “How long have we been working to make robots who will take our places? And what have we made? Usually nothing but lifeless blobs of steel. Sometimes we have fashioned mad things that had to be destroyed. But never in all the years have we made a single robot that resembled ourselves.”


  X-120 stood in the broken street, and the sunlight made a shimmering over his rust-dappled sides.


  “That is where we have failed,” he mused as he looked at his clawlike arms. “We have tried to make robots like ourselves. Men did not make us for life; they fashioned us for death.” He waved his huge lobster claw in the air. “What was this made for? Was it made for the shaping of other robots? Was it made to fashion anything? Blades like that were made for slaughter—nothing else.”


  “Even so,” whined the crippled robot, “I have nearly succeeded. With help I can win.”


  “And have we ever refused to help?” snapped L-1716. “You are getting old, G-3a. All winter you have worked in that little dark room, never allowing us to enter.”


  There was a metallic cackle in G-3a’s voice. “But I have nearly won. They said I wouldn’t, but I have nearly won. I need help. One more operation. If it succeeds, the robots may yet rebuild the world.”


  Reluctantly X-120 followed the two back into the shadowy ruins. It was dark in there; but their round, glassy eyes had been made for both day and night.


  “See,” squeaked old G-3a, as he pointed to a metal skeleton upon the floor. “I have remade a robot from parts that I took from the scrap heap. It is perfect, all but the brain. Still, I believe this will work.” He motioned to a gleaming object upon a littered table. It was a huge copper sphere with two black squares of a tarlike substance set into it. At the pole opposite from these squares was a protuberance no larger than a man’s fist.


  “This,” said G-3a thoughtfully, “is the only perfect brain that I could find. You see, I am not trying to create something; I am merely rebuilding. Those”—he nodded to the black squares—“are the sensory organs. The visions from the eyes are flashed upon these as though they were screens. Beyond those eyes is the response mechanism, thousands and thousands of photo-electric cells. Men made it so that it would react mechanically to certain images. Movement, the simple avoidance, of objects, the urge to kill, these are directed by the copper sphere.


  “Beyond this”—he gestured to the bulge at the back of the brain—“is the thought mechanism. It is what made us different from other machines.”


  “It is very small,” mocked X-120.


  “So it is,” replied G-3a. “I have heard that it was the reverse with the brains of men. But enough! See, this must fit into the body—so. The black squares rest behind the eyes. That wire brings energy to the brain, and those coils are connected to the power unit which operates the arms and legs. That wire goes to the balancing mechanism—” He droned on and on, explaining each part carefully. “And now,” he finished, “someone must connect it. I cannot.”


  L-1716 stared at his one rusty claw with confusion. Then both he and G-3a were looking at X-120,


  “I can only try,” offered the robot. “But remember what I said. We were not fashioned to make anything; only to kill.”


  Clumsily he lifted the copper sphere and its cluster of wires from the table. He worked slowly and carefully. One by one the huge claws crimped the tiny wires together. The job was nearly finished. Then the great pincers, hovering so carefully above the last wire, came into contact with another. There was a flash as the power short-circuited. X-120 reeled back. The copper sphere melted and ran before their eyes.


  X-120 huddled against the far wall. “It is as I said,” he moaned; “we can build nothing. We were not made to work at anything. We were only made for one purpose, to kill.” He looked at his bulky claws, and shook them as though he might cast them away.


  “Do not take on so,” pacified old G-3a. “Perhaps it is just as well. We are things of steel, and the world seems to be made for creatures of flesh and blood—little, puny things that even I can crush. Still, that thing there”—he pointed to the metal skeleton which now held the molten copper like a crucible—“was my last hope. I have nothing else to offer.”


  “Both of you have tried,” agreed L-1716. “No one could blame either of you. Sometimes of nights when I look into the stars, it seems that I see our doom written there; and I can hear the worlds laughing at us. We have conquered the earth, but what of it? We are going now, following the men who fashioned us.”


  “Perhaps it is better,” nodded X-120. “I think it is the fault of our brains. You said that men made us to react mechanically to certain stimuli. And though they gave us a thought mechanism, it has no control over our reactions. I never wanted to kill. Yet, I have killed many men-things. And sometimes, even as I killed, I would be thinking of other things. I would not even know what had happened until after the deed was done.”


  G-3a had not been listening. Instead, he had been looking dolefully at the metal ruin upon the floor. “There was one in the jade tower,” he said abruptly, “who thought he had nearly learned how to make a brain. He was to work all winter on it. Perhaps he has succeeded.”


  “We will go there,” shrilled L-1716 laconically.


  But even as they left the time-worn hall G-3a looked back ruefully at the smoking wreckage upon the floor.


  X-120 slowed his steps to match the feeble gait of G»3a. Within sight of the tower he saw that they need go no farther. At some time during the winter the old walls had buckled. The nine were buried beneath tons and tons of masonry.


  Slowly the three came back to their broken hall. “I will not stay out any longer,” grumbled G»3a. “I am very old. I am very tired.” He crept back into the shadows.


  L-1716 stood looking after him. “I am afraid that he is nearly done,” he spoke sorrowfully. “The rust must be within him now. He saved me once, long ago, when we destroyed this city.”


  “Do you still think of that?” asked X-120. “Sometimes it troubles me. Men were our masters.”


  “And they made us as we are,” growled L-1716. “It was not our doing. We have talked of it before, you know. We were machines, made to kill—”


  “But we were made to kill the little men in the yellow uniforms.”


  “Yes, I know. They made us on a psychological principle: stimulus, response. We had only to see a man in a yellow uniform and our next act was to kill. Then, after the Great War was over, or even before it was over, the stimulus and response had overpowered us all. It was only a short step from killing men in yellow uniforms to killing all men.”


  “I know,” said X-120 wearily. “When there were more of us I heard it explained often. But sometimes it troubles me.”


  “It is all done now. Ages ago it was done. You are different, X-120. I have felt for long that there is something different about you. You were one of the last that they made. Still, you were here when we took this city. You fought well, killing many.”


  X-120 sighed. “There were small men-things then. They seemed so soft and harmless. Did we do right?”


  “Nonsense. We could not help it. We were made so. Men learned to make more than they could control. Why, if I saw a man today, crippled as I am, I would kill him without thinking.


  “L-1716,” whispered X-120, “do you think there are any men left in the world?”


  “I don’t think so. Remember, the Great War was general, not local. We were carried to all parts of the earth, even to the smallest islands. The robots’ rebellion came everywhere at almost the same time. There were some of us who were equipped with radios. Those died first, long ago, but they talked with nearly every part of the world.” Suddenly he wearied of speech. “But why worry now. It is spring. Men made us for killing men. That was their crime. Can we help it if they made us too well?”


  “Yes,” agreed X-120, “it is spring. We will forget. Let us go toward the river. It was always peaceful and beautiful there.”


  L-1716 was puzzled. “What are peace and beauty?” he asked. “They are but words that men taught us. I have never known them. But perhaps you have. You were always different.”


  “I do not know what peace and beauty are, but when I think of them I am reminded of the river and of—” X-120 stopped suddenly, careful that he might not give away a secret he had kept so long.


  “Very well,” agreed L-1716, “we will go to the river. I know a meadow there where the sun always seemed warmer.”


  The two machines, each over twelve feet high, lumbered down the almost obliterated street. As they pushed their way over the debris and undergrowth that had settled about the ruins, they came upon many rusted skeletons of things that had once been like themselves. And toward the outskirts of the city they crossed over an immense scrap heap where thousands of the shattered and rusted bodies lay.


  “We used to bring them here after—” said L-1716. “But the last centuries we have left them where they have fallen. I have been envying those who wintered in the jade tower.” His metallic voice hinted of sadness.


  They came at last to an open space in the trees. Farther they went and stood at the edge of a bluff overlooking a gorge and a swirling river below. Several bridges had once been there but only traces remained.


  “I think I will go down to the river’s edge,” offered X-120.


  “Go ahead. I will stay here. The way is too steep for me.”


  So X-12o clambered down a half-obliterated roadway alone. He stood at last by the rushing waters. Here, he thought, was something that changed the least. Here was the only hint of permanence in all the world. But even it changed. Soon the melting snow would be gone and the waters would dwindle to a mere trickle. He turned about and looked at the steep side of the gorge. Except for the single place where the old roadbed crept down, the sides rose sheer, their crests framed against the blue sky. These cliffs, too, were lasting.


  Even in spring the cliffs and river seemed lonely and desolate. Men had not bothered to teach X-120 much of religion or philosophy. Yet somewhere in the combination of cells in his brain was a thought which kept telling him that he and his kind were suffering for their sins and for the sins of men before them.


  And perhaps the thought was true. Certainly, men had never conquered their age-old stupidity, though science had bowed before them. Countless wars had taken more from men than science had given them. X-120 and his kind were the culmination of this primal killer instinct.


  In the haste of a war-pressed emergency man had not taken the time to refine his last creation, or to calculate its result.


  And with that misstep man had played his last card on the worn gaming table of earth. That built-in urge to kill men in yellow uniforms had changed, ever so slightly, to an urge to kill—men.


  Now there were only X-120, his two crippled comrades, the heaps of rusted steel, and the leaning, crumbling towers.


  He followed the river for several miles until the steep sides lessened. Then he clambered out, and wandered through groves of gnarled trees. He did not wish to go back to L-1716, not just yet. The maimed robot was always sad. The rust was eating into him, too. Soon he would be like G-3a. Soon the two of them would be gone. Then he would be the last. An icy surge of fear stole over him. He did not want to be left alone.


  He lumbered onward. A few birds were stirring. Suddenly, almost at his feet, a rabbit darted from the bushes. X-120’s long jointed arms swung swiftly. The tiny animal lay crushed upon the ground. Instinctively he stamped upon it, leaving only a bloody trace upon the new grass.


  Then remorse and shame stole over him. He went on silently. Somehow the luster of the day had faded for him. He did not want to kill. Always he was ashamed, after the deed was done. And the age-old question went once more through the steel meshes of his mind: Why had he been made to kill?


  He went on and on, and out of long habit he went furtively. Soon he came to an ivy-covered wall. Beyond this were the ruins of a great stone house. He stopped at what had once been a garden. Near a broken fountain he found what he had been seeking, a little marble statue of a child, weathered and discolored. Here, unknown to his companions, he had been coming for years upon countless years. There was something about this little sculpturing that had fascinated him. And he had been half ashamed of his fascination.


  He could not have explained his feelings, but there was something about the statue that made him think of all the things that men had possessed. It reminded him of all the qualities that were so far beyond his kind.


  He stood looking at the statue for long. It possessed an ethereal quality that still defied time. It made him think of the river and of the overhanging cliffs. Some long-dead artist almost came to life before his quartz eyes.


  He retreated to a nearby brook and came back with a huge ball of clay. This in spite of the century-old admonitions that all robots should avoid the damp. For many years he had been trying to duplicate the little statue. Now, once more, he set about his appointed task. But his shearlike claws had been made for only one thing, death. He worked clumsily. Toward sundown he abandoned the shapeless mass that he had fashioned and returned to the ruins.


  Near the shattered hall he met L-1716. At the entrance they called to G-3a, telling him of the day’s adventures. But no answer came. Together they went in. G-3a was sprawled upon the floor. The rust had conquered.


  The elusive spring had changed into even a more furtive summer. The two robots were coming back to their hall on an afternoon which had been beautiful and quiet. L-1716 moved more slowly now. His broken cables trailed behind him, making a rustling sound in the dried leaves that had fallen.


  Two of the cables had become entangled. Unnoticed, they caught in the branches of a fallen tree. Suddenly L-1716 was whirled about. He sagged to his knees. X-120 removed the cables from the tree. But L-1716 did not get up. “A wrench,” he said brokenly; “something is wrong.”


  A thin tendril of smoke curled up from his side. Slowly he crumpled. From within him came a whirring sound that ended in a sharp snap. Tiny flames burst through his metal sides. L-1716 fell forward.


  And X-120 stood over him and begged, “Please, old friend, don’t leave me now.” It was the first time that the on looking hills had seen any emotion in centuries.


  A few flakes of snow were falling through the air. The sky looked gray and low. A pair of crows were going home, their raucous cries troubling an otherwise dead world.


  X-120 moved slowly. All that day he had felt strange. He found himself straying from the trail. He could only move now by going in a series of arcs. Something was wrong within him. He should be back in the hall, he knew, and not out in this dangerous moisture. But he was troubled, and all day he had wandered, while the snowflakes had fallen intermittently about him.


  On he went through the gray, chill day. On and on until he came to crumbling wall, covered with withered ivy. Over this he went into a ruined garden, and paused at a broken fountain, before an old and blackened statue.


  Long he stood, looking down at the carving of a little child, a statue that men had made so long before. Then his metal arm swung through the air. The marble shivered into a hundred fragments.


  Slowly he turned about and retraced his steps. The cold sun was sinking, leaving a faint amethyst stain in the west. He must get back to the hall. Mustn’t stay out in the wet, he thought.


  But something was wrong. He caught himself straying from the path, floundering in circles. The light was paling, although his eyes had been fashioned for both day and night.


  Where was he? He realized with a start that he was lying on the ground. He must get back to the hall. He struggled, but no movement came. Then, slowly, the light faded and flickered out.


  And the snow fell, slowly and silently, until only a white mound showed where X-120 had been.


  THE STRANGE CASE OF MR. SALAD MONDAY


  GD Falksen


  Inspector Wilde was in a fine mood when he arrived at the headquarters of Salmagundi’s Legion of Peace, carrying three paper-wrapped sandwiches and an armload of printed broadsheets. He had a spring in his step and walked in time to one of the latest music hall ditties, which he whistled cheerfully for the benefit of his coworkers. All along the gaslit passage, clerks and secretaries poked their heads out of their rooms and stared, in wonder and admiration at his audacity. Most of them smiled as he passed, and a few of the braver ones tapped their feet along with the tune for a few moments before dashing back to their desks to avoid the ire of their supervisors. Wilde laughed as he passed a room full of secretaries who somehow managed to type in time with the music.


  Midway down the hallway was the Chief Inspector’s office, which was fronted by a small antechamber in which her secretary, Marguerite, was busy making sense of several unsightly piles of documents. Her work table was a model of efficiency. Her pens and pencils were all neatly arranged to one side, along with writing paper and a three-section typewriter for preparing documents in triplicate. A rack of empty pneumatic capsules waited nearby to be filled and dispatched.


  Marguerite smiled as Wilde approached, delighted by the cheerful whistling. Wilde leaned down, eyebrows arched, and tossed Marguerite the top sandwich in his stack.


  “And a girl in uniform’s just the thing for me ...” Wilde said playfully, completing the refrain of the tune in Marguerite’s ear.


  “Max!” Marguerite exclaimed, her cheeks flushing. She pushed him away and made a show of reorganizing the papers on her desk. “You mustn’t say things like that to me. People will talk.”


  “Well, if ‘people’ are going to talk, don’t you think we should give them something to talk about?” Wilde asked, flashing one of his trademark recruitment smiles.


  Marguerite was trying to come up with a reply when a third voice interrupted. “Max, get in here!”


  Marguerite jumped in shock and pulled a handful of papers between herself and Wilde, as if to deny that they had even been speaking. Wilde was also caught by surprise, but retained his composure. He looked over at the polished voicepipe mounted next to Marguerite’s table just in time to hear the Chief Inspector’s voice again.


  “Now!”


  Wilde kept his head high as he sauntered across Chief Inspector Cerys’s cluttered office. Behind him, a sheepish Marguerite closed the door as quietly as she could. What might normally have been a sizable, bland, and dutifully bureaucratic office had, since the Chief Inspector moved in, been transformed into a nest of filing cabinets, pigeonhole shelves, and chairs covered in files and loose papers.


  The room was lit entirely by gas lamps, for both of its windows had been tightly shuttered. Located on the top layer of Salmagundi, Legion Headquarters was gifted and cursed with an overwhelming view of the vast horizonless sky that surrounded the city. The silver-gray expanse of ether was a sight of unparalleled majesty and terror. Though sky-borne steamships traveled freely from one floating city to another, urban dwellers could not help but fear the mysterious beasts and horrors that lurked in the great beyond, thanks to old sailors’ stories of unfathomable monstrosities. However, even fear could not defeat the human drive for commerce. For every cargo ship lost to the ether, five more were already being built in Salmagundi’s shipyards, like heads of a great industrial hydra.


  The largest piece of furniture in the Chief Inspector’s office was her massive Legion-issue desk, which was covered in papers, pens, and miscellanea. However, it was a metal coffee percolator resting on a stand nearby that was the true focal point of the room. A set of insulated pipes extended from the wall and into the percolator’s base, keeping the coffee hot by pumping steam through it from the building’s main line.


  Chief Inspector Cerys looked up from a collection of reports, coffee cup in hand, and gave Wilde a look. “Max, I’ll thank you to stop flirting with my secretary all the bloody time.”


  “Why, Chief?” Wilde asked, setting one of the sandwiches down by Cerys and then pulling over a chair. “If you ask me, I think she rather likes it.”


  Cerys gave him another look as she began to unwrap her meal. “She does, Max. She likes it too much.” Cerys waved a typewritten form in front of Wilde’s face. The document was so complex as to be less legible than a massive ink spot, but it would drive some anonymous bureaucrat into a frenzy if even a single T was left uncrossed before filing. “Marguerite’s the only person in this blasted place who can read these damn things, and she’s useless for half an hour after you bat your pretty little eyes at her.”


  “ ‘Pretty little eyes,’ Chief?” Wilde asked. “Why, I didn’t know you cared.”


  “Shut up, Max.”


  “Yes, Chief.”


  Cerys bit into her sandwich and let out a sigh; Wilde suspected it was her first real meal of the day. “Mmmm! Herr Grosse comes through again.”


  “I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear it,” Wilde replied. “What’s on the agenda for today?”


  “We’re unusually light on terrorist attacks and serial murderers at the moment, so we’re ‘lending a hand’ with Surveillance.”


  “Espionage and tailing suspects?” Wilde asked hopefully.


  “Examining subversive propaganda for clues,” Cerys replied.


  Wilde made a face at the thought of such a boring activity. “Just so we’re clear, I’m not on duty for another five minutes.”


  “You’re not on duty until I finish my sandwich,” Cerys countered.


  “Deal.”


  Leaning back in his chair, Wilde began to read one of the broadsheets he had brought with him. Within a minute, he was all but giggling like a schoolboy.


  “What’re you so happy about?” Cerys asked, between mouthfuls of sandwich and mayonnaise.


  Wilde quickly cleared his throat. “Er . . . Nothing, Chief.” His eyes involuntarily read the next line of text and another fit of laughter took him.


  “Nothing?”


  “Eh . . . heh . . . Um, yes, nothing.” Wilde held up the broadsheet for Cerys’s inspection. “It’s just Mr. Salad Monday. He’s giving Deacon Fortesque a roasting over his latest political tract.”


  “What?” Cerys demanded, bewildered.


  “Here, here, listen to this. He writes, quote, ‘While I suspect that the Hon. DeacFort is sincere in his belief that the threat of terrorism can be removed by simply shooting every suspected saboteur or socialist, plus one in ten persons of an inferior income distribution, he has forgotten two significant points. First, that the same result could be achieved more rapidly, cheaply, and without a reduction of the work force by improving working conditions and raising lower-income pay rates; and second, that he is an unmitigated fool whose longevity in the printed world can only be ascribed to his wealth, influence, and the public demand for entertaining fiction to read after breakfast,’ unquote!” Wilde lowered the broadsheet, the grin on his face outstripping most industrial bridges. “Isn’t that terrific?”


  Cerys blinked several times. “Max, what in Heaven’s name is wrong with you?”


  “You don’t think it’s funny?”


  “I think it’s a waste of print, and I’m surprised you don’t agree. Besides, we’ve got more important things to do.” She tossed him a folder of documents. “Here, make yourself useful and read this.”


  Wilde set the broadsheets aside and thumbed through the folder. It contained a number of obscure pamphlets and political chapbooks, all machine-printed on cheap paper. They had been bound with red ribbon, and each was plastered with a paper tab bearing the ominous statement “Forbidden!” As he opened one and began to skim the text, Wilde felt a nagging sense that he had read the author’s work somewhere before. After a moment, the recollection came to him and he burst out laughing.


  “What?” Cerys demanded, from behind her cup of coffee.


  Struggling to keep his laughter under control, Wilde pointed to one of the chapbooks. “This is by Fredrick William Slater, isn’t it?”


  Cerys almost dropped her coffee. “How did you . . .?”


  Wilde held the chapbook a little higher, and pointed to it emphatically. “Isn’t it?”


  “Slater’s name isn’t on any of those books. How’d you know it was him?” Cerys went to take another sip of coffee, and then pointed the cup at Wilde menacingly. “And don’t tell me it was a lucky guess. No one in the Legion just pulls the name Professor F. W. Slater out of their hat.”


  “I recognized the writing style, Chief,” Wilde answered. “The guy’s got a pretty distinct voice, you know.”


  “You don’t strike me as the kind of person who makes a habit of reading essays on social philosophy, Max. Mind explaining this happy coincidence to me? Or do I have to get the bucket of water?”


  Wilde gave an expression of jovial terror. “Not Old Truth Maker! Anything but Old—”


  “Shut up, Max, and answer my question.”


  “Alright, alright. He writes for the papers, so I read him just about every morning.”


  “The papers?” Cerys asked. “He’s not a reporter.”


  “No, no, not the newspapers. The broadsheets.” Wilde held up one of the oversized printed sheets he had brought in with him. It resembled a conventional newspaper, but the upper half of the page was given over to large editorials, while the lower half was divided into columns of small-print articles; in many cases, the smaller segments were only a few lines long. “Tit-tat.”


  “Tit-tat?” Cerys asked, bewildered.


  “Right. Tit-tat. Slater’s a tatter.” Wilde was clearly under the mistaken impression that they were coming to some sort of mutual comprehension.


  “What’s a ‘tatter’?”


  There was a lengthy pause, as Wilde realized his superior was confused, but not how to help. Somewhat hesitantly, he ventured, “A tatter is . . . someone who does tit-tat.”


  Cerys lowered her face into her hands. She had a deep-seated urge to shoot him. “Max . . . what does ‘tit-tat’ mean?”


  “Oh!” Wilde exclaimed. He held up the broadsheet again. “It’s . . . um . . . Well, it’s tit-tat.” When this answer made Cerys rise half out of her chair with murder in her eyes, Wilde quickly added, “Wait! Wait! It’s like a conversation in print!”


  “What?”


  “Well, the bigwigs, like Professor Slater, publish their opinions on topics of the day. Then they all read each other’s essays and mail in replies, and then those get printed . . . and so on.”


  Cerys paused on the verge of a rant against modern society and how it was conspiring to annoy her. “You know,” she said, clearly surprised, “that almost makes sense, in a mind-numbing kind of way.” She stepped around the desk and snatched the broadsheet out of Wilde’s hands, pointing at the maze of print. “But then, what’s all this here? Don’t tell me ‘Mr. Jervais Mutton’ is the name of some brilliant philosopher, Max.”


  Wilde laughed. “Oh, no, no. Those are all tatters. They’re ordinary people who send in their own comments. Most of them never see print, but the really juicy ones get tossed in along with the ‘professional’ stuff because it’s fun to read.”


  “Fun to read?”


  “Audience loves ’em,” Wilde confirmed with a nod. “Ask me, they’re more popular than the articles they’re responding to. People have whole conversations in print, arguing back and forth.”


  “Conversations? How frequently are these released?”


  “Well . . .” Wilde sat back in his chair and considered the question. “The more respectable printers only do one issue a day, but they tend to be a bit light on the commentary anyway. Most places have a morning and an evening edition, so you can read a comment and a response in one day if you’re lucky.” He leaned forward again, clearly excited at the prospect of explaining something to Cerys. “But the really good ones . . . the houses that print the really juicy arguments . . . they sometimes get in as many as three or four a day. Plenty of tit-tat there.”


  Cerys stared at him, her mouth struggling to form a response. “How?” she finally demanded. “How can they print that much in one day?”


  “Well, there’s the morning edition that people read during breakfast. Then there’s the afternoon edition, which arrives in time for lunch. And finally there’s an evening edition that shows up in time for dinner. Sometimes they even do a late night printing that shows up sometime in the small hours.”


  “Four editions! I’d barely have five minutes to spend reading one. Who has time to read all that, let alone mail in a comment?”


  “Clerks, mostly,” Wilde replied. “Typists and secretaries who have to sit at their desks doing nothing while they wait for assignments to show up. And the idle rich, of course. People who think that having too much time on their hands qualifies them to comment on topics they know nothing about.”


  Cerys was quiet for a long moment. “Almost reminds me of the government.” She stared at the broadsheet and shook her head. “How long do these arguments last?”


  “Days,” Wilde answered. “Weeks sometimes, if they get really heated. So long as the papers sell, the presses keep printing them.”


  “How do they keep track of the arguments?”


  Wilde pointed to one of the boxes of print. “There’s a little code number in the corner. It tells you which topic the reply goes with, and where it goes in the sequence.”


  Cerys was rubbing her forehead with her hand again. “Max, I’m afraid to ask, but why are there strings of letters just sitting in the middle of some of these sentences?”


  “What?” Wilde rose from his chair and leaned across the desk. Cerys pointed to one of the comments, and Wilde burst out laughing. “Oh! They’re just abbreviations, Chief. To save on space. The shorter a comment, the more likely it is to get printed.”


  “So ‘IIMOT’ means . . .?”


  “We pronounce that ‘eye-moth.’ It means ‘it is my opinion that.’ People use it when they’re about to say something really snooty talking about a topic they don’t understand. It’s great stuff!”


  Cerys gave him a look and shook her head. “I can’t believe you actually waste your time with this nonsense.” She glared at the page again. “What about ‘IHN?’ ”


  “ ‘In Heaven’s name,’ Chief.”


  “Oh, honestly, Max!” Cerys exclaimed. “Don’t these people have anything better to do?”


  “Desk jobs, Chief,” Wilde reminded her.


  “And they really care about what Jervais Mutton has to say about rising coal prices?”


  “Nah, Mutton doesn’t discuss commodities. He’s too busy falling over himself to agree with whatever Deacon Fortesque happens to think. Now, Salad Monday, he’s a fun one. He’ll take on five people at once and bring in arguments most of us forgot about ages ago. Frankly, it’s a privilege to watch him in action. He’s an oddball, that one.”


  Cerys had returned to her work, and only half glanced up when she replied, “Oh? Why’s that?”


  Wilde took her cue, and went back to skimming through the pile of pamphlets and tracts he had been given. “Oh, he just doesn’t fit into the usual categories. Most of the time you can read someone and say ‘he’s a socialist’ or ‘he’s a conservative’ or ‘he’s a capitalist.’ With Salad Monday, you can’t do that. He’s all over the place with what he’s doing. Sure, he tends to agree with the lefties, but he’ll blast them out of the sky when they’re saying something stupid. I mean, he’s probably as anti-government as the anarchists, but he has a great time pointing out how stupid anarchism is. He’s just . . . everywhere and nowhere, I guess.”


  Something about the statement caught Cerys’s interest. “Really? Well, who is he then?”


  “Don’t know, Chief. No one does. He’s been around for ages, since tit-tat started, I think. He was already one of the big names when I got into it a couple years back. There’re plenty of theories out there, but he’s one of the pen names no one’s been able to crack yet. He’s probably one of those university types, though. He’s always quoting from this or that, and he’s got the time to stay up-to-date on whatever’s going on.”


  “But no one knows who he is?”


  “Well . . .” Wilde hesitated. “You know, it’s funny you’ve got me reading up on Slater, because the current view is that they might be one and the same.”


  There was a look in Cerys’s eyes. “Really? Why?” She slowly rose out of her chair and leaned across the desk at Wilde. “You said yourself that Slater’s got a distinctive voice. Wouldn’t that make it obvious?”


  “That’s the thing. Salad Monday’s got about as neutral a voice as possible. It’s almost distinct in how indistinct it is. The theory is that it’s someone like Professor Slater, who’s got a very recognizable style, trying not to give himself away. And out of all the bigwigs Mr. Salad Monday takes on, Slater’s the one who usually ends up coming out looking the best. He’ll point out Slater’s flaws, but he usually ends up defending the Professor’s argument, with a few revisions. It’s almost like they’re working together. The only problem is, a busy university man like Slater wouldn’t have time for it.”


  “How do you mean?” Cerys asked.


  “Salad Monday’s probably the most prolific tatter ever to tit the tat, if you take my meaning.”


  “Barely,” Cerys replied without an ounce of humor. “Continue.”


  “He writes so much material I’m starting to wonder if he’s actually one person. It seems like he’s got a witty, well thought-out reply to just about every single topic that ever hits print, and he gets them to the printers on the same day, sometimes even by the next issue. And I’ll tell you, Chief, I don’t care how much free time someone has, there’s only so much typing one person can do.”


  Cerys was scribbling notes. “Do you think it might be a group of Slater’s students trying to help give his arguments more authority?”


  “Maybe . . .” Wilde stared at Cerys with growing suspicion. “OK, Chief, I know better than to question, but enough’s enough. Why’s the Legion suddenly interested in F. W. Slater, of all people? I thought he was the socialist we actually liked.”


  “ ‘We’ don’t like any socialists, Max. You know that. They’re dirty, smelly, and untrustworthy, and they usually ask questions ‘we’ can’t comfortably answer.”


  “I know the doubletalk, Chief. But honestly, why Slater?”


  Cerys sighed, a common precursor to any conversation involving an explanation of orders from the top. “Top brass thinks Slater’s trying to undermine the government with his latest batch of essays. He’s launched another round of anonymous pamphlets demanding improved working conditions, health insurance, abolition of a tax-based electorate, and so on. He’s smart enough to not sign his name, but, like you said, he’s got a distinct voice. We’re pretty sure it’s him.”


  “How did he get them past the censor?”


  “They were all printed up independently and distributed anonymously: snuck into mailboxes, left on café tables, the usual subversive drill.” Cerys chuckled. “They even had urchins passing them out on street corners. And you know, no one’s as good as those kids at getting away from Legionnaires.”


  “Oh, I can just see it!” Wilde laughed, his head filled with visions of brown-uniformed Legion policemen running after hordes of street children.


  “Upshot is, we don’t actually know who’s behind it.”


  “But top brass thinks it’s Slater.”


  “Yes,” Cerys agreed. “But what brass thinks is usually wrong.” She rose from her desk and refilled her cup of coffee, mulling something over. “Max, I’ve got an assignment for you.”


  “Whatever you need, Chief,” Wilde answered, eagerly setting aside the pile of pamphlets.


  “Don’t sound so excited. I want you to find out who this ‘Salad Monday’ character is. If he’s connected to Slater, so much the better. If he isn’t, at least that’s one little mystery solved.”


  Wilde rubbed his head. “Chief, I’ve got to be honest with you: I’m not sure where to start. I mean, he’s been around for ages and no one’s been able to find out who he is. Any lead I can think of has probably been tried already.”


  “Has it?” Cerys asked. “Or are you just assuming it has?”


  “Point taken.”


  “Start with the obvious. He’s got to live somewhere, he’s got to eat somewhere, he’s got to write somewhere. And I may not understand how this titter-tatter thing works—”


  “ ‘Tit-tat,’ Chief.”


  “Shut up, Max,” Cerys instructed, before finishing her sentence, “—but somewhere along the line someone has to be getting his comments for print. Find out who, and chances are you’ll find Salad Monday.”


  “The printing houses won’t be happy to give up his name and address, you know.”


  “Take Kendrick with you. Five minutes with him and they’ll give in.”


  “Do I get a warrant?” Wilde asked hopefully.


  “I’ll put in a call,” Cerys answered, and took a sip of her coffee. “Until then, improvise.”


  “Yes, Chief.”


  Several hours later, Wilde was sipping his own coffee outside a pleasant Layer Three café. It was a trendy sort of place, with the intellectual atmosphere preferred by scholars, students, artists, and anyone who mistakenly believed himself to be one of the above. Wilde leaned back in his wicker chair and smiled as he looked around at the crowds of youths at the nearby tables. They were mostly young men wearing casual sack suits and fedoras, though here and there could be seen young women in shirtwaists and long skirts. A few of these women were bored sweethearts who stared into their cups impatiently or chatted with one another as they waited for their boyfriends to take notice of them. Others were female students determined to do more with their education than find a husband, and were engaged in spirited debate with their male counterparts.


  As Wilde’s gaze returned to his own table, it fell upon his dour-faced companion. “Kendrick, don’t you ever smile?”


  “Only when I’m shooting terrorists,” came the reply.


  Across the table, Kendrick Mernil looked like he had swallowed a radish. Inspector Mernil—of the Special Peacekeepers, as he rarely failed to remind you—was seldom comfortable out of jackboots and armor. To be dressed in the same casual clothes as undisciplined students was galling. Kendrick made a face at Wilde and reached beneath his black suit jacket to check one of his pistols.


  “Do you have to do that?” Wilde asked. “You’ll draw attention.”


  “When is your damn friend going to show up? We’ve been waiting half an hour.”


  “It’s been ten minutes,” Wilde replied.


  “And why are we wearing civvies? You know I hate wearing civvies.”


  “You hate not having socialists to shoot at. You’d be happy in a barrel if you were firing at something.”


  Kendrick struggled to argue with this point, and failed. “Well . . . I don’t know what good this is going to do anyway. These blasted students have no respect for anyone in authority. Anarchists, the lot of them, if you ask me.”


  “Shut up and drink your coffee,” Wilde answered, trying not to laugh. Turning to look back at the street, he spotted the young man they were waiting for. “Ah, here he is!”


  The fellow in question was clearly one of the university rabble, and the sight of his mismatched clothes was enough to make Wilde cringe. The young man’s coat was dark green, his vest and baggy trousers brown; yet somehow the colors failed to coordinate. More distressingly, the young man’s tie, while the same green as his coat, was covered in dark spots that were as likely to be ink stains as polka dots. He sauntered across the carriage-filled roadway without a sense of urgency, as tendrils of steam and boiler smoke from the passing vehicles licked at his back and heels. After taking a moment to exchange waves and handshakes with the other students at the café, he dropped cheerfully into a chair across from Wilde. He gave Wilde an affable smile, ordered a cup of coffee from a passing waiter, and then lounged back in his chair with the ease of a man composed entirely of liquid. Then, as if he was just noticing him, the student slowly turned his gaze toward Kendrick—who sat in plain view across from him—and jumped in surprise.


  “Hey!” the student hissed at Wilde. “What’s this then? What’s the numb on that one?”


  Kendrick looked at Wilde. “The what?”


  Wilde shushed him before reassuring the student. “That’s just Kendrick. He’s glass, Manny, he’s glass. He’s OK.”


  “I’m what?” Kendrick demanded.


  “You’re glass. It means you’re smooth. You’re not . . . um . . . bumpy.”


  “What?” Kendrick repeated.


  “Just shut up and let me do the talking.”


  “Hey, now . . .” Manny was peering very purposefully at Kendrick’s moustache. “He’s a copper, isn’t he?”


  Wilde let out a sigh. “Manny, I’m a copper.”


  “No, you’re a tatter who cops.” Manny fell silent as the waiter arrived with his coffee. He hid behind the cup, peering over the brim at Kendrick like a small animal watching a dog.


  “Manny, I’ll vouch for him: He’s glass, OK? Now, can we move on?”


  There was a long silence as Manny continued to peer out over the top of his cup. “OK. Whadya need?”


  Wilde sighed. “Will you please put the cup down?”


  Manny hesitated for a moment, then looked at Kendrick. “No.”


  “Fine.” Wilde sipped his coffee, not in the mood to argue with either of them. “Manny, I need some information from you. You’re the top tatter I know, so if anyone’s got the info I need, it’s you.”


  Manny snorted, but he finally relaxed a bit and lowered his cup. “Don’t butter me up, Max; I’m not a sticky key. Just post me the titles.”


  “Fine, fine. I need the skinny on Salad Monday.”


  “Ha!” Manny laughed. Then he realized that it was not a joke. “You’re not titting me, are you?”


  “ ‘Titting?’ ” Kendrick interjected, sour-faced.


  Wilde turned to him in irritation. “Yes. It’s . . . Well, it means you’re playing a joke on someone. Pulling their leg, but obnoxiously.”


  “Being a tit,” Manny added, helpfully.


  Kendrick’s unpleasant expression darkened further. “A ‘tit?’ ”


  “Yes,” Wilde answered. “It’s a tatter who—”


  “I know what a ‘tit’ is, Max, though the tooters sound a bit confused. Probably never seen a real one in their lives.”


  Manny made the mistake of trying to be helpful again. “Actually, it’s ‘tatters’—”


  Kendrick growled and almost launched himself across the table at the young man.


  “Down, Kendrick,” Wilde ordered, mimicking the sharp tone of voice Cerys often used when dealing with Special Peacekeepers.


  “Uh . . . eheh . . .” Kendrick caught himself leaning across the table and gave an awkward smile. “Right, right . . . Sorry. Got, uh, carried away.”


  “Yes, well, save that for someone who deserves it.” Wilde drained his cup and set it down. “Look, Manny, I need to find Salad Monday, and I need to find him by this morning’s edition, read me?”


  Manny was hiding behind his cup again. “Sharp and fresh, Max, sharp and fresh. But cite the facts: Salad Monday’s been tatting since tatting first hit paper, and no one’s cracked him yet. Eye-moth, cracking Salad Monday’s potsy.”


  Kendrick’s eye twitched as he tried to follow the conversation. “What was that?”


  “In his opinion, finding Salad Monday’s true identity is like putting one over on the censor. That is to say, impossible.” Wilde turned back to Manny. “But someone out there has to know. Look at it this way: Salad Monday comments on all the big tatting papers. That means he reads all the big tatting papers. We both know you can’t just pick up a broadsheet on the street corner . . . not yet, at least.”


  “Glass,” Manny agreed. “You get the sheets posted special.”


  “That means someone’s delivering them to him, and if no one’s cracked him yet, it’s because there’s a reliable middleman. So, Manny, I want you to tell me who that middleman is.”


  Manny hesitated for a moment. “What’s in it for me?” Across the table, Kendrick snarled, but Manny pushed on. “Max, you know I can’t go posting you people’s private letters. What kind of a tag would I buy myself with that? Giving out private numbs to coppers, Max . . . I’d be for the furnace if I did that.”


  Wilde sighed. “Manny, you know me. You know I wouldn’t tell anyone where I got my info. And I’ll tell you what, you point me in the right direction and I’ll take you with me to the Martyrs next week. August Mars is playing, and I think I can get you backstage.”


  Manny gave Wilde a wide-eyed stare over the top of his coffee cup. “You’d do that?”


  “Of course, Manny. We’re friends.” Wilde smiled sincerely, and then turned the screws. “But if we’re going to go, I need to be done with this case, and I can’t finish the case without your help.”


  Manny made a face. “You’re turning the cop on me, Max.”


  “Manny, you know I’d never do that. But I have a job to do, and I need your help doing it. Just point me the right way. I swear I won’t so much as think your name for the rest of the investigation.”


  There was a long silence as Manny stared into his cup. Once or twice he glanced toward the other students, clearly expecting the worst; but as was often the case with young university types, Manny’s friends were too busy talking amongst themselves to realize that he was having another conversation nearby, let alone with whom.


  “OK. If you want Salad Monday’s house, you’ll be looking at the tops. Big type printers who won’t be buttered into selling his number, else he’d be cracked already. I only know three: Maynard and Sons; Edgewood, Franklin, and Co.; and Belle Street Printers, Ltd. If they’re not posting for him, I don’t know who is. Read me?”


  “Sharp and fresh, Manny,” Wilde answered. “Which one’s the biggest?”


  “Belle Street, but I wouldn’t start there.”


  “No?”


  Manny shook his head and looked around cautiously. “Edgewood’s the only one of the three that printed tit-tat when it first came out. If Salad Monday’s tatting for one of the other two, then he jumped ship from another house a few years back. And when you change houses in tit-tat—”


  “The old printers have no incentive to keep your real name a secret,” Wilde finished. “They’d have sold Salad Monday’s identity to the highest bidder by now. Manny, you’re the best. For this, I’ll get you that backstage meeting with Mars.”


  “Thanks, Max, you’re OK. Now, uh . . .” Manny glanced over at the cluster of other students.


  Wilde waved him away. “Off you go, Manny.”


  Manny grinned awkwardly, still eyeing Kendrick as if the latter were some sort of rabid animal. Then he drained his cooling coffee in one gulp and wandered off to join his fellow students, who greeted Manny with cheers and handshakes as if he had only just arrived. The realization that he had been engaged in conversation only a few tables away was completely lost on them.


  “Right,” Wilde said, throwing down some money and rising from his chair. “Off we go, Kendrick. Time to put the fear of Heaven into some people.”


  “Now you’re using words I understand,” Kendrick replied with a terrible smile.


  The printing house of Edgewood, Franklin, and Co. was perhaps the noisiest place Wilde had ever been. From the vantage point of a second-story balcony, he watched two rows of automated printing presses rapidly turning cylinders of pulp paper into piles of broadsheets. In between, engineers in oily clothes scurried back and forth, anticipating breakdowns and lubricating the countless moving parts. Junior clerks rushed from machine to machine, retrieving armloads of printed papers and resetting type codes. Off in rooms to either side, typists could be seen at their desks, using complicated keyboards to set the type codes for the next batch of issues.


  Of course, Wilde recalled, his second-story position was an illusion. In fact, he was six floors above the street, since the room he was in rested on two identical chambers filled with printing presses and typesetters. Like many of the businesses in the City of Salmagundi, Edgewood, Franklin, and Co. had maximized their efficiency by capitalizing on vertical space. Indeed, the printing house tower continued further upward with several floors of offices above the printing halls.


  “Now then, gentlemen,” said the upright and stern-faced Mr. Edgewood, “I expect we shall enjoy a little more privacy here than in my office. What is this ‘delicate matter’ you feel you must discuss with me? At the outset, I should like to remind you that we take no responsibility for the content of articles printed by our company. If you’ve been offended by something, you must take it up with the author.”


  “No, no, nothing of the sort,” Wilde assured him, “but we are interested in contacting one of your authors.”


  “Oh, yes?” Edgewood said, his tone not altogether pleasant.


  “I understand you’re the printing house that works with the commentator known as Mr. Salad Monday. Is that correct?” It was a bluff, of course, but worth a try.


  Edgewood studied the two men before him in silence. At length, he answered, “Very well. I don’t know how you found out, but yes, he is one of our clients.”


  “Then I assume that your company arranges to have his papers delivered as well.”


  “Yes . . .” came the cautious reply.


  Wilde smiled. “In that case, sir, I need to know who he is . . . or at least where he can be found.”


  Edgewood’s face paled horribly, then flushed with great offense. “You expect me to give out the private address of one of our clients?”


  “Yes,” Wilde answered flatly. “I assure you, Mr. Edgewood, that we’ll keep your involvement strictly confidential, but I need that information.”


  “Inspector, you don’t seem to understand, so let me make this exceedingly clear to you. The anonymity of my clients is a sacred trust, as surely as if it were sworn in the presence of a priest or a magistrate. The credibility of this printing house demands that we bow to neither bribery nor intimidation, and I am not inclined to make an exception for the likes of you.” He brushed at the lapels of his frock coat dismissively. “And don’t try to threaten me with that policeman’s nonsense of yours either. I know my rights as a taxpayer. I’m above your routine harassment. You don’t even have a warrant, or else you’d have shown it to me by now.”


  “Mr. Edgewood, I think you’re being somewhat unreasonable here. I’m asking for the address of one man.”


  “Principles, Inspector.”


  Wilde tried a different approach. Narrowing his eyes, he moved half a step closer to Edgewood than most people would have found comfortable. “I arrived without a warrant out of consideration for your reputation, Mr. Edgewood. You aren’t a suspect here, so why bother with all the ribbon?” He assumed that Edgewood, like most citizens, could be brought into line by the threat of red tape.


  Edgewood was unmoved. “They wouldn’t give you one if you tried, Inspector. I am a taxpayer, if you recall. Go and try your strong-arm methods with those paupers down on Layer Five. I have no time for it. I expect you two can see yourselves out. Don’t soil anything on your way to the door.”


  He turned to walk away, fingers tucked around the edges of his vest, but instead of the open walkway, he found himself confronted with Kendrick’s bowler, dark suit, and quivering moustache. Without a word, Kendrick gripped Edgewood by the lapels of his coat and lifted the smaller man into the air.


  “I say, how dare—” Edgewood began.


  “Let’s try it this way,” Kendrick interrupted. “I’m going to count to ten. If you’ve answered the Inspector’s question by then, I’ll put you down. If you haven’t, I’ll count to ten again. If you answer by then, I’ll put you down on the printing room floor,” he said, nodding to the open chamber that lay a dozen feet below them. “But if you still haven’t answered, I’ll put you down outside the window. And we’re . . .” he turned his head to Wilde, “what, fifty feet up?”


  “More like seventy,” came the deadpan reply.


  “But . . . but . . .” Edgewood was struggling to understand that a policeman had dared to manhandle him. “You can’t do this!”


  “One,” Kendrick counted.


  “I think you’d better do as he says,” Wilde offered, with a helpless shrug.


  “Two.”


  “But I’m a taxpayer!”


  “Three.”


  “You’re peacekeepers! You can’t do this!”


  “Four.”


  Wilde shook his head. “No, I’m a peacekeeper.”


  “Five.”


  “He’s a ‘special’ peacekeeper.”


  “Six.”


  “Special?” Edgewood gasped, all the more frightened that he did not understand the significance.


  “Seven,” Kendrick said, exchanging nods with Wilde.


  “Special,” Wilde confirmed.


  “Eight.”


  The color drained from Edgewood’s face, and his head snapped toward Kendrick as he struggled to say something, anything, to halt the counting.


  Kendrick gave the man a sympathetic smile.


  “Nine.”


  The address belonging to the mysterious Mr. Salad Monday was a small townhouse located in of one of Layer Three’s poorer neighborhoods. While hardly approaching the squalor and poverty found among the laboring classes of the lower city, the less affluent residents of the bourgeois Layer Three still lived in an unenviable state. Their houses were often old or run-down, and it would be dubious to claim that they were truly worth the rents they paid. But surely, the landlords insisted, the superior ambiance of the layer was more than compensation for the extra cost.


  Salad Monday’s townhouse was a weathered brick construction, similar to many of the neighboring buildings. It rested at the end of a long alleyway, one kept clean as much through the locals’ efforts as the municipal workers’. It seemed doubtful that the city sweeping machines could even fit down the narrow street.


  The front door was locked, of course, but it was a poor Legion officer who was not a good housebreaker. The building’s interior was solid but weathered, with peeling, yellowed wallpaper that no one had bothered to replace in ages. Thick sheets of dust covered everything, confirming the building’s general disuse, and there were no footprints or signs of passage to be found upon the floor, stairs, or banisters.


  In the ancient foyer, Wilde glanced at Kendrick, only to see that the other man had drawn two service revolvers from inside his coat and was peering along them toward the interior of the house.


  “Kendrick!”


  “What?”


  Wilde made a face as he led the way into the front hallway. “Put those things away.”


  Kendrick’s eyes darted around the hallway, peering at the dim gaslamps and dusty surfaces as if they might attack at any moment. “There could be terrorists.”


  “Terrorists who don’t leave footprints? Be sensible. Besides, if there is anyone here—which I’m beginning to doubt—it’ll be a lot of idiot students, not armed men.” Some distant sound caught his attention. He held up a hand for silence, ignoring the fact that he was the one speaking. “Shhh. Do you hear that?”


  The two men listened for a moment. Presently they heard a noise rising up through the hallways of the house. It was the all-too-familiar sound of perhaps a dozen typewriters clacking away in unison. The clicks came from further in the house, slowly trickling along the layers of dust until it seemed they emanated from the very walls. The two officers looked about, turning this way and that as they strained to hear where the sound could be coming from.


  “Well, there’s clearly someone here,” Wilde noted softly.


  “Must be using a back entrance to avoid footprints,” Kendrick agreed. He raised his pistols and began to edge along the corridor. “Bastards are probably downstairs in the cellar.”


  Wilde tilted his head. “Wait, Kendrick. I think it’s coming from upstairs.”


  “Then search up there if you want,” Kendrick answered, peering around a nearby corner as if he expected hordes of terrorists to be lying in wait. “I say it’s the cellar, and that’s where I’m going.”


  Wilde knew better than to argue. As Kendrick disappeared in search of the cellar door, Wilde made for the stairway. The sound of typing was clearer on the second floor, and clearer still as Wilde climbed upward toward the third. The rooms on this floor bore the only signs of habitation; for though there was no activity, they were filled to bursting with piles and piles of newspapers, broadsheets, chapbooks, and other printed materials. The heaps of paper had been neatly placed in some sort of complex order, but nothing had been done to protect them from moths and insects. Many of the papers had been partly devoured by whatever loathsome vermin infested the house.


  He exited the room. Dust was everywhere, as thickly layered as on the first floor, but in the hallway Wilde noticed some curious trails upon the ground. Here and there the dust had been disturbed in narrow, twisting lines. Wilde knelt to study these, but he could make nothing of them. They clearly led up and down the stairs in the direction of the front door, but what they were or what they signified remained unknown. If anything, it seemed like someone had trailed the tips of feathers through the dust.


  The stairs continued upward to a single attic door. Just upon the threshold, the typewriter clacking was incredibly loud. Wilde felt a shiver descend along his back. There was no reason for fear—the typists were, no doubt, only foolish students who would be as likely to run or beg mercy as fight—but Wilde’s instinct for danger was still working full-time. Reaching for the handle, Wilde eased the door open and stepped into the room beyond. He did not immediately understand what it was that he saw.


  The room was larger than it appeared from outside, for it stretched almost the full length and breadth of the house. The peaked ceiling was exceedingly high, and from it hung a series of burning lamps that kept the attic space bright enough for typing. Piles of printed broadsheets littered the floor. A number of tables had been placed about the center of the room in a rough circular shape, and they were covered variously by stacks of blank paper, typing ribbon, and easily a dozen typewriters. There were no chairs in front of the tables, a point which at first confused Wilde. He was likewise bewildered by the room’s clear desolation: there was no one to be seen anywhere. And yet the typewriters were clicking away still, as if driven by the hands of ghosts. At first, Wilde thought the machines might be automated, but he could see no punchcard reader to direct them, nor steam lines to power them.


  As Wilde approached the typewriters, he became aware of certain peculiar details that he had not initially noticed. It seemed as if a series of silken streamers had been hung from the ceiling over each keyboard, yet if the tendrils were cloth or thread, they must have been waxed to give them that unthinkable glisten. There was a luster to them, yet at the same time they were all but translucent. They seemed more mirage than substance and were a curious iridescent color, an impossible mixture of blue, violet, turquoise and magenta. The tendrils all seemed to drift and float through one another like trailing strings of light, yet they were somehow responsible for the movement of the typewriter keys.


  Wilde’s eyes followed the fantastically colored lines upward toward the peak of the roof, where they joined together into a layered mass of themselves. This “body,” if such a term could be applied to it, was something akin to a pile of translucent gelatin, with lines and layers too numerous for the eye to understand. In some parts of the floating mass there were strange concentrations of light. These, Wilde suddenly realized, were eyes. Each was fixed diligently upon the typewriter below it, though they were all clearly working independently of one another. As Wilde watched, a collection of tendrils paused in their typing and reached out to a pile of broadsheets. The paper drifted toward the underside of the floating mass, and the folds of the vibrantly colored dome pulled back to reveal a series of things that might have been mouths, or mandibles, or complex beaks. These began to devour the printed newspaper hungrily.


  Wilde stood rooted to the spot, gazing in fear and rapture at the floating thing. He was too good a policeman to simply dismiss the sight outright, but his mind worked double-time to find some comfortable explanation that could make sense of the combination of place, time, and creature. It was tempting to think that the creature’s presence might be some terrible coincidence—that it had happened along and eaten the house’s occupant moments before Wilde’s arrival—but the most impossible answer was also the simplest: The floating mass of tentacles and iridescence must be Mr. Salad Monday.


  As he stood and watched the creature devour its meal of decaying broadsheets, Wilde’s first realization was followed by another. It was all to do with paper. The heaps and piles of paper scattered throughout the house were not simply pieces of a decaying archive. They were both food and entertainment. There was little doubt that Salad Monday the tatter enjoyed the challenge of typewritten argument, but it seemed that Salad Monday the monster also enjoyed the pages upon which the arguments were delivered.


  In spite of himself, Wilde coughed. One cluster of lights rolled through the curious mass to fix its gaze upon the intruder. These stared at Wilde for a moment, twitching monstrously as they tried to bring him into focus. Then another set joined them, then another. Soon it seemed that all of the dreadful eyes had migrated to one section of the body and were staring at the solitary figure below. The dangling tendrils ceased their typing, and the room fell silent. Wilde licked his lips and realized that he could not seem to raise his pistol. He stared at the creature’s eyes and saw in them what might have been hunger or malice or fear.


  Then, without a moment’s warning, Salad Monday’s tendrils quivered and tucked themselves up beneath the folds of its floating body. The mass of color rippled violently, and suddenly it was gone, vanishing upward into the dark rafters. As Wilde stared, he thought he could see hints of movement pass through the blackness above the lamps and toward the far end of the attic.


  A moment later the door burst open behind Wilde, and Kendrick rushed in with his revolvers raised. “You’re right, Wilde!” he cried. “Cellar’s emp—” Kendrick paused for a moment as he saw the array of now-vacant typewriters. “Bastards!” he cried. “Don’t worry, Wilde, we’ll find the buggers. They can’t have gone far.” And with that, Kendrick bolted across the room and into a back hallway, ignoring completely the floor’s lack of footprints or signs of human passage.


  “Kendrick, wait!” Wilde shouted. His words fell on disinterested ears. Kendrick’s blood was up, and he was too hot on the chase to bother with details such as who he was chasing or where they had gone.


  Kendrick searched around in the mouldering dimness of the attic for a few minutes, overturning piles of paper and kicking at bits of rubbish that lay long abandoned upon the floor. Finding no students or terrorists hiding in the shadows, he flung open an exterior door on the other side of the attic and dashed outside.


  “They’ve gone for the rooftops, Wilde!” he shouted. “C’mon, we’ll catch them in no time!”


  Wilde watched in silence as Kendrick dashed off on his mad chase. Shaking his head, he began to walk toward the outside door, thinking that he ought to catch Kendrick up before the other inspector ran too far afield.


  A strange rush above his head drove Wilde to glance upward, and he caught a glimpse of luminescence pass along the spine of the ceiling. Turning, he saw the strange lines and colors of Salad Monday hovering above the circle of typewriters. The creature had given the illusion of departure, then sought to backtrack toward the stairs.


  “Cunning devil . . .” Wilde murmured.


  Salad Monday’s tentacles extended downward in clusters and began to wrap around a couple of the typewriters. Wilde watched in confusion, uncertain what was being done. The typewriters were slowly raised into the air, held beneath Salad Monday’s quivering multi-colored mass with the care of a mother cradling a child.


  Not sure what to do, Wilde extended a hand and called out to the floating shape. “Stop!”


  Salad Monday shook in surprise, and its bright eyes darted through its body and clustered on the side that faced Wilde. The creature began to edge back toward the staircase, behaving less like a ravening monster and more like a frightened animal.


  “Stop!” Wilde repeated, slowly advancing to match Salad Monday’s pace. “Can you understand me?”


  Salad Monday shivered slightly, but there was some sense of comprehension in the brightness of its eyes.


  “I’m from the Legion of Peace,” Wilde continued, keeping his voice level. “Do you understand?” He motioned to himself. “Police.” He took a few more careful steps forward. “I know who you are. You’re Mr. Salad Monday, aren’t you?”


  Wilde had hoped this pronouncement would help to set Salad Monday at ease, by acknowledging the creature as something with an identity rather than some unthinking monster. Instead, as the name was uttered, Salad Monday drew itself up, eyes shining with the same terror that it had shown when Wilde first arrived. With barely a moment’s hesitation, Salad Monday rippled like a sheet in the wind and dove down the stairs with tremendous speed.


  “Oh, Hell!” Wilde swore, dashing after the receding shape.


  He scrambled down the dusty stairs to the third floor, head turning this way and that as he tried to keep sight of Salad Monday. He caught a glimpse of the creature on the way to the second floor, but it was a fleeting one. Continuing downward, Wilde’s feet struck a smooth patch on one of the steps and he lost his balance. His head struck the wooden boards with a painful smack, and he lay in a daze for a moment.


  Shaking his head, Wilde pulled himself to his feet and rushed down into the front hall, determined to make up for lost time, but at the bottom of the stairs, he was met with silence. Cursing softly, Wilde rushed through the deserted rooms of the crumbling house and the alleys outside, searching in desperation for the creature that he had come to find. He was met with desolation. Mr. Salad Monday had vanished, seemingly into the very woodwork itself.


  Wilde finally returned to the Chief Inspector’s office at the end of the day, still in a daze. He and Kendrick had searched every inch of the house—first on their own, and later with a squad of Legion soldiers from the local precinct house—but it had been of no use. They had confiscated the remaining typewriters, along with boxes of replacement keys and ribbon. There had been a limited attempt to catalogue the piles of broadsheets and books, but that had quickly been abandoned as an act of futility.


  Wilde found Cerys behind her desk, glaring at a mass of paperwork that seemed to have grown rather than diminished since Wilde’s departure. Wilde entered and softly closed the door. Cerys was busy selecting a cigarette from a battered tin case, and she did not look up as she motioned for Wilde to join her. The air was already thick with smoke and fragrances of half a dozen different blends; it went without saying that the ashtray was overflowing.


  “Lavender?” Wilde asked, noting the smell of the smoking herbs. He set a bundle of fresh evening broadsheets down on the chair next to him. He had bought them before dinner, but in his agitation he had been unable to read them.


  “I’m celebrating my funeral early,” Cerys replied. “What’s the word on Salad Monday? Is he a terrorist?”


  “Chief, you won’t believe what happened.”


  Cerys—who had her nose buried in a bundle of forms—looked up at him and took on one of her very particular expressions. “Max, stop. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”


  “Chief?”


  Cerys took out her pocket fire and lit a fresh cigarette, releasing a cloud of lavender-scented smoke. “I know that look on your face, and it tells me I sure as taxes don’t want to know what just happened to you. All I want . . . no, all I need to know is whether Salad Monday is going to be a problem. Is he a terrorist?”


  “Um . . . no.”


  Cerys flicked her pocket fire on and off as she continued her questioning. “Is he working for Slater?”


  “No.”


  “Is he a threat to the city?”


  “Well, I don’t think so. But, Chief, he’s not even—”


  Cerys pointed a handful of papers at Wilde in a most menacing fashion. “Max, I’ve done this job long enough to know that when someone comes to me and says ‘Chief, you’ll never believe what I saw,’ they’re either lying or telling the truth. Either way, I don’t want to know unnecessary details that will one day drive me to drink.”


  “You already drink.”


  “I’m just getting into the swing of it,” Cerys replied. Then she gave him a sympathetic look. “Max, I’ve seen my share of unbelievable things in this blasted city. Take my advice: don’t think about it too hard. It’ll hurt less that way.”


  Wilde slowly unrolled one of the broadsheets and tried to relax. “It’s that easy, is it?”


  “Drinking helps.”


  “Mmm.”


  Wilde was doubtful about his ability to put such an experience out of his mind, so he turned to the best source of distraction he could think of. The pointless arguments and self-important tirades of the tit-tat broadsheets began to soothe his shaken nerves, and soon Wilde was on his way to easing the strain of his recent discovery. Then he turned to a second printed page. His eye caught a name that was new, but unmistakably familiar.


  “Ahh!” he cried, leaping from his chair.


  Cerys looked up from her paperwork again, flicking her pocket fire on and off in nervous habit. “What?”


  Wilde thrust the broadsheet toward Cerys and pointed at a small section of print located just beneath the main articles. It read very clearly: “Though circumstance demands brevity, let me say simply that Mr. Jervais Mutton is, as ever, a dunce hardly worthy of consideration. Anyone doubting this fact should turn to his latest comment regarding the need for a citizen militia to protect us against the danger of unwed mothers. Additionally, while the police provide a useful service to society, their violation of the homes of private citizens does not do their reputations credit. Discuss. Yours sincerely, Mr. Herring Tuesday.”


  “It’s him!” Wilde cried. “It has to be him! He can’t have written this more than an hour after I found him . . . it . . . him . . . It’s still out there!” Wilde tried desperately to convey to his superior the gravity of the situation. The result was less than profound. “Tentacles, Chief!”


  Cerys was very familiar with the look on Wilde’s face. She had seen it on her own reflection in the mirror more times than she could count. It was the look of someone who had witnessed the unthinkable and was trying desperately to make sense of it.


  “That’s it, Max, early night for you. Go tell Marguerite you’re taking her to the cinema.”


  “But—” Wilde protested, pointing to the broadsheet.


  “Out!” Cerys glanced at her chronometer, then rummaged around for an amusements circular on her desk. “If you two can catch an omnibus in the next ten minutes, you’ll be at the Palace in time for the newsreel and cartoon. And look at that . . . tonight they’ve got another adventure of Minnie the Mouser. Won’t that be fun?”


  “Chief—” Wilde tried again.


  Cerys glanced at her chronometer again. “Nine minutes.”


  Wilde sighed. “OK, Chief, OK.”


  “There’s a good fellow.” Cerys pushed the young man toward the door. “Go have fun. Oh, and Max . . .”


  “Yes, Chief?”


  Cerys gave Wilde’s shoulders a purposeful squeeze. “If you get her into trouble, I’ll kill you.”


  “Oh, come on, Chief, it’s me!”


  “That’s the idea.”


  When Wilde had gone, Cerys returned to her desk. She stared for a long while at the mountains of paperwork, her eyes slowly and consistently drifting back to the stack of broadsheets Wilde had left. Then, with a sudden rush of purpose—or perhaps procrastination—she snatched up a pen and began to compose a letter. She addressed it to the printing house responsible for the comment by “Mr. Tuesday” and then began writing, in the most grandiose language she could imagine. “To Messrs. Monday and Tuesday, with assorted foodstuffs. Dear sirs, our humblest apologies for intrusions, etc. Necessities of the work, etc. In future, please refrain from frightening respectable policemen in pursuit of their duty, etc. Humbly, etc., the lady on the Broad Street omnibus, Mrs.”


  Chuckling to herself, Cerys set the note aside, intending to dispatch it when she left for the night. There was no telling whether it would ever been seen by Salad Monday, but at least the thought of it amused her.


  A nagging thought tugged at the fringes of her imagination, and for a moment Cerys found herself contemplating the implications of what Wilde might have seen.


  Tentacles.


  Clearing her throat to dismiss such thoughts, Cerys lit another lavender cigarette and spent a few moments staring into the flame of her pocket fire. Then, with a familiar sigh, she turned back to the mountain of paperwork on her desk. She was tempted to set fire to the whole lot, and she smiled wistfully at the thought. She was still smiling, with visions of bureaucratic conflagrations in her head, as she turned to the next case file in her unending pile of assignments.


  GOOD GENES


  Kristine Kathryn Rusch


  When Alden was six weeks old, the doctor called them into his office. Ro didn’t want to go. She had a feeling that something was wrong. None of her friends had ever been called to a doctor’s office, especially when there had been no check-up previously, no tests, nothing that would seem out of the ordinary.


  Ro’s husband, Gil, reassured her, but he didn’t sound sincere. He didn’t meet her eyes any more, and his ruddy face looked even more flushed than usual. He too knew that things were wrong. They bundled up the baby, whom Ro privately thought too small to be named after his famous great-grandfather, and went to the scheduled appointment.


  The doctor’s office was a different place than the waiting room. Ro had been comfortable with the waiting room. It was designed for pregnant women: large, comfortable chairs with good back support, footstools, and a gas fireplace that was in constant use in the winter. A computer in the corner constantly played information about women’s health and reproductive news, and from any of the tables, waiting patients could easily access sites that pertained to childbirth and childrearing.


  But the office was around the back of the clinic-actually in a different building altogether-and the waiting area felt like the waiting area of a lawyer or accountant. There was one large window with a spectacular view of the parking lot, and a less spectacular view of the lake across the street and the mountains beyond. The chairs were straight-backed with no armrests, and weren’t wide enough for Alden’s carrier. With some hesitation, Ro put the sleeping baby on the floor.


  She leaned over and played with his curly black hair. His tiny fists were curled against his sleeper, the soft blue blanket her parents had given him tucked beneath his chin. She had no idea how this beautiful boy with his dark brown eyes, chocolate skin, and delicate features could be ill. He was developing the way he was supposed to, he ate well, although he still did not sleep through the night.


  Gil paced, and somehow that reassured her: if Gil was nervous, then she had a right to be nervous too. Only she didn’t tell him-couldn’t tell him-one of the sources of her nervousness. She didn’t want to be the mother of a sickly child. She had seen those mothers, with their vaguely frantic air despite their protestations that everything was fine and under control. She had seen the despair in their eyes, the way they clung to their babies as if determination alone could prevent whatever tragedy was ahead.


  She had clung to Alden that way on the drive over, and had been ashamed of herself. She didn’t even know what the doctor was going to say.


  Finally, the androgynous automated voice announced that the doctor was ready to see them. The door to his office swung open, and she grabbed Alden’s carrier, wishing once again that she was in the waiting room at the clinic, where real people called her name and opened the door, and gave her a reassuring smile as they led her into an unfamiliar room.


  The doctor’s office smelled faintly of roses. Several tiny hybrids lined a wall just inside. Books-old, dusty, and obviously just for show-lined another wall. The carpet was plush, the desk was messy, and the view here, through the window behind the desk, was of a small fenced-in garden, well tended. She had always known that Dr. Wyatt was a nurturer. It was nice to have that sense confirmed.


  He looked as if he belonged behind that desk. He wore a brown sweater with a cream-colored turtleneck beneath it, setting off his mahogany skin. His shaved head shone, and the single diamond he wore in his left ear looked even more prominent than usual. As Ro and Gil entered, he stood and took the carrier from them, smiling down at the sleeping baby.


  He ran a finger along Alden’s porcelain cheek. “Ironic,” he murmured so softly that Ro knew he was speaking only to the baby. She shuddered, thinking that a confirmation of all she had feared. Then he smiled at her. “Please sit.”


  She waited until he placed the carrier on his desk, on the only bare spot left by the piles of paper. The carrier was turned so that they all could see the boy. He hadn’t moved, but his blanket had. His soft breath made a corner of it flutter ever so slightly.


  “What’s wrong with him?” Ro asked, unable to wait.


  Gil took her hand in his warm, strong one. She could feel tension in both of their fingers as they braced themselves.


  “Nothing,” Dr. Wyatt said.


  “Nothing?” And in Gil’s surprised growl, she heard the beginnings of anger. She squeezed his hand, warning him to wait.


  “That’s what so wonderful,” Dr. Wyatt said, leaning forward. “We did the standard genetic testing on your son.”


  Ro remembered. Genetic testing was required in Oregon, in all but a handful of states now, and the results were supposed to be kept private. In fact, parents could opt not to know what dangers lurked in their child’s genes. Ro and Gil had taken a moderate approach: if the problem was going to be incapacitating or life-threatening they wanted to know. Otherwise, they chose to let the information come to Alden on his eighteenth birthday-a Pandora’s box he could chose to open or not, all on his own.


  Gil had stiffened beside her. She knew what he was thinking: incapacitating or fatal. How could Dr. Wyatt call that nothing?


  “And we discovered that Alden is only infant we have seen in this clinic, indeed in this part of the state, who had a perfect set of genes.”


  “P-perfect?” Ro repeated. She had been so expecting the other, the bad, the horrible news, that the good news was hard to absorb.


  “Perfect. No missing genes, no malfunctioning genes, no hereditary diseases. In fact, he is quite the survivor, with some extra genes that have been determined to fight certain viruses. Unless your son has an accident, he will live a long and healthy life.”


  Ro frowned. Perfect.


  “We used to think,” Dr. Wyatt was saying, “that perfect human beings could be engineered. What we didn’t know until just recently was that perfect human beings already existed. They could be born into a family like yours.”


  Gil cleared his throat, and slipped his fingers from Ro’s. He recovered quicker-or at least his brain did. It always had.


  “We signed the waiver,” he said. “We weren’t supposed to find out anything like this about Alden.”


  “You signed the waiver, yes,” Dr. Wyatt said, “but did you read it?”


  Ro glanced at Gil. She had been in labor when they remembered the consent. He had been the one to handle the business details of Alden’s birth. He shrugged. “I scanned it.”


  “Then you might have missed one of the clauses in the middle. It addressed this very issue.”


  “What issue?” Ro asked.


  Dr. Wyatt smiled at her; then he leaned forward, folding his hands on the desk. She recognized the posture. It was his sincere-explanation posture. Once, another expectant mother had described it to her as his attempt not to patronize his patients.


  “We have the capability of growing new organs from various cells. We do a lot of microsurgery, a lot of repair work on the cellular level before we can use some of these organs.” He glanced at Alden, who was still sleeping. “Sometimes we repair genetic defects in the womb. We also do a lot of work with the new techniques, ones that involve injecting new genetic material into old cells, revitalizing them. Some of these procedures are old, some are new, but they all involve the basic building blocks of a human being.”


  Ro felt her breath catch. Dr. Wyatt was speaking slowly, giving them a chance to ask questions. Apparently Gil had none. She had a thousand, but didn’t know where to begin asking.


  “Private bio-technology companies pay a lot of money to keep cells from people like Alden on file. We have hopes that their perfect DNA will make them useful in all areas of biological and medical sciences. There is already a use for them now.”


  “This is about money?” Gil asked.


  “It’s about healing,” Dr. Wyatt said. Then he sighed. “There is more.”


  “More?” Ro asked.


  “If you choose to have more children, any one of these companies will be willing to finance your pregnancies and the first five years of your children’s lives. You have created one genetically perfect child. The chances are you will create another.” His smile was apologetic. “If you don’t want to do that, if you only want one child, then they would pay you quite well for fertilized embryos. In fact, you could do both—”


  “Is this a joke?” Gil asked.


  “No.” Dr. Wyatt spoke solemnly, reassuringly. “A handful of other couples all over the country have done this already, but cases like this are very rare.”


  Alden stirred. His small fist grabbed the fluttering edge of the blue blanket, and he pulled it toward his mouth, uncovering his tiny feet, encased in delicate white socks. Ro grabbed the blanket and pulled it down, covering him again.


  “What does the clinic get out of this?” Gil asked.


  Dr. Wyatt shrugged. “A percentage. Small, actually. It amounts to one percent of the total fees paid your family.”


  “Plus all the payments for the additional medical care,” Gil said. His anger was becoming plain. His voice was rising.


  “What—?” Ro asked, loudly enough to cover him. He shot her a warning look which she ignored. “What does this mean for Alden?”


  “Financially?” Dr. Wyatt said. “It means that he’ll—”


  “No,” she said. “What will happen to my baby? Are there tests? Will he have to leave us?”


  “No,” Dr. Wyatt said. “At his checkups, we’ll take an extra vial of blood, and send it to whichever lab ends up with his case. He won’t notice a thing.”


  “Those are his genes, right?” Gil asked. “Do we have to give consent every time they’re used?”


  Dr. Wyatt looked at his long, manicured hands. “If you do this,” he said, “Alden’s genes will no longer be his. They will belong to the firm that buys them.”


  “Meaning they could do anything they want with his genes?” Ro asked.


  “Yes,” Dr. Wyatt said.


  “Will he be prevented from using his genes?” Gil asked.


  “They have a waiver for reproduction,” Dr. Wyatt said. “But if he wanted to donate sperm or give blood, he would need permission. And he would need their permission if he wanted donate an organ or grow one for a family member who couldn’t for some reason.”


  Ro shuddered. Such a decision. She had expected to make one today, but not like this.


  “Would they clone him?” she asked.


  “Cloning is illegal throughout the world,” Dr. Wyatt said.


  “But we’ve heard rumors—”


  “No reputable company would clone anyone,” Dr. Wyatt said, “although they might use a section of his DNA as a template for some infant’s flawed DNA.”


  “How much would we get paid?” Gil asked.


  “For Alden?” Dr. Wyatt shrugged. “The usual bid starts at two million dollars. It can rise from there.”


  “And how long would they control his genes?”


  Dr. Wyatt’s mouth formed a thin line. “For life,” he said.


  They did not have to make a decision right away. All they did was ask Dr. Wyatt to wait before informing any of the companies about Alden. Dr. Wyatt agreed. They were to see him again in two weeks.


  During that time, they spoke to everyone they knew. Their friends had split opinions: some felt that Alden’s gift should be used for the greater good; others believed that to give Alden’s DNA away would be to tamper with God’s plan. Their more sophisticated friends worried about the legalities. Their families worried about the restrictions.


  Gil hired a lawyer who specialized in medical contracts. The lawyer believed she could negotiate a more favorable document that gave less power to the biotech company and more money to the family. She would take the case on a contingency, agreeing to work for a percentage of the final take. Gil had been satisfied with her, but Ro hadn’t. When they had gone to the lawyer’s office, she hadn’t done more than give Alden a cursory glance. No questions about him, no gentle touches, and when he woke grumpy after a long nap, she requested that he either get quiet or be taken to the daycare center thoughtfully provided by the legal firm.


  It was starting to become about money. Two million dollars would pay off all their debts, including their tiny one-story home in a distant suburb. It would pay for Alden’s college, his graduate work, and, if they invested wisely, give him a nest egg, an investment that might help him as he grew older.


  Ro walked through her tiny house with its unwieldy ’90s kitchen with the island that always got in her way and the hooks for the cooper pots that no one had anymore, and imagined it updated, with modern appliances. She fed Alden in the living room, always chilly because of its cathedral ceiling, and wished that she could carve the space into two rooms-one of them a playroom for her beautiful son. Gil mentioned in passing, as he always did with things that were important to him, that perhaps they could consider buying a bigger house with a real yard, close to schools and public transportation. They allowed themselves to contemplate a different life.


  And through it all, they fed Alden, changed him, played with him, and held him. They carried him from room to room as they dreamed their small dreams. Sometimes he giggled. Often he slept. And sometimes he cried so hard that Ro thought his heart was breaking. During those times, she couldn’t understand what he needed, and she wished, oh how she wished, she could ask him what he wanted.


  Because their decision would affect him in a thousand ways. It would affect everything about him, from simple acts of charity such as donating blood to large things such as his financial future. Ro did not even think about the added offer, the way that the companies would pay for more children, the way that all of this would affect their lives.


  She studied everything she could find, became familiar with genes and DNA and experiment processes. She learned that Alden was one of a select group. Less than point one-one hundredth of all the children born since the human genome project had been finished were categorized as medically perfect. Of that small percentage, only a few were born in the United States each year. There was no information on families who had chosen the options she and Gil had been offered, except short mentions in various papers that people had taken those offers. Nothing about the parents, about how they made the decisions, about how they felt later.


  Two nights before she and Gil were to talk again with Dr. Wyatt, she sat in Alden’s room. The room smelled of talcum and baby, and was silent, except for Alden’s even breathing.


  They had remodeled the walk-in closet beside the master bedroom as the nursery, thinking that later they would give Alden a room farther from theirs. The nursery was small but bright, with a balloon mural on the wall that Gil had painted and matching pillows all over the floor, sewn by her mother. White baby furniture completed the look. They had modern smarthouse equipment in here and in the master bedroom, an expense that Ro had insisted on when she became pregnant. No old-fashioned baby monitors for her. She wanted the very walls to listen to her child, to make sure he was all right every moment of every day.


  Still, she sat often in the rocker her grandmother had given her and watched Alden sleep. Ro did her best thinking when Alden slept. She remembered her fear of becoming one of those mothers, with a diseased child, a woman who clung to her baby hoping to give it life.


  Alden had life. He had more than life. He had, genetically speaking, a life that would be healthy and full. He was the opposite of those children.


  Something in that thought held her. She had come to it over and over again in the last ten days. She was approaching her child because of what he had instead of who he was, and she had always thought that wrong.


  Alden was a joyful baby. Everyone said that. And they said how lucky she was. He could have been naturally cranky or energetic or listless. He could have been so many things, but he was not. He was born with a mind and a personality all his own. It was up to her-her and Gil-to help him develop those things.


  She stood slowly, then walked to the crib, bent over, and kissed her sleeping child. He stirred slightly, confident in her touch. Knowing it was a light touch, a secure touch, a loving touch. He trusted her, especially now, when he could not do anything for himself. He trusted her to do the best thing for them all.


  * * *


  Dr. Wyatt’s office door was open, and he was waiting for them. He bent over one of his tea roses, his long fingers working a particularly delicate trim. Ro watched him, seeing the gentleness, now knowing that was only a part of him.


  Gil held Alden’s carrier. They agreed that Ro would do most of the talking. It had been her idea, after all.


  Dr. Wyatt smiled when he saw them and took Alden’s carrier as he had done before. They took their places in front of the desk.


  “Well?” Dr. Wyatt asked as if he already knew the answer.


  “We have decided,” Ro looked at Gil, who nodded at her to continue. “To let Alden make this decision when he turns eighteen. We agree with the waiver we signed. This is not a decision we should make for our child.”


  Dr. Wyatt frowned. “It would be better not to wait.”


  “Better for whom?” Ro asked. “The companies? Yes, it would. And perhaps for a few patients, too. But we are locking my son into an agreement for life, which is something medieval. We don’t believe in such things, Dr. Wyatt.”


  “I’m sure some clauses can be waived. Perhaps you could even get a temporary agreement, something that would be nonbinding on him when he became an adult.”


  Ro shook her head. “This is not an emergency, Doctor. We are willing to be contacted on a case-by-case basis in the event of an emergency, when someone actually needs Alden’s help. What we are refusing is a business arrangement. We want our son to be a child first, and a commodity only if he chooses to be.”


  “He wouldn’t be a commodity,” Dr. Wyatt said.


  She stared at him for a long time. “Maybe not to you,” she said. “But the biotech company who bought his genes wouldn’t know him. To them, he would be something that would enable them to make a profit. To other patients, he would be another tool. To us, he is a person already. And people make their own choices, and their own commitments. We’re sorry, doctor.”


  She stood. So did Gil. Finally Dr. Wyatt did as well. He ran a hand along Alden’s small face. “He is a perfect child.”


  “No,” Ro said. “He’s not. He’s got good genes. That’s all.”


  “That’s plenty,” Dr. Wyatt said. “Promise me you’ll tell him of this opportunity when he’s grown.”


  “You will,” Gil said. “Or someone in your clinic will. We will stipulate that. We have an attorney who can draw up a document.”


  “It was kind of you,” Ro added, “not to mention the money.”


  Dr. Wyatt took Alden’s tiny hand in his own. “You realize how rare and precious he is.”


  Ro smiled. “Yes,” she said softly. “We do.”


  THE NO LICENSE NEEDED, FUN TO DRIVE, BUILT EASILY WITH ORDINARY TOOLS, REVOLUTIONARY, GUARANTEED, LAWNMOWER ENGINE POWERED, LOW COST, COMPACT AND DEPENDABLE MAIL ORDER DEVICE


  Steven Gould


  It’s been a quiet week in Burton. Not like last month, with the ruckus kicked up by Leroy Dingle’s latest do-it-yourself project. Boy, everybody’s still talking about that. The city aldermen even talked about forming a committee to investigate the un-Christian event. But they didn’t. Rabbi Small and Father Donahoe talked them out of it.


  It’s over, they said. Leave it be.


  Now there are those in Burton who maintain that Leroy isn’t all there. Roberta Rae Smith at Pearly’s Beauty Salon and Face Retread even went so far as to say that God was feeling especially humorous the day he made Leroy.


  You know. Like a whoopee cushion God delivered down for Burton’s collective fanny.


  Now mostly Leroy never bothers people. He certainly isn’t a malicious sort of person. He just is different.


  Maybe it’s because his house is right out there by the junk yard. People don’t think that’s right, living right out there by all the rusty trash.


  Leroy doesn’t mind, though. He thinks it’s kind of pretty to look out his kitchen window in the morning with the coffee smelling so good and fresh and morning-like, and to see the sunlight bounce off the hood of a sixty-seven Chevy or the hub cap on a tangled pile of old rebar is something special. Or in the winter, when the snow covers the old cars and you can just imagine that under that blanket of white is a fine shiny new car, just ready to drive off if you just brushed the snow away.


  Maybe people don’t like Leroy’s operating the only tow truck in town. Sure, most of his customers are the city folk who break down on the Interstate west of town. City folk get what they deserve. If they don’t want to pay tow fees let them stay in their smelly city. But whenever Ernie Peabody, the fire marshall. gets down on Sheriff Tate about people parking in front of the fire hydrants, Sheriff Tate calls Leroy and has their cars towed off.


  They don’t blame the Sheriff.


  Don’t park there, Elma, they’d say. Leroy will get you.


  Now this kind of thing does bother Leroy, but he doesn’t let it show. Nope. He just shuts his mouth firm, like Clint Eastwood, and walks on by.


  But, Leroy has his whimsical side, too. He loves gadgets. Not just any gadgets, but gadgets that you make yourself. Leroy must have ordered every set of plans in the back of Popular Science, Popular Mechanics, Popular Railroading, and Popular Electronics. He’s already assembled the bikecar, the hovercraft, the emergency strobe-blinker, and the laser rat trap. He tried the Bensen Gyrocopter but stopped when he found out he was afraid of heights. In short, even if Leroy wasn’t in the business he was in, his place would still look like a junk yard.


  So, it’s not the first time Leroy has ordered something through the mail. The ad read:


  Fun to drive! Built easily with ordinary tools! Revolutionary! Guaranteed! Lawnmower engine powered! Low cost, compact, and dependable! No license needed! For plans and special parts, send thirty dollars to:


  And Leroy read an address in Connecticut.


  Now if it had been California, or even New York, you’d know it was some sort of hoax. But Connecticut? You had to believe in Connecticut.


  It will not have escaped your attention that the ad said nothing about what the device was, but this didn’t matter to Leroy—not one bit.


  The plans arrived on a hot summer Thursday morning, a box wrapped in brown paper and too big for the mailbox, so Joe the mailman put it on the porch.


  Leroy found it there an hour later and took it inside, all thoughts of other work immediately vanishing. He spread the plans out in the living room, weighting down the corners with books and ashtrays and dishes.


  They were a wonder.


  Crisp, clean sheets of the finest paper, with dark clear images of complex simplicity. Just looking at them gave him goosebumps, made his hands itch to start building things. They were just that good.


  And the special parts were amazing.


  They were in separate little boxes, identical, two metal spheres with a threaded hole in each one. At least Leroy thought they were metal. They were heavy like metal, with a black matte finish, smooth and cool to the touch.


  They reminded Leory of billiard balls, which he’d seen once in the city. About that size, but a lot denser. Billiards was something frowned upon in Burton. Brother Mueller, the Baptist preacher, was constantly talking about the evils of billiards and wallowing in the juices of sin.


  Leroy didn’t see what playing a game, unless of course it was poker, had to do with sinning. He also wasn’t sure what the juices of sin were, but if he knew anything, he knew they sounded fascinating.


  Well. Leroy wasn’t much good for anything else the next few days. Amie Martinez, who lived down the street and across the railroad tracks heard sawing, banging, and power tools late into the night. When he looked out the window at nine he saw bright flashes from a welding arc casting shadows that made vivid prehistoric monsters out of the piled cars. He crossed himself and resolved to attend Mass this year, next year at the latest.


  Floyd dropped by early Sunday morning.


  Floyd and Leroy graduated from high school together—they were the class of ’65. The whole class—Burton High School was never very big.


  Anyway, Floyd found Leroy standing in the living room staring at two small, black spheroids on his living room floor. He was wearing bib coveralls without a shirt and he looked like he hadn’t slept all night.


  “What’cha doing, Leroy?”


  Leroy looked up, surprised. “I’m experimenting. Either that or going nuts.” He bent down and picked up the spheres. “Here.” He held them out to Floyd.


  Floyd blinked and took one in each hand. “Heavy little suckers. What are they?”


  “Parts,” said Leroy. “Move your hands slowly apart.”


  “Okay.” Floyd slowly spread his arms. When the spheres were about two and a half feet from each other he felt them vibrate slightly, and suddenly they weren’t in his hands anymore. One hit the carpeted floor with a “thunk.” The other landed on his foot.


  Floyd said a word which Brother Mueller would probably not have approved of and began hopping around the room on one foot.


  “Floyd,” said Leroy. “Stop fooling around and tell me what’s going on.” Floyd made a suggestion that Brother Mueller, Father Donahoe, and Rabbi Small would definitely frown upon.


  Finally though, Floyd tried the experiment again, his feet safely out of the way. He blinked as he watched the spheres drop through his hands.


  An emergency glass of water later he said, “Well, I don’t know, Leroy. You tell me.”


  Leroy picked up the two balls and said, “Come on outside, I want to show you something.”


  Floyd followed him out back to the junk yard side of the house and blinked. “What is it?”


  It stood taller than Floyd and was ten feet long, a cylindrical cage, kinda, made of welded rebar. Mounted outside the rebar was a web of copper tubing that had been beaten flat and attached to the rebar with small strips of copper. Inside it, about midway, was the front seat out of a Ford Courier Pickup. Behind the seat was a gimballed platform with a lawnmower engine and a belt and pulley connected to two arms, which stuck up in the air. They had threaded ends.


  In front of the seat was a control stick hooked to the gimballed platform and a columnlike affair that rose out of the top of the cage. This column was made of copper tubing and had mounted in the top a large mirror that looked like it came from the door of a pickup truck. Floyd saw another mirror at the bottom of the column and realized it was a periscope.


  “What is it?” he repeated. “Some sort of submarine?”


  “Close,” said Leroy. He opened a door on the side of the cage and climbed in. Balanced on the seat, he took the two balls and threaded them onto the arms atop the lawnmower engine. “Come on,” he said to Floyd. “Get in.”


  Now Floyd always was a bit of a free thinker. He even thought it was a good thing when gas stations went to self-service; and when Rabbi Small moved to town, Floyd was vocal in his support. But this was a bit much.


  “No,” he said.


  “Ah, don’t be such a chicken. Get in.”


  Floyd just shook his head and crossed his arms.


  “Okay,” said Leroy. “I’ll test it alone.”


  He shut the door and latched it, then reached over his shoulder and pulled the starter cord on the lawnmower engine. It started after two pulls and smoke started coming out a pipe on top of the periscope. The balls started spinning around on the arms. The faster they spun, the farther apart they got. Soon, they were approaching the two-and-a-half foot diameter mark, spinning so fast that they looked like a dark circle floating above the engine.


  Suddenly, the black circle turned silver. shimmering like something out of a science fiction movie. Then, quick as it started, the shimmering spread to the copper strips on the outside of the cage and started arching between the strips, filling in the gaps. With a sudden humming sound that muffled the lawnmower inside, the cage was completely enclosed by the shimmering field.


  Floyd backed up so fast he hit the back porch steps and sat down hard.


  The shimmering thing suddenly sank four feet into the ground. Then it lurched forward, toward the junk yard, and continued to sink until the only thing sticking out of the ground was the periscope.


  Floyd looked in amazement. The ground was completely undisturbed. The thing moved just as if the ground wasn’t there. His mouth was still open when the periscope sailed straight up to, and then through, the junked cars.


  “Oh. my. Oh, my.”


  Then the periscope came back out of the junked cars and came back toward the house. Floyd looked down on the opening at the top of the periscope and saw Leroy’s grinning face in the mirror. The periscope cruised right across the backyard and right at the porch steps.


  Floyd scrambled to the side of the porch and jumped over the railing into the petunias.


  The periscope sailed right through the porch, through the screen door, and into the kitchen.


  Then, before he could scramble up out of the flowers, the periscope popped out of the wall and went right through Floyd, right across his legs.


  It tickled.


  The periscope moved back out into the yard, then the whole thing rose out of the ground and turned back off.


  Leroy laughed out loud as he scrambled out of the seat and opened the door. “Will you look at that. Will you look at that.” He walked over and stood over Floyd. “There you go, again, fooling around. Come on. Let’s go for a spin.”


  Floyd stood slowly. He was thinking about how the periscope had tickled. “It’s not a submarine. It’s a subterrain.”


  “Sure. A subterrain. Under the ground. You wanna come?”


  “Okay.”


  Willy Nobnik was riding his bicycle down by the railroad tracks when the periscope came cruising down the road. Willy was an imaginative lad, and thought the thing must be a robot moving down the road, just like a movie. He rode up beside it and tried to tap it on its head. When his hand sunk through it, he fell over onto the dirt road and skinned his elbow.


  Should have been in Sunday School, Brother Mueller commented later.


  Floyd and Leroy cut over to Main Street and cruised around the town hall until Margaret Barton swerved her Edsel to avoid the periscope sticking out of the asphalt and smashed the cast iron deer that Sheriff Tate had put on the courthouse lawn.


  “Oh, darn,” said Leroy, which was pretty racy language for him. He pushed the control stick toward the front of the cage. The subterrain tilted forward and dove deeper into the earth. The periscope sank beneath the asphalt and the exhaust from the lawnmower engine started accumulating inside the interior of the machine.


  “How will we know where we are, Leroy?”


  Leroy blinked. “What does it matter?


  We can always just poke on up and see.”


  Now Floyd has always been a bit of a pessimist. Not that he wants to be. It’s just that he has a gift. A gift for picking out things that can go wrong. Like when they were kids walking through the woods and Floyd would think about the asylum over by Smithsville. Then he’d ask, “Do you think one of those child killers could have gotten out and be in these woods?” Real popular questions like that.


  His question this time threw a cold sweat into Leroy. It was, “What happens if the lawnmower engine stops?”


  About this time. Brother Mueller was just getting warmed up over at the Save Us From Perpetual Sin Baptist Tabernacle. His sermon that week concerned Rock Videos and Godless Communism, though nobody could ever recall a time he’d talked about Godly Communism.


  The Tabernacle was packed, ’cause everyone knew what a good Godless Communism sermon Brother Mueller could give. He was just getting to the good part—where he compares Russia with Sodom and Gomorrah, and talking about how the earth is going to open up and suck all that sin into the depths of Hell.


  They loved that line. The depths of Hell. Brother Mueller can describe the seven circles of Hades in such vivid detail that it makes Friday the Thirteenth seem like Mother Goose. The congregation quaked in the pews with delicious fear.


  “And SINNERS! I say SINNERS! Do you believe?”


  And Katy Lou Colby in the second pew wailed out, “I believe!” She never kept her mouth shut during the week so why should Sunday be any different?


  And Brother Mueller asked again, “DO YOU BELIEVE?


  “And that is good, for without belief you are lost forever in Hell! The fires will scorch the skin from your bones and the eyes from your head.”


  It was about then that Sister Katy Lou jumped to her feet and waved her hands in the sky, shouting “Hallelujah!” And those close to her were amazed to feel the ground move, but not too amazed, since Sister Katy Lou weighed in at 280 pounds. Then they felt a humming and even Brother Mueller stopped his ranting to look down at Sister Katy Lou. For suddenly smoke seemed to pour from her head and then a silver, shimmering column, almost like a halo, rose from her head.


  “Lord save us,” yelled Calvin Colby, and jumped to the side as the silver swelling rose from the very floor and started to envelop the pew. The congregation scrambled back away and Brother Mueller clutched his Bible to his chest. The bottom of the subterrain rose above the pews, Katy Lou’s massive thighs sticking down out of the shimmering mass. Then she staggered sideways, fainting, to the floor.


  The subterrain flickered then and the shimmering vanished, leaving Floyd and Leroy sitting in the middle of the wire cage surrounded by a cloud of exhaust fumes. The lawnmower engine was running at an idle, keeping the spinning spheroids at less than critical distance.


  “Demons from Hell,” gasped Brother Mueller.


  Floyd shoved the door open and scrambled out of the cage, coughing furiously. Leroy was checking the gas level in the little tank.


  “Damnation,” he said. “Almost empty.” He climbed down from the cage to get some air.


  Brother Mueller took a faceful of the lawnmower fumes and felt sure the fires of Hell were upon him. With a shouted “Back to Hell, Demon!” he flung his Bible at the subterrain.


  Leroy looked up at this and saw the Bible soar up into the air, graceful like, the pages ruffling slightly in the breeze. Then it dropped, just missing the periscope, and fell between the copper webbing above the engine. It hit the throttle, jamming it on full, then landed on the forward edge of the gimballed platform and tilted it forward.


  “No!” yelled Leroy, but it was too late. The field flickered into existence and the subterrain slid forward toward the pulpit, sinking as it went.


  Floyd had the presence of mind to drag Sister Katy Lou back from the sinking craft. He didn’t think it would hurt her if the field was on, but he didn’t want to know what would happen if it failed while it was still in her.


  Brother Mueller watched the silver apparition lurching toward him and dropped to his knees. “OH, LORD, keep this, Your servant, from the clutches of evil.”


  The prayer must have worked, for, just as the main body of the subterrain sank completely beneath the concrete floor of the Tabernacle and the periscope was staring the kneeling preacher right in the eye, the lawnmower engine ran out of gas and the field flickered off.


  There they were, Floyd and Leroy, hardly dressed for church, staring at Brother Mueller, down on his knees before a column of copper tubing sticking out of the concrete.


  Well, it was kind of like a miracle, you know?


  They had to cut the periscope off right where it stuck out of the pavement and polish the edges down, but you can still see the circles, like they were set there before the floor was poured. Like a miracle.


  Sister Katy Lou was sure for a while that the hand of God was upon her, and the next three sermons at the Save Us From Perpetual Sin Baptist Tabernacle were extremely well attended. Even some of the Catholics showed up to see if anything that exciting was going to happen again, but it didn’t. Sadly, Brother Mueller’s sermons lacked their usual fire and it was said he missed his old Bible.


  Leroy and Floyd kinda faded out the back door in the excitement, deciding it might be a good idea if they went fishing in the woods for a week or two.


  They did, but before they left, someone said he saw Leroy put a letter in the mail. They said it was addressed to someplace in Connecticut.


  THE NOTHING EQUATION


  Tom Godwin


  The space ships were miracles of power and precision; the men who manned them, rich in endurance and courage. Every detail had been checked and double checked; every detail except—


  The cruiser vanished back into hyperspace and he was alone in the observation bubble, ten thousand light-years beyond the galaxy’s outermost sun. He looked out the windows at the gigantic sea of emptiness around him and wondered again what the danger had been that had so terrified the men before him.


  Of one thing he was already certain; he would find that nothing was waiting outside the bubble to kill him. The first bubble attendant had committed suicide and the second was a mindless maniac on the Earthbound cruiser but it must have been something inside the bubble that had caused it. Or else they had imagined it all.


  He went across the small room, his magnetized soles loud on the thin metal floor in the bubble’s silence. He sat down in the single chair, his weight very slight in the feeble artificial gravity, and reviewed the known facts.


  The bubble was a project of Earth’s Galactic Observation Bureau, positioned there to gather data from observations that could not be made from within the galaxy. Since metallic mass affected the hypersensitive instruments the bubble had been made as small and light as possible. It was for that reason that it could accommodate only one attendant.


  The Bureau had selected Horne as the bubble’s first attendant and the cruiser left him there for his six months’ period of duty. When it made its scheduled return with his replacement he was found dead from a tremendous overdose of sleeping pills. On the table was his daily-report log and his last entry, made three months before:


  I haven’t attended to the instruments for a long time because it hates us and doesn’t want us here. It hates me the most of all and keeps trying to get into the bubble to kill me. I can hear it whenever I stop and listen and I know it won’t be long. I’m afraid of it and I want to be asleep when it comes. But I’ll have to make it soon because I have only twenty sleeping pills left and if—


  The sentence was never finished. According to the temperature recording instruments in the bubble his body ceased radiating heat that same night.


  The bubble was cleaned, fumigated, and inspected inside and out. No sign of any inimical entity or force could be found.


  Silverman was Horne’s replacement. When the cruiser returned six months later bringing him, Green, to be Silverman’s replacement, Silverman was completely insane. He babbled about something that had been waiting outside the bubble to kill him but his nearest to a rational statement was to say once, when asked for the hundredth time what he had seen:


  “Nothing—you can’t really see it. But you feel it watching you and you hear it trying to get in to kill you. One time I bumped the wall and—for God’s sake—take me away from it—take me back to Earth . . .”


  Then he had tried to hide under the captain’s desk and the ship’s doctor had led him away.


  The bubble was minutely examined again and the cruiser employed every detector device it possessed to search surrounding space for light-years in all directions. Nothing was found.


  When it was time for the new replacement to be transferred to the bubble he reported to Captain McDowell.


  “Everything is ready, Green,” McDowell said. “You are the next one.” His shaggy gray eyebrows met in a scowl. “It would be better if they would let me select the replacement instead of them.”


  He flushed with a touch of resentment and said, “The Bureau found my intelligence and initiative of thought satisfactory.”


  “I know—the characteristics you don’t need. What they ought to have is somebody like one of my engine room roustabouts, too ignorant to get scared and too dumb to go nuts. Then we could get a sane report six months from now instead of the ravings of a maniac.”


  “I suggest,” he said stiffly, “that you reserve judgment until that time comes, sir.”


  And that was all he knew about the danger, real or imaginary, that had driven two men into insanity. He would have six months in which to find the answer. Six months minus—He looked at the chronometer and saw that twenty minutes had passed since he left the cruiser. Somehow, it seemed much longer . . .


  He moved to light a cigarette and his metal soles scraped the floor with the same startling loudness he had noticed before. The bubble was as silent as a tomb.


  It was not much larger than a tomb; a sphere eighteen feet in diameter, made of thin sheet steel and criss-crossed outside with narrow reinforcing girders to keep the internal air pressure from rupturing it. The floor under him was six feet up from the sphere’s bottom and the space beneath held the air regenerator and waste converter units, the storage batteries and the food cabinets. The compartment in which he sat contained chair, table, a narrow cot, banks of dials, a remote-control panel for operating the instruments mounted outside the hull, a microfilm projector, and a pair of exerciser springs attached to one wall. That was all.


  There was no means of communication since a hyperspace communicator would have affected the delicate instruments with its radiations but there was a small microfilm library to go with the projector so that he should be able to pass away the time pleasantly enough.


  But it was not the fear of boredom that was behind the apprehension he could already feel touching at his mind. It had not been boredom that had turned Horne into a suicide and Silverman into—


  Something cracked sharply behind him, like a gunshot in the stillness, and he leaped to his feet, whirling to face it.


  It was only a metal reel of data tape that had dropped out of the spectrum analyzer into the storage tray.


  His heart was thumping fast and his attempt to laugh at his nervousness sounded hollow and mirthless. Something inside or outside the bubble had driven two men insane with its threat and now that he was irrevocably exiled in the bubble, himself, he could no longer dismiss their fear as products of their imagination. Both of them had been rational, intelligent men, as carefully selected by the Observation Bureau as he had been.


  He set in to search the bubble, overlooking nothing. When he crawled down into the lower compartment he hesitated then opened the longest blade of his knife before searching among the dark recesses down there. He found nothing, not even a speck of dust.


  Back in his chair again he began to doubt his first conviction. Perhaps there really had been some kind of an invisible force or entity outside the bubble. Both Horne and Silverman had said that “it” had tried to get in to kill them.


  They had been very definite about that part.


  There were six windows around the bubble’s walls, set there to enable the attendant to see all the outside-mounted instruments and dials. He went to them to look out, one by one, and from all of them he saw the same vast emptiness that surrounded him. The galaxy—his galaxy—was so far away that its stars were like dust. In the other directions the empty gulf was so wide that galaxies and clusters of galaxies were tiny, feeble specks of light shining across it.


  All around him was a void so huge that galaxies were only specks in it . . .


  Who could know what forces or dangers might be waiting out there?


  A light blinked, reminding him it was time to attend to his duties. The job required an hour and he was nervous and not yet hungry when he had finished. He went to the exerciser springs on the wall and performed a work-out that left him tired and sweating but which, at least, gave him a small appetite.


  The day passed, and the next. He made another search of the bubble’s interior with the same results as before. He felt almost sure, then, that there was nothing in the bubble with him. He established a routine of work, pastime and sleep that made the first week pass fairly comfortably but for the gnawing worry in his mind that something invisible was lurking just outside the windows.


  Then one day he accidentally kicked the wall with his metal shoe tip.


  It made a sound like that from kicking a tight-stretched section of tin and it seemed to him it gave a little from the impact, as tin would do. He realized for the first time how thin it was—how deadly, dangerously thin.


  According to the specifications he had read it was only one-sixteenth of an inch thick. It was as thin as cardboard.


  He sat down with pencil and paper and began calculating. The bubble had a surface area of 146,500 square inches and the internal air pressure was fourteen pounds to the square inch. Which meant that the thin metal skin contained a total pressure of 2,051,000 pounds.


  Two million pounds.


  The bubble in which he sat was a bomb, waiting to explode the instant any section of the thin metal weakened.


  It was supposed to be an alloy so extremely strong that it had a high safety factor but he could not believe that any metal so thin could be so strong. It was all right for engineers sitting safely on Earth to speak of high safety factors but his life depended upon the fragile wall not cracking. It made a lot of difference.


  The next day he thought he felt the hook to which the exerciser spring was attached crack loose from where it was welded to the wall. He inspected the base of the hook closely and there seemed to be a fine, hairline fracture appearing around it.


  He held his ear to it, listening for any sound of a leak. It was not leaking yet but it could commence doing so at any time. He looked out the windows at the illimitable void that was waiting to absorb his pitiful little supply of air and he thought of the days he had hauled and jerked at the springs with all his strength, not realizing the damage he was doing.


  There was a sick feeling in his stomach for the rest of the day and he returned again and again to examine the hairline around the hook.


  The next day he discovered an even more serious threat: the thin skin of the bubble had been spot-welded to the outside reinforcing girders.


  Such welding often created hard, brittle spots that would soon crystallize from continued movement—and there was a slight temperature difference in the bubble between his working and sleeping hours that would daily produce a contraction and expansion of the skin. Especially when he used the little cooking burner.


  He quit using the burner for any purpose and began a daily inspection of every square inch of the bubble’s walls, marking with white chalk all the welding spots that appeared to be definitely weakened. Each day he found more to mark and soon the little white circles were scattered across the walls wherever he looked.


  When he was not working at examining the walls he could feel the windows watching him, like staring eyes. Out of self-defense he would have to go to them and stare back at the emptiness.


  Space was alien; coldly, deadly, alien. He was a tiny spark of life in a hostile sea of Nothing and there was no one to help him. The Nothing outside was waiting day and night for the most infinitesimal leak or crack in the walls; the Nothing that had been waiting out there since time without beginning and would wait for time without end.


  Sometimes he would touch his finger to the wall and think, Death is out there, only one-sixteenth of an inch away. His first fears became a black and terrible conviction: the bubble could not continue to resist the attack for long. It had already lasted longer than it should have. Two million pounds of pressure wanted out and all the sucking Nothing of intergalactic space wanted in. And only a thin skin of metal, rotten with brittle welding spots, stood between them.


  It wanted in—the Nothing wanted in. He knew, then, that Horne and Silverman had not been insane. It wanted in and someday it would get in. When it did it would explode him and jerk out his guts and lungs. Not until that happened, not until the Nothing filled the bubble and enclosed his hideous, turned-inside-out body would it ever be content . . .


  He had long since quit wearing the magnetized shoes, afraid the vibration of them would weaken the bubble still more. And he began noticing sections where the bubble did not seem to be perfectly concave, as though the rolling mill had pressed the metal too thin in places and it was swelling out like an over-inflated balloon.


  He could not remember when he had last attended to the instruments. Nothing was important but the danger that surrounded him. He knew the danger was rapidly increasing because whenever he pressed his ear to the wall he could hear the almost inaudible tickings and vibrations as the bubble’s skin contracted or expanded and the Nothing tapped and searched with its empty fingers for a flaw or crack that it could tear into a leak.


  But the windows were far the worst, with the Nothing staring in at him day and night. There was no escape from it. He could feel it watching him, malignant and gloating, even when he hid his eyes in his hands.


  The time came when he could stand it no longer. The cot had a blanket and he used that together with all his spare clothes to make a tent stretching from the table to the first instrument panel. When he crawled under it he found that the lower half of one window could still see him. He used the clothes he was wearing to finish the job and it was much better then, hiding there in the concealing darkness where the Nothing could not see him.


  He did not mind going naked—the temperature regulators in the bubble never let it get too cold.


  He had no conception of time from then on. He emerged only when necessary to bring more food into his tent. He could still hear the Nothing tapping and sucking in its ceaseless search for a flaw and he made such emergences as brief as possible, wishing that he did not have to come out at all. Maybe if he could hide in his tent for a long time and never make a sound it would get tired and go away . . .


  Sometimes he thought of the cruiser and wished they would come for him but most of the time he thought of the thing that was outside, trying to get in to kill him. When the strain became too great he would draw himself up in the position he had once occupied in his mother’s womb and pretend he had never left Earth. It was easier there.


  But always, before very long, the bubble would tick or whisper and he would freeze in terror, thinking, This time it’s coming in . . .


  Then one day, suddenly, two men were peering under his tent at him.


  One of them said, “My God—again!” and he wondered what he meant. But they were very nice to him and helped him put on his clothes. Later, in the cruiser, everything was hazy and they kept asking him what he was afraid of.


  “What was it—what did you find?”


  He tried hard to think so he could explain it. “It was—it was Nothing.”


  “What were you and Horne and Silverman afraid of—what was it?” the voice demanded insistently.


  “I told you,” he said. “Nothing.”


  They stared at him and the haziness cleared a little as he saw they did not understand. He wanted them to believe him because what he told them was so very true.


  “It wanted to kill us. Please—can’t you believe me? It was waiting outside the bubble to kill us.”


  But they kept staring and he knew they didn’t believe him. They didn’t want to believe him . . .


  Everything turned hazy again and he started to cry. He was glad when the doctor took his hand to lead him away . . .


  The bubble was carefully inspected, inside and out, and nothing was found. When it was time for Green’s replacement to be transferred to it Larkin reported to Captain McDowell.


  “Everything is ready, Larkin,” McDowell said. “You’re the next one. I wish we knew what the danger is.” He scowled. “I still think one of my roustabouts from the engine room might give us a sane report six months from now instead of the babblings we’ll get from you.”


  He felt his face flush and he said stiffly, “I suggest, sir, that you not jump to conclusions until that time comes.”


  The cruiser vanished back into hyperspace and he was alone inside the observation bubble, ten thousand light-years beyond the galaxy’s outermost sun. He looked out the windows at the gigantic sea of emptiness around him and wondered again what the danger had been that had so terrified the men before him.


  Of one thing he was already certain; he would find that nothing was waiting outside the bubble to kill him . . .


  ACCIDENTAL DEATH


  Peter Baily


  The most dangerous of weapons is the one you don’t know is loaded.


  The wind howled out of the northwest, blind with snow and barbed with ice crystals. All the way up the half-mile precipice it fingered and wrenched away at groaning ice-slabs. It screamed over the top, whirled snow in a dervish dance around the hollow there, piled snow into the long furrow plowed ruler-straight through streamlined hummocks of snow.


  The sun glinted on black rock glazed by ice, chasms and ridges and bridges of ice. It lit the snow slope to a frozen glare, penciled black shadow down the long furrow, and flashed at the furrow’s end on a thing of metal and plastics, an artifact thrown down in the dead wilderness.


  Nothing grew, nothing flew, nothing walked, nothing talked. But the thing in the hollow was stirring in stiff jerks like a snake with its back broken or a clockwork toy running down. When the movements stopped, there was a click and a strange sound began. Thin, scratchy, inaudible more than a yard away, weary but still cocky, there leaked from the shape in the hollow the sound of a human voice.


  “I’ve tried my hands and arms and they seem to work,” it began. “I’ve wiggled my toes with entire success. It’s well on the cards that I’m all in one piece and not broken up at all, though I don’t see how it could happen. Right now I don’t feel like struggling up and finding out. I’m fine where I am. I’ll just lie here for a while and relax, and get some of the story on tape. This suit’s got a built-in recorder, I might as well use it. That way even if I’m not as well as I feel, I’ll leave a message. You probably know we’re back and wonder what went wrong.


  “I suppose I’m in a state of shock. That’s why I can’t seem to get up. Who wouldn’t be shocked after luck like that?


  “I’ve always been lucky, I guess. Luck got me a place in the Whale. Sure I’m a good astronomer but so are lots of other guys. If I were ten years older, it would have been an honor, being picked for the first long jump in the first starship ever. At my age it was luck.


  “You’ll want to know if the ship worked. Well, she did. Went like a bomb. We got lined up between Earth and Mars, you’ll remember, and James pushed the button marked ‘Jump’. Took his finger off the button and there we were: Alpha Centauri. Two months later your time, one second later by us. We covered our whole survey assignment like that, smooth as a pint of old and mild which right now I could certainly use. Better yet would be a pint of hot black coffee with sugar in. Failing that, I could even go for a long drink of cold water. There was never anything wrong with the Whale till right at the end and even then I doubt if it was the ship itself that fouled things up.


  “That was some survey assignment. We astronomers really lived. Wait till you see—but of course you won’t. I could weep when I think of those miles of lovely color film, all gone up in smoke.


  “I’m shocked all right. I never said who I was. Matt Hennessy, from Farside Observatory, back of the Moon, just back from a proving flight cum astronomical survey in the starship Whale. Whoever you are who finds this tape, you’re made. Take it to any radio station or newspaper office. You’ll find you can name your price and don’t take any wooden nickels.


  “Where had I got to? I’d told you how we happened to find Chang, hadn’t I? That’s what the natives called it. Walking, talking natives on a blue sky planet with 1.1 g gravity and a twenty per cent oxygen atmosphere at fifteen p.s.i. The odds against finding Chang on a six-sun survey on the first star jump ever must be up in the googols. We certainly were lucky.


  “The Chang natives aren’t very technical—haven’t got space travel for instance. They’re good astronomers, though. We were able to show them our sun, in their telescopes. In their way, they’re a highly civilized people. Look more like cats than people, but they’re people all right. If you doubt it, chew these facts over.


  “One, they learned our language in four weeks. When I say they, I mean a ten-man team of them.


  “Two, they brew a near-beer that’s a lot nearer than the canned stuff we had aboard the Whale.


  “Three, they’ve a great sense of humor. Ran rather to silly practical jokes, but still. Can’t say I care for that hot-foot and belly-laugh stuff myself, but tastes differ.


  “Four, the ten-man language team also learned chess and table tennis.


  “But why go on? People who talk English, drink beer, like jokes and beat me at chess or table-tennis are people for my money, even if they look like tigers in trousers.


  “It was funny the way they won all the time at table tennis. They certainly weren’t so hot at it. Maybe that ten per cent extra gravity put us off our strokes. As for chess, Svendlov was our champion. He won sometimes. The rest of us seemed to lose whichever Chingsi we played. There again it wasn’t so much that they were good. How could they be, in the time? It was more that we all seemed to make silly mistakes when we played them and that’s fatal in chess. Of course it’s a screwy situation, playing chess with something that grows its own fur coat, has yellow eyes an inch and a half long and long white whiskers. Could you have kept your mind on the game?


  “And don’t think I fell victim to their feline charm. The children were pets, but you didn’t feel like patting the adults on their big grinning heads. Personally I didn’t like the one I knew best. He was called—well, we called him Charley, and he was the ethnologist, ambassador, contact man, or whatever you like to call him, who came back with us. Why I disliked him was because he was always trying to get the edge on you. All the time he had to be top. Great sense of humor, of course. I nearly broke my neck on that butter-slide he fixed up in the metal alleyway to the Whale’s engine room. Charley laughed fit to bust, everyone laughed, I even laughed myself though doing it hurt me more than the tumble had. Yes, life and soul of the party, old Charley . . .


  “My last sight of the Minnow was a cabin full of dead and dying men, the sweetish stink of burned flesh and the choking reek of scorching insulation, the boat jolting and shuddering and beginning to break up, and in the middle of the flames, still unhurt, was Charley. He was laughing . . .


  “My God, it’s dark out here. Wonder how high I am. Must be all of fifty miles, and doing eight hundred miles an hour at least. I’ll be doing more than that when I land. What’s final velocity for a fifty-mile fall? Same as a fifty thousand mile fall, I suppose; same as escape; twenty-four thousand miles an hour. I’ll make a mess . . .


  “That’s better. Why didn’t I close my eyes before? Those star streaks made me dizzy. I’ll make a nice shooting star when I hit air. Come to think of it, I must be deep in air now. Let’s take a look.


  “It’s getting lighter. Look at those peaks down there! Like great knives. I don’t seem to be falling as fast as I expected though. Almost seem to be floating. Let’s switch on the radio and tell the world hello. Hello, earth . . . hello, again . . . and good-by . . .


  “Sorry about that. I passed out. I don’t know what I said, if anything, and the suit recorder has no playback or eraser. What must have happened is that the suit ran out of oxygen, and I lost consciousness due to anoxia. I dreamed I switched on the radio, but I actually switched on the emergency tank, thank the Lord, and that brought me round.


  “Come to think of it, why not crack the suit and breath fresh air instead of bottled?


  “No. I’d have to get up to do that. I think I’ll just lie here a little bit longer and get properly rested up before I try anything big like standing up.


  “I was telling about the return journey, wasn’t I? The long jump back home, which should have dumped us between the orbits of Earth and Mars. Instead of which, when James took his finger off the button, the mass-detector showed nothing except the noise-level of the universe.


  “We were out in that no place for a day. We astronomers had to establish our exact position relative to the solar system. The crew had to find out exactly what went wrong. The physicists had to make mystic passes in front of meters and mutter about residual folds in stress-free space. Our task was easy, because we were about half a light-year from the sun. The crew’s job was also easy: they found what went wrong in less than half an hour.


  “It still seems incredible. To program the ship for a star-jump, you merely told it where you were and where you wanted to go. In practical terms, that entailed first a series of exact measurements which had to be translated into the somewhat abstruse co-ordinate system we used based on the topological order of mass-points in the galaxy. Then you cut a tape on the computer and hit the button. Nothing was wrong with the computer. Nothing was wrong with the engines. We’d hit the right button and we’d gone to the place we’d aimed for. All we’d done was aim for the wrong place. It hurts me to tell you this and I’m just attached personnel with no space-flight tradition. In practical terms, one highly trained crew member had punched a wrong pattern of holes on the tape. Another equally skilled had failed to notice this when reading back. A childish error, highly improbable; twice repeated, thus squaring the improbability. Incredible, but that’s what happened.


  “Anyway, we took good care with the next lot of measurements. That’s why we were out there so long. They were cross-checked about five times. I got sick so I climbed into a spacesuit and went outside and took some photographs of the Sun which I hoped would help to determine hydrogen density in the outer regions. When I got back everything was ready. We disposed ourselves about the control room and relaxed for all we were worth. We were all praying that this time nothing would go wrong, and all looking forward to seeing Earth again after four months subjective time away, except for Charley, who was still chuckling and shaking his head, and Captain James who was glaring at Charley and obviously wishing human dignity permitted him to tear Charley limb from limb. Then James pressed the button.


  “Everything twanged like a bowstring. I felt myself turned inside out, passed through a small sieve, and poured back into shape. The entire bow wall-screen was full of Earth. Something was wrong all right, and this time it was much, much worse. We’d come out of the jump about two hundred miles above the Pacific, pointed straight down, traveling at a relative speed of about two thousand miles an hour.


  “It was a fantastic situation. Here was the Whale, the most powerful ship ever built, which could cover fifty light-years in a subjective time of one second, and it was helpless. For, as of course you know, the star-drive couldn’t be used again for at least two hours.


  “The Whale also had ion rockets of course, the standard deuterium-fusion thing with direct conversion. As again you know, this is good for interplanetary flight because you can run it continuously and it has extremely high exhaust velocity. But in our situation it was no good because it has rather a low thrust. It would have taken more time than we had to deflect us enough to avoid a smash. We had five minutes to abandon ship.


  “James got us all into the Minnow at a dead run. There was no time to take anything at all except the clothes we stood in. The Minnow was meant for short heavy hops to planets or asteroids. In addition to the ion drive it had emergency atomic rockets, using steam for reaction mass. We thanked God for that when Cazamian canceled our downwards velocity with them in a few seconds. We curved away up over China and from about fifty miles high we saw the Whale hit the Pacific. Six hundred tons of mass at well over two thousand miles an hour make an almighty splash. By now you’ll have divers down, but I doubt they’ll salvage much you can use.


  “I wonder why James went down with the ship, as the saying is? Not that it made any difference. It must have broken his heart to know that his lovely ship was getting the chopper. Or did he suspect another human error?


  “We didn’t have time to think about that, or even to get the radio working. The steam rockets blew up. Poor Cazamian was burnt to a crisp. Only thing that saved me was the spacesuit I was still wearing. I snapped the face plate down because the cabin was filling with fumes. I saw Charley coming out of the toilet—that’s how he’d escaped—and I saw him beginning to laugh. Then the port side collapsed and I fell out.


  “I saw the launch spinning away, glowing red against a purplish black sky. I tumbled head over heels towards the huge curved shield of earth fifty miles below. I shut my eyes and that’s about all I remember. I don’t see how any of us could have survived. I think we’re all dead.


  “I’ll have to get up and crack this suit and let some air in. But I can’t. I fell fifty miles without a parachute. I’m dead so I can’t stand up.”


  There was silence for a while except for the vicious howl of the wind. Then snow began to shift on the ledge. A man crawled stiffly out and came shakily to his feet. He moved slowly around for some time. After about two hours he returned to the hollow, squatted down and switched on the recorder. The voice began again, considerably wearier.


  “Hello there. I’m in the bleakest wilderness I’ve ever seen. This place makes the moon look cozy. There’s precipice around me every way but one and that’s up. So it’s up I’ll have to go till I find a way to go down. I’ve been chewing snow to quench my thirst but I could eat a horse. I picked up a short-wave broadcast on my suit but couldn’t understand a word. Not English, not French, and there I stick. Listened to it for fifteen minutes just to hear a human voice again. I haven’t much hope of reaching anyone with my five milliwatt suit transmitter but I’ll keep trying.


  “Just before I start the climb there are two things I want to get on tape. The first is how I got here. I’ve remembered something from my military training, when I did some parachute jumps. Terminal velocity for a human body falling through air is about one hundred twenty m.p.h. Falling fifty miles is no worse than falling five hundred feet. You’d be lucky to live through a five hundred foot fall, true, but I’ve been lucky. The suit is bulky but light and probably slowed my fall. I hit a sixty mile an hour updraft this side of the mountain, skidded downhill through about half a mile of snow and fetched up in a drift. The suit is part worn but still operational. I’m fine.


  “The second thing I want to say is about the Chingsi, and here it is: watch out for them. Those jokers are dangerous. I’m not telling how because I’ve got a scientific reputation to watch. You’ll have to figure it out for yourselves. Here are the clues:


  (1) The Chingsi talk and laugh but after all they aren’t human. On an alien world a hundred light-years away, why shouldn’t alien talents develop? A talent that’s so uncertain and rudimentary here that most people don’t believe it, might be highly developed out there.


  (2) The Whale expedition did fine till it found Chang. Then it hit a seam of bad luck. Real stinking bad luck that went on and on till it looks fishy. We lost the ship, we lost the launch, all but one of us lost our lives. We couldn’t even win a game of ping-pong.


  “So what is luck, good or bad? Scientifically speaking, future chance events are by definition chance. They can turn out favorable or not. When a preponderance of chance events has occurred unfavorably, you’ve got bad luck. It’s a fancy name for a lot of chance results that didn’t go your way. But the gambler defines it differently. For him, luck refers to the future, and you’ve got bad luck when future chance events won’t go your way. Scientific investigations into this have been inconclusive, but everyone knows that some people are lucky and others aren’t. All we’ve got are hints and glimmers, the fumbling touch of a rudimentary talent. There’s the evil eye legend and the Jonah, bad luck bringers. Superstition? Maybe; but ask the insurance companies about accident prones. What’s in a name? Call a man unlucky and you’re superstitious. Call him accident prone and that’s sound business sense. I’ve said enough.


  “All the same, search the space-flight records, talk to the actuaries. When a ship is working perfectly and is operated by a hand-picked crew of highly trained men in perfect condition, how often is it wrecked by a series of silly errors happening one after another in defiance of probability?


  “I’ll sign off with two thoughts, one depressing and one cheering. A single Chingsi wrecked our ship and our launch. What could a whole planetful of them do?


  “On the other hand, a talent that manipulates chance events is bound to be chancy. No matter how highly developed it can’t be surefire. The proof is that I’ve survived to tell the tale.”


  At twenty below zero and fifty miles an hour the wind ravaged the mountain. Peering through his polarized vizor at the white waste and the snow-filled air howling over it, sliding and stumbling with every step on a slope that got gradually steeper and seemed to go on forever, Matt Hennessy began to inch his way up the north face of Mount Everest.


  KILLDOZER!


  Theodore Sturgeon


  Before the race was the deluge, and before the deluge another race, whose nature it is not for mankind to understand. Not unearthly, not alien, for this was their earth and their home.


  There was a war between this race, which was a great one, and another. The other was truly alien, a sentient cloudform, an intelligent grouping of tangible electrons. It was spawned in mighty machines by some accident of a science beyond our aboriginal conception of technology. And then the machines, servants of the people, became the people’s masters, and great were the battles that followed. The electron-beings had the power to wrap the delicate balances of atom-structure, and their life-medium was mental, which they permeated and used to their own ends. Each weapon the people developed was possessed and turned against them, until a time when the remnants of that vast civilization found a defence—


  An insulator. The terminal product or by-product of all energy research—neutronium.


  In its shelter they developed a weapon. What it was we shall never know, and our race will live—or we shall know, and our race will perish as theirs perished. Sent to destroy the enemy, it got out of hand and its measureless power destroyed them with it, and their cities, and their possessed machines. The very earth dissolved in flame, the crust writhed and shook and the oceans boiled. Nothing escaped it, nothing that we know as life, and nothing of the pseudolife that had evolved within the mysterious force-fields of their incomprehensible machines, save one hardy mutant.


  Mutant it was, and ironically this one alone could have been killed by the first simple measures used against its kind—but it was past time for simple expediences. It was an organized electron-field possessing intelligence and mobility and a will to destroy, and little else. Stunned by the holocaust, it drifted over the grumbling globe, and in a lull in the violence of the forces gone wild on Earth, sank to the steaming ground in its half-conscious exhaustion. There it found shelter—shelter built by and for its dead enemies. An envelope of neutronium. It drifted in, and its consciousness at last fell to its lowest ebb. And there it lay while the neutronium, with its strange constant flux, its interminable striving for perfect balance, extended itself and closed the opening. And thereafter in the turbulent eons that followed, the envelope tossed like a grey bubble on the surface of the roiling sphere, for no substance on Earth would have it or combine with it.


  The ages came and went, and chemical action and reaction did their mysterious work, and once again there was life and evolution. And a tribe found the mass of neutronium, which is not a substance but a static force, and were awed by its aura of indescribable chill, and they worshipped it and built a temple around it and made sacrifices to it. And ice and fire and the seas came and went, and the land rose and fell as the years went by, until the ruined temple was on a knoll, and the knoll was an island. Islanders came and went, lived and built and died, and races forgot. So now, somewhere in the Pacific to the west of the archipelago called Islas Revillagigedas, there was an uninhabited island. And one day—


  Chub Horton and Tom Jaeger stood watching the Sprite and her squat tow of three cargo lighters dwindle over the glassy sea. The big ocean-going towboat and her charges seemed to be moving out of focus rather than travelling away. Chub spat cleanly around the cigar that grew out of the corner of his mouth.


  “That’s that for three weeks. How’s it feel to be a guinea pig?”


  “We’ll get it done.” Tom had little crinkles all around the outer ends of his eyes. He was a head taller than Chub and rangy, and not so tough, and he was a real operator. Choosing him as a foreman for the experiment had been wise, for he was competent and he commanded respect. The theory of airfield construction that they were testing appealed vastly to him, for here were no officers-in-charge, no government inspectors, no time-keeping or reports. The government had allowed the company a temporary land grant, and the idea was to put production-line techniques into the layout and grading of the project. There were six operators and two mechanics and more than a million dollars’ worth of the best equipment that money could buy. Government acceptance was to be on a partially completed basis, and contingent on government standards. The theory obviated both gold-bricking and graft, and neatly side-stepped the man-power problem. “When that black-topping crew gets here, I reckon we’ll be ready for ’em,” said Tom.


  He turned and scanned the island with an operator’s vision and saw it as it was, and in all the stages it would pass through, and as it would look when they had finished, with five thousand feet of clean-draining runway, hard-packed shoulders, four acres of plane-park, the access road and the short taxiway. He saw the lay of each lift that the power shovel would cut as it brought down the marl bluff, and the ruins on top of it that would give them stone to haul down the salt-flat to the little swamp at the other end, there to be walked in by the dozers.


  “We got time to run the shovel up there to the bluff before dark.”


  They walked down the beach towards the outcropping where the equipment stood surrounded by crates and drums of supplies. The three tractors were ticking over quietly, the two-cycle Diesel chuckling through their mufflers and the big D-7 whacking away its metronomic compression knock on every easy revolution. The Dumptors were lined up and silent, for they would not be ready to work until the shovel was ready to load them. They looked like a mechanical interpretation of Dr. Dolittle’s “Pushme-pullyou,” the fantastic animal with two front ends. They had two large driving wheels and two small steerable wheels. The motor and the driver’s seat were side by side over the front—or smaller—wheels; but the driver faced the dump body between the big rear wheels, exactly the opposite of the way he would sit in a dump truck. Hence, in travelling from shovel to dumping-ground, the operator drove backwards, looking over his shoulder, and in dumping he backed the machine up but he himself travelled forward—quite a trick for fourteen hours a day! The shovel squatted in the midst of all the others, its great hulk looming over them, humped there with its boom low and its iron chin on the ground, like some great tired dinosaur.


  Rivera, the Puerto Rican mechanic, looked up grinning as Tom and Chub approached, and stuck a bleeder wrench into the top pocket of his coveralls.


  “She says ‘Signalo,’ ” he said, his white teeth flashlighting out of the smear of grease across his mouth. “She says she wan’ to get dirt on dis paint.” He kicked the blade of the Seven with his heel.


  Tom sent the grin back—always a surprising thing in his grave face.


  “That Seven’ll do that, and she’ll take a good deal off her bitin’ edge along with the paint before we’re through. Get in the saddle, Goony. Build a ramp off the rocks down to the flat there, and blade us off some humps from here to the bluff yonder. We’re walking the dipper up there.”


  The Puerto Rican was in the seat before Tom had finished, and with a roar the Seven spun in its length and moved back along the outcropping to the inland edge. Rivera dropped his blade and the sandy marl curled and piled up in front of the dozer, loading the blade and running off in two even rolls at the ends. He shoved the load towards the rocky edge, the Seven revving down as it took the load, blat blat blatting and pulling like a supercharged ox as it fired slowly enough for them to count the revolutions.


  “She’s a hunk of machine,” said Tom.


  “A hunk of operator, too,” gruffed Chub, and added, “for a mechanic.”


  “The boy’s all right,” said Kelly. He was standing there with them, watching the Puerto Rican operate the dozer, as if he had been there all along, which was the way Kelly always arrived places. He was tall, slim, with green eyes too long and an easy stretch to the way he moved, like an attenuated cat. He said, “Never thought I’d see the day when equipment was shipped set up ready to run like this. Guess no one ever thought of it before.”


  “There’s times when heavy equipment has to be unloaded in a hurry these days,” Tom said. “If they can do it with tanks, they can do it with construction equipment. We’re doin’ it to build something instead, is all. Kelly, crank up the shovel. It’s oiled. We’re walking it over to the bluff.”


  Kelly swung up into the cab of the big dipper-stick and, diddling the governor control, pulled up the starting handle. The Murphy Diesel snorted and settled down into a thudding idle. Kelly got into the saddle, set up the throttle a little, and began to boom up.


  “I still can’t get over it,” ’ said Chub. “Not more’n a year ago we’d a had two hundred men on a job like this.”


  Tom smiled. “Yeah, and the first thing we’d have done would be to build an office building, and then quarters. Me, I’ll take this way. No timekeepers, no equipment-use reports, no progress and yardage summaries, no nothin’ but eight men, a million bucks’ worth of equipment, an’ three weeks. A shovel an’ a mess of tool crates’ll keep the rain off us, an’ army field rations’ll keep our bellies full. We’ll get it done, we’ll get out and we’ll get paid.”


  Rivera finished the ramp, turned the Seven around and climbed it, walking the new fill down. At the top he dropped his blade, floated it, and backed down the ramp, smoothing out the rolls. At a wave from Tom he started out across the shore, angling up towards the bluff, beating out the humps and carrying fill into the hollows. As he worked, he sang, feeling the beat of the mighty motor, the micrometric obedience of that vast implacable machine.


  “Why doesn’t that monkey stick to his grease guns?”


  Tom turned and took the chewed end of a matchstick out of his mouth. He said nothing, because he had for some time been trying to make a habit of saying nothing to Joe Dennis. Dennis was an ex-accountant, drafted out of an office at the last gasp of a defunct project in the West Indies. He had become an operator because they needed operators badly. He had been released with alacrity from the office because of his propensity for small office politics. It was a game he still played, and completely aside from his boiled-looking red face and his slightly womanish walk, he was out of place in the field; for boot-licking and back-stabbing accomplish even less out on the fields than they do in an office. Tom, trying so hard to keep his mind on his work, had to admit to himself that of all Dennis’ annoying traits the worst was that he was as good a pan operator as could be found anywhere, and no one could deny it.


  Dennis certainly didn’t.


  “I’ve seen the day when anyone catching one of those goonies so much as sitting on a machine during lunch, would kick his fanny,” Dennis groused. “Now they give ’em a man’s work and a man’s pay.”


  “Doin’ a man’s work, ain’t he?” Tom said.


  “He’s a damn Puerto Rican!”


  Tom turned and looked at him levelly. “Where was it you said you come from,” he mused. “Oh yeah. Georgia.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  Tom was already striding away. “Tell you as soon as I have to,” he flung back over his shoulder. Dennis went back to watching the Seven.


  Tom glanced at the ramp and then waved Kelly on. Kelly set his housebrake so the shovel could not swing, put her into travel gear, and shoved the swing lever forward. With a crackling of drive chains and a massive scrunching of compacting coral sand, the shovel’s great flat pads carried her over and down the ramp. As she tipped over the peak of the ramp the heavy manganese steel bucket-door gaped open and closed, like a hungry mouth, slamming up against the bucket until suddenly it latched shut and was quiet. The big Murphy Diesel crooned hollowly under compression as the machine ran downgrade and then the sensitive governor took hold and it took up its belly-beating thud.


  Peebles was standing by one of the dozer-pan combines, sucking on his pipe and looking out to sea. He was grizzled and heavy, and from under the bushiest grey brows looked the calmest grey eyes Tom had ever seen. Peebles had never got angry at a machine—a rare trait in a born mechanic—and in fifty-odd years he had learned it was even less use getting angry at a man. Because no matter what, you could always fix what was wrong with a machine. He said around his pipestem:


  “Hope you’ll give me back my boy, there.”


  Tom’s lips quirked in a little grin. There had been an understanding between old Peebles and himself ever since they had met. It was one of those things which exists unspoken—they knew little about each other because they had never found it necessary to make small talk to keep their friendship extant. It was enough to know that each could expect the best from the other, without persuasion.


  “Rivera?” Tom asked. “I’ll chase him back as soon as he finishes that service road for the dipper-stick. Why—got anything on?”


  “Not much. Want to get that arc welder drained and flushed and set up a grounded table in case you guys tear anything up.” He paused. “Besides, the kid’s filling his head up with too many things at once. Mechanicing is one thing; operating is something else.”


  “Hasn’t got in his way much so far, has it?”


  “Nope. Don’t aim t’ let it, either. ’Less you need him.”


  Tom swung up on the pan tractor. “I don’t need him that bad, Peeby. If you want some help in the meantime, get Dennis.”


  Peebles said nothing. He spat. He didn’t say anything at all.


  “What’s the matter with Dennis?” Tom wanted to know.


  “Look yonder,” said Peebles, waving his pipestem. Out on the beach Dennis was talking to Chub, in Dennis’ indefatigable style, standing beside Chub, one hand on Chub’s shoulder. As they watched they saw Dennis call his side-kick, Al Knowles.


  “Dennis talks too much,” said Peebles. “That most generally don’t amount to much, but that Dennis, he sometimes says too much. Ain’t got what it takes to run a show, and knows it. Makes up for it by messin’ in between folks.”


  “He’s harmless,” said Tom.


  Still looking up the beach, Peebles said slowly:


  “Is, so far.”


  Tom started to say something, then shrugged. “I’ll send you Rivera,” he said, and opened the throttle. Like a huge electric dynamo, the two-cycle motor whined to a crescendo. Tom lifted the dozer with a small lever by his right thigh and raised the pan with the long control sprouting out from behind his shoulder. He moved off, setting the rear gate of the scraper so that anything the blade bit would run off to the side instead of loading into the pan. He slapped the tractor into sixth gear and whined up to and around the crawling shovel, cutting neatly in under the boom and running on ahead with his scraper blade just touching the ground, dragging to a fine grade the service road Rivera had cut.


  Dennis was saying, “It’s that little Hitler stuff. Why should I take that kind of talk? ‘You come from Georgia,’ he says. What is he—a Yankee or something?”


  “A crackah f’m Macon,” chortled Al Knowles, who came from Georgia, too. He was tall and stringy and round-shouldered. All of his skill was in his hands and feet, brains being a commodity he had lived without all his life until he had met Dennis and used him as a reasonable facsimile thereof.


  “Tom didn’t mean nothing by it,” said Chub.


  “No, he didn’t mean nothin’. Only that we do what he says the way he says it, specially if he finds a way we don’t like it. You wouldn’t do like that, Chub. Al, think Chub would carry on thataway?”


  “Sure wouldn’t,” said Al, feeling it expected of him.


  “Nuts,” said Chub, pleased and uncomfortable, and thinking, what have I got against Tom?—not knowing, not liking Tom as well as he had. “Tom’s the man here, Dennis. We got a job to do—lets skit and git. Man can take anything for a lousy six weeks.”


  “Oh, sho’,” said Al.


  “Man can take just so much,” Dennis said. “What they put a man like that on top for, Chub? What’s the matter with you? Don’t you know grading and drainage as good as Tom? Can Tom stake out a side hill like you can?”


  “Sure, sure, but what’s the difference, long as we get a field built? An’ anyhow, hell with bein’ the boss-man. Who gets the blame if things don’t run right, anyway?”


  Dennis stepped back, taking his hand off Chub’s shoulder, and stuck an elbow in Al’s ribs.


  “You see that, Al? Now there’s a smart man. That’s the thing Uncle Tom didn’t bargain for. Chub, you can count on Al and me to do just that little thing.”


  “Do just what little thing?” asked Chub, genuinely puzzled.


  “Like you said. If the job goes wrong, the boss gets blamed. So if the boss don’t behave, the job goes wrong.”


  “Uh-huh,” agreed Al with the conviction of mental simplicity.


  Chub double-took this extraordinary logical process and grasped wildly at anger as the conversation slid out from under him. “I didn’t say any such thing! This job is goin’ to get done, no matter what! There’ll be no damn goldbrick badge on me or anybody else around here if I can help it.”


  “That’s the ol’ fight,” feinted Dennis. “We’ll show that guy what we think of his kind of slowdown.”


  “You talk too much,” said Chub, and escaped with the remnants of coherence. Every time he talked with Dennis he walked away feeling as if he had an unwanted membership card stuck in his pocket that he couldn’t throw away with a clear conscience.


  Rivera ran his road up under the bluff, swung the Seven around, punched out the master clutch and throttled down, idling. Tom was making his pass with the pan, and as he approached, Rivera slipped out of the seat and behind the tractor, laying a sensitive hand on the final drive casing and sprocket bushings, checking for overheating. Tom pulled alongside and beckoned him up on the pan tractor.


  “Que pasa, Goony? Anything wrong?”


  Rivera shook his head and grinned. “Nothing wrong. She is perfect, that ‘de siete.’ She—”


  “That what? ‘Daisy Etta’?”


  “De siete. In Spanish, D-7. It means something in English?”


  “Got you wrong,” smiled Tom. “But Daisy Etta is a girl’s name in English, all the same.”


  He shifted the pan tractor into neutral and engaged the clutch, and jumped off the machine. Rivera followed. They climbed aboard the Seven, Tom at the controls.


  Rivera said, “Daisy Etta,” and grinned so widely that a soft little clucking noise came from behind his back teeth. He reached out his hand, crooked his little finger around one of the tall steering clutch levers, and pulled it all the way back. Tom laughed outright.


  “You got something there,” he said. “The easiest runnin’ cat ever built. Hydraulic steerin’ clutches and brakes that’ll bring you to a dead stop if you spit on ’em. Forward an’ reverse lever so’s you got all your speeds front and backwards. A little different from the old jobs. They had no booster springs, eight-ten years ago; took a sixty-pound pull to get a steerin’ clutch back. Cuttin’ a side-hill with an angle-dozer really was a job in them days. You try it sometime, dozin’ with one hand, holdin’ her nose out o’ the bank with the other, ten hours a day. And what’d it get you? Eighty cents an hour an’ ”—Tom took his cigarette and butted the fiery end out against the horny palm of his hand—“these.”


  “Santa Mariai!”


  “Want to talk to you, Goony. Want to look over the bluff, too, at that stone up there. It’ll take Kelly pret’ near an hour to get this far and sumped in, anyhow.”


  They growled up the slope, Tom feeling the ground under the four-foot brush, taking her up in a zigzag course like a hairpin road on a mountainside. Though the Seven carried a muffler on the exhaust stack that stuck up out of the hood before them, the blat of four big cylinders hauling fourteen tons of steel upgrade could outshout any man’s conversation, so they sat without talking, Tom driving, Rivera watching his hands flick over the controls.


  The bluff started in a low ridge running almost the length of the little island, like a lopsided backbone. Towards the centre it rose abruptly, sent a wing out towards the rocky outcropping at the beach where their equipment had been unloaded, and then rose again to a small, almost square plateau area, half a mile across. It was humpy and rough until they could see all of it, when they realized how incredibly level it was, under the brush and ruins that covered it. In the centre—and exactly in the centre they realized suddenly—was a low, overgrown mound. Tom threw out the clutch and revved her down.


  “Survey report said there was stone up here,” Tom said, vaulting out of the seat. “Let’s walk around some.”


  They walked towards the knoll, Tom’s eyes casting about as he went. He stooped down into the heavy, short grass and scooped up a piece of stone, blue-grey, hard and brittle.


  “Rivera—look at this. This is what the report was talking about. See—more of it. All in small pieces, though. We need big stuff for the bog if we can get it.”


  “Good stone?” asked Rivera.


  “Yes, boy—but it don’t belong here. Th’ whole island’s sand and marl and sandstone on the outcrop down yonder. This here’s a bluestone, like diamond clay. Harder’n blazes. I never saw this stuff on a marl hill before. Or near one. Anyhow, root around and see if there is any big stuff.”


  They walked on. Rivera suddenly dipped down and pulled grass aside.


  “Tom—here’s a beeg one.”


  Tom came over and looked down at the corner of stone ticking up out of the topsoil. “Yeh. Goony, get your girl-friend over here and we’ll root it out.”


  Rivera sprinted back to the idling dozer and climbed aboard. He brought the machine over to where Tom waited, stopped, stood up and peered over the front of the machine to locate the stone, then sat down and shifted gears. Before he could move the machine Tom was on the fender beside him, checking him with a hand on his arm.


  “No, boy—no. Not third. First. And half throttle. That’s it. Don’t try to bash a rock out of the ground. Go on up to it easy; set your blade against it, lift it out, don’t boot it out. Take it with the middle of your blade, not the corner—get the load on both hydraulic cylinders. Who told you to do like that?”


  “No one tol’ me, Tom. I see a man do it, I do it.”


  “Yeah? Who was it?”


  “Dennis, but—”


  “Listen, Goony, if you want to learn anything from Dennis, watch him while he’s on a pan. He dozes like he talks. That reminds me—what I wanted to talk to you about. You ever have any trouble with him?”


  Rivera spread his hands. “How I have trouble when he never talk to me?”


  “Well, that’s all right then. You keep it that way. Dennis is O.K., I guess, but you better keep away from him.”


  He went on to tell the boy then about what Peebles had said concerning being an operator and a mechanic at the same time. Rivera’s lean dark face fell, and his hand strayed to the blade control, touching it lightly, feeling the composition grip and the machined locknuts that help it. When Tom had quite finished he said:


  “O.K., Tom—if you want, you break ’em, I feex ’em. But if you wan’ help some time, I run Daisy Etta for you, no?”


  “Sure, kid, sure. But don’t forget, no man can do everything.”


  “You can do everything,” said the boy.


  Tom leaped off the machine and Rivera shifted into first and crept up to the stone, setting the blade gently against it. Taking the load, the mighty engine audibly bunched its muscles; Rivera opened the throttle a little and the machine set solidly against the stone, the tracks slipping, digging into the ground, piling loose earth up behind. Tom raised a fist, thumb up, and the boy began lifting his blade. The Seven lowered her snout like an ox pulling through mud; the front of the tracks buried themselves deeper and the blade slipped upwards an inch on the rock, as if it were on a ratchet. The stone shifted, and suddenly heaved itself up out of the earth that covered it, bulging the sod aside like a ship’s slow bow-wave. And the blade lost its grip and slipped over the stone. Rivera slapped out the master clutch within an ace of letting the mass of it poke through his radiator core. Reversing, he set the blade against it again and rolled it at last into daylight.


  Tom stood staring at it, scratching the back of his neck. Rivera got off the machine and stood beside him. For a long time they said nothing.


  The stone was roughly rectangular, shaped like a brick with one end cut at about a thirty-degree angle. And on the angled face was a square-cut ridge, like the tongue on a piece of milled lumber. The stone was about 3 × 2 × 2 feet, and must have weighed six or seven hundred pounds.


  “Now that,” said Tom, bug-eyed, “didn’t grow here, and if it did it never grew that way.”


  “Una piedra de una casa,” said Rivera softly. “Tom, there was a building here, no?”


  Tom turned suddenly to look at the knoll.


  “There is a building here—or what’s left of it. Lord on’y knows how old—”


  They stood there in the slowly dwindling light, staring at the knoll; and there came upon them a feeling of oppression, as if there were no wind and no sound anywhere. And yet there was wind, and behind them Daisy Etta whacked away with her muttering idle, and nothing had changed and—was that it? That nothing had changed? That nothing would change, or could, here?


  Tom opened his mouth twice to speak, and couldn’t, or didn’t want to—he didn’t know which. Rivera slumped suddenly on his hunkers, back erect, and his eyes wide.


  It grew very cold. “It’s cold,” Tom said, and his voice sounded harsh to him. And the wind blew warm on them, the earth was warm under Rivera’s knees. The cold was not a lack of heat, but a lack of something else—warmth, but the specific warmth of life-force, perhaps. The feeling of oppression grew as if their recognition of the strangeness of the place had started it, and their increasing sensitivity to it made it grow.


  Rivera said something, quietly, in Spanish.


  “What are you looking at?” asked Tom.


  Rivera started violently, threw up an arm, as if to ward off the crash of Tom’s voice.


  “I . . . there is nothin’ to see, Tom. I feel this way wance before. I dunno—” He shook his head, his eyes wide and blank. “An’ after, there was being wan hell of a thunder-storm—” His voice petered out.


  Tom took his shoulder and hauled him roughly to his feet. “Goony! You slap-happy?”


  The boy smiled, almost gently. The down on his upper lip held little spheres of sweat. “I ain’t nothin’, Tom. I’m jus’ scare like hell.”


  “You scare yourself right back up there on that cat and git to work,” Tom roared. More quietly then, he said, “I know there’s something—wrong—here, Goony, but that ain’t goin’ to get us a runway built. Anyhow, I know what to do about a dawg ’at gits gunshy. Ought to be able to do as much fer you. Git along to th’ mound now and see if it ain’t a cache o’ big stone for us. We got a swamp down there to fill.”


  Rivera hesitated, started to speak, swallowed and then walked slowly over to the Seven. Tom stood watching him, closing his mind to the impalpable pressure of something, somewhere near, making his guts cold.


  The bulldozer nosed over to the mound, grunting, reminding Tom suddenly that the machine’s Spanish slang name was puerco—pig, boar. Rivera angled into the edge of the mound with the cutting corner of the blade. Dirt and brush curled up, fell away from the mound and loaded from the bank side, out along the mouldboard. The boy finished his pass along the mound, carried the load past it and wasted it out on the flat, turned around and started back again.


  Ten minutes later Rivera struck stone, the manganese steel screaming along it, a puff of grey dust spouting from the cutting corner. Tom knelt and examined it after the machine had passed. It was the same kind of stone they had found out on the flat—and shaped the same way. But here it was a wall, the angled faces of the block ends obviously tongued and grooved together.


  Cold, cold as—


  Tom took one deep breath and wiped sweat out of his eyes.


  “I don’t care,” he whispered, “I got to have that stone. I got to fill me a swamp.” He stood back and motioned to Rivera to blade into a chipped crevice in the buried wall.


  The Seven swung into the wall and stopped while Rivera shifted into first, throttled down and lowered his blade. Tom looked up into his face. The boy’s lips were white. He eased in the master clutch, the blade dipped and the corner swung neatly into the crevice.


  The dozer blatted protestingly and began to crab sideways, pivoting on the end of the blade. Tom jumped out of the way, ran around behind the machine, which was almost parallel with the wall now, and stood in the clear, one hand raised ready to signal, his eyes on the straining blade. And then everything happened at once.


  With a toothy snap the block started and came free, pivoting outward from its square end, bringing with it its neighbour. The block above them dropped, and the whole mound seemed to settle. And something whooshed out of the black hole where the rocks had been. Something like a fog, but not a fog that could be seen, something huge that could not be measured. With it came a gust of that cold which was not cold, and the smell of ozone, and the prickling crackle of a mighty static discharge.


  Tom was fifty feet from the wall before he knew he had moved. He stopped and saw the Seven suddenly buck like a wild stallion, once, and Rivera turning over twice in the air. Tom shouted some meaningless syllable and tore over to the boy, where he sprawled on the rough grass, lifted him in his arms, and ran. Only then did he realize that he was running from the machine.


  It was like a mad thing. Its mouldboard rose and fell. It curved away from the mound, howling governor gone wild, controls flailing. The blade dug repeatedly into the earth, gouging it up in great dips through which the tractor plunged, clanking and bellowing furiously. It raced away in a great irregular arc, turned and came snorting back to the mound, where it beat at the buried wall, slewed and scraped and roared.


  Tom reached the edge of the plateau sobbing for breath, and kneeling, laid the boy gently down on the grass.


  “Goony, boy . . . hey—”


  The long silken eyelashes fluttered, lifted. Something wrenched in Tom as he saw the eyes, rolled right back so that only the whites showed. Rivera drew a long quivering breath which caught suddenly. He coughed twice, threw his head from side to side so violently that Tom took it between his hands and steadied it.


  “Ay . . . Maria madre . . . que me pasado, Tom—w’at has happen to me?”


  “Fell off the Seven, stupid. You . . . how you feel?”


  Rivera scrabbled at the ground, got his elbows half under him, then sank back weakly. “Feel O.K. Headache like hell. W-w’at happen to my feets?”


  “Feet? They hurt?”


  “No hurt—” The young face went grey, the lips tightened with effort. “No nothin’, Tom.”


  “You can’t move ’em?”


  Rivera shook his head, still trying. Tom stood up. “You take it easy. I’ll go get Kelly. Be right back.”


  He walked away quickly and when Rivera called to him he did not turn around. Tom had seen a man with a broken back before.


  At the edge of the little plateau Tom stopped, listening. In the deepening twilight he could see the bulldozer standing by the mound. The motor was running; she had not stalled herself. But what stopped Tom was that she wasn’t idling, but revving up and down as if an impatient hand were on the throttle—hroom hroooom, running up and up far faster than even a broken governor should permit, then coasting down to near silence, broken by the explosive punctuation of sharp and irregular firing. Then it would run up and up again, almost screaming, sustaining a r.p.m. that threatened every moving part, shaking the great machine like some deadly ague.


  Tom walked swiftly towards the Seven, a puzzled and grim frown on his weather-beaten face. Governors break down occasionally, and once in a while you will have a motor tear itself to pieces, revving up out of control. But it will either do that or it will rev down and quit. If an operator is fool enough to leave his machine with the master clutch engaged, the machine will take off and run the way the Seven had—but it will not turn unless the blade corner catches in something unresisting, and then the chances are very strong that it will stall. But in any case, it was past reason for any machine to act this way, revving up and down, running, turning, lifting and dropping the blade.


  The motor slowed as he approached, and at last settled down into something like a steady and regular idle. Tom had the sudden crazy impression that it was watching him. He shrugged off the feeling, walked up and laid a hand on the fender.


  The Seven reacted like a wild stallion. The big Diesel roared, and Tom distinctly saw the master clutch lever snap back over centre. He leaped clear, expecting the machine to jolt forward, but apparently it was in a reverse gear, for it shot backwards, one track locked, and the near end of the blade swung in a swift vicious arc, breezing a bare fraction of an inch past his hip as he danced back out of the way.


  And as if it had bounced off a wall, the tractor had shifted and was bearing down on him, the twelve-foot blade rising, and two big headlights looming over him on their bow-legged supports, looking like the protruding eyes of some mighty toad. Tom had no choice but to leap straight up and grasp the top of the blade in his two hands, leaning back hard to brace his feet against the curved mouldboard. The blade dropped and sank into the soft topsoil, digging a deep little swale in the ground. The earth loading on the mouldboard rose and churned around Tom’s legs; he stepped wildly, keeping them clear of the rolling drag of it. Up came the blade then, leaving a four-foot pile at the edge of the pit; down and up the tractor raced as the tracks went into it; up and up as they climbed the pile of dirt. A quick balance and overbalance as the machine lurched up and over like a motor-cycle taking a jump off a ramp, and then a spine-shaking crash as fourteen tons of metal smashed blade-first into the ground.


  Part of the leather from Tom’s tough palms stayed with the blade as he was flung off. He went head over heels backwards, but had his feet gathered and sprang as they touched the ground; for he knew that no machine could bury its blade like that and get out easily. He leaped to the top of the blade, got one hand on the radiator cap, vaulted. Perversely, the cap broke from its hinge and came away in his hand, in that split instant when only that hand rested on anything. Off balance, he landed on his shoulder with his legs flailing the air, his body sliding off the hood’s smooth shoulder towards the track now churning the earth beneath. He made a wild grab at the air intake pipe, barely had it in his fingers when the dozer freed itself and shot backwards up and over the hump. Again that breathless flight pivoting over the top, and the clanking crash as the machine landed, this time almost flat on its tracks.


  The jolt tore Tom’s hand away, and as he slid back over the hood the crook of his elbow caught the exhaust stack, the dull red metal biting into his flesh. He grunted and clamped the arm around it. His momentum carried him around it, and his feet crashed into the steering clutch levers. Hooking one with his instep, he doubled his legs and whipped himself back, scrabbling at the smooth warm metal, crawling frantically backwards until he finally fell heavily into the seat.


  “Now,” he gritted through a red wall of pain, “You’re gonna git operated.” And he kicked out the master clutch.


  The motor wailed, with the load taken off so suddenly. Tom grasped the throttle, his thumb down on the ratchet release, and he shoved the lever forward to shut off the fuel.


  It wouldn’t shut off; it went down to a slow idle, but it wouldn’t shut off.


  “There’s one thing you can’t do without,” he muttered, “compression.”


  He stood up and leaned around the dash, reaching for the compression-release lever. As he came up out of the seat, the engine revved up again. He turned to the throttle, which had snapped back into the “open” position. As his hand touched it the master clutch lever snapped in and the howling machine lurched forward with a jerk that snapped his head on his shoulders and threw him heavily back into the seat. He snatched at the hydraulic blade control and threw it to “float” position; and then as the falling mouldboard touched the ground, into “power down.” The cutting edge bit into the ground and the engine began to labour. Holding the blade control, he pushed the throttle forward with his other hand. One of the steering clutch levers whipped back and struck him agonisingly on the kneecap. He involuntarily let go of the blade control and the mouldboard began to rise. The engine began to turn faster and he realized that it was not responding to the throttle. Cursing, he leaped to his feet; the suddenly flailing steering clutch levers struck him three times in the groin before he could get between them.


  Blind with pain, Tom clung gasping to the dash. The oil-pressure gauge fell off the dash to his right, with a tinkling of broken glass, and from its broken quarter-inch line scalding oil drenched him. The shock of it snapped back his wavering consciousness. Ignoring the blows of the left steering clutch and the master clutch which had started the same mad punching, he bent over the left end of the dash and grasped the compression lever. The tractor rushed forward and spun sickeningly, and Tom knew he was thrown. But as he felt himself leave the decking his hand punched the compression lever down. The great valves at the cylinder heads opened and locked open; atomized fuel and superheated air chattered out, and as Tom’s head and shoulders struck the ground the great wild machine rolled to a stop, stood silently except for the grumble of water boiling in the cooling system.


  Minutes later Tom raised his head and groaned. He rolled over and sat up, his chin on his knees, washed by wave after wave of pain. As they gradually subsided, he crawled to the machine and pulled himself to his feet, hand over hand on the track. And groggily he began to cripple the tractor, at least for the night.


  He opened the cock under the fuel tank, left the warm yellow fluid gushing out on the ground. He opened the drain on the reservoir by the injection pump. He found a piece of wire in the crank box and with it tied down the compression release lever. He crawled up on the machine, wrenched the hood and ball jar off the air intake precleaner, pulled off his shirt and stuffed it down the pipe. He pushed the throttle all the way forward and locked it with the locking pin. And he shut off the fuel on the main line from the tank to the pump.


  Then he climbed heavily to the ground and slogged back to the edge of the plateau where he had left Rivera.


  They didn’t know Tom was hurt until an hour and a half later—there had been too much to do—rigging a stretcher for the Puerto Rican, building him a shelter, an engine crate with an Army pup tent for a roof. They brought out the first-aid kit and the medical books and did what they could—tied and splinted and dosed with an opiate. Tom was a mass of bruises, and his right arm, where it had hooked the exhaust stack, was a flayed mass. They fixed him up then, old Peebles handling the sulfa powder and bandages like a trained nurse. And only then was there talk.


  “I’ve seen a man thrown off a pan,” said Dennis, as they sat around the coffee urn munching C rations. “Sittin’ up on the arm rest on a cat, looking backwards. Cat hit a rock and bucked. Threw him off on the track. Stretched him out ten feet long.” He in-whistled some coffee to dilute the mouthful of food he had been talking around, and masticated noisily. “Man’s a fool to set up there on one side of his butt even on a pan. Can’t see why th’ goony was doin’ it on a dozer.”


  “He wasn’t,” said Tom.


  Kelly rubbed his pointed jaw. “He set flat on th’ seat an’ was th’owed?”


  “That’s right.”


  After an unbelieving silence Dennis said, “What was he doin’—drivin’ over sixty?”


  Tom looked around the circle of faces lit up by the over-artificial brilliance of a pressure lantern, and wondered what the reaction would be if he told it all just as it was. He had to say something, and it didn’t look as if it could be the truth.


  “He was workin’,” he said finally. “Bucking stone out of the wall of an old building up on the mesa there. One turned loose an’ as it did the governor must’ve gone haywire. She buckled like a loco hoss and run off.”


  “Run off?”


  Tom opened his mouth and closed it again, and just nodded.


  Dennis said, “Well, reckon that’s what happens when you put a mechanic to operatin’.”


  “That had nothin’ to do with it,” Tom snapped.


  Peebles spoke up quickly. “Tom—what about the Seven? Broke up any?”


  “Some,” said Tom. “Better look at the steering clutches. An’ she was hot.”


  “Head’s cracked,” said Harris, a burly young man with shoulders like a buffalo and a famous thirst.


  “How do you know?”


  “Saw it when Al and me went up with the stretcher to get the kid while you all were building the shelter. Hot water runnin’ down the side of the block.”


  “You mean you walked all the way out to the mound to look at that tractor while the kid was lyin’ there? I told you where he was!”


  “Out to the mound!” Al Knowles’ pop eyes teetered out of their sockets. “We found that cat stalled twenty feet away from where the kid was!”


  “What!”


  “That’s right, Tom,” said Harris. “What’s eatin’ you? Where’d you leave it?”


  “I told you . . . by the mound . . . the ol’ building we cut into.”


  “Leave the startin’ motor runnin’?”


  “Starting motor?” Tom’s mind caught the picture of the small, two-cylinder gasoline engine bolted to the side of the big Diesel’s crankcase, coupled through a Bendix gear and clutch to the flywheel of the Diesel to crank it. He remembered his last glance at the still machine, silent but for the sound of water boiling. “Hell, no!”


  Al and Harris exchanged a glance. “I guess you were sort of slap-happy at the time, Tom,” Harris said, not unkindly. “When we were halfway up the hill we heard it, and you know you can’t mistake that racket. Sounded like it was under a load.”


  Tom beat softly at his temples with his clenched fists. “I left that machine dead,” he said quietly. “I got compression off her and tied down the lever. I even stuffed my shirt in the intake. I drained the tank. But—I didn’t touch the starting motor.”


  Peebles wanted to know why he had gone to all that trouble. Tom just looked vaguely at him and shook his head. “I shoulda pulled the wires. I never thought about the starting motor,” he whispered. Then, “Harris—you say you found the starting motor running when you got to the top?”


  “No—she was stalled. And hot—awmighty hot. I’d say the startin’ motor was seized up tight. That must be it, Tom. You left the startin’ motor runnin’ and somehow engaged the clutch an’ Bendix.” His voice lost conviction as he said it—it takes seventeen separate motions to start a tractor of this type. “Anyhow, she was in gear an’ crawled along on the little motor.”


  “I done that once,” said Chub. “Broke a con rod on an Eight, on a highway job. Walked her about three-quarters of a mile on the startin’ motor that way. Only I had to stop every hundred yards and let her cool down some.”


  Not without sarcasm, Dennis said, “Seems to me like the Seven was out to get th’ goony. Made one pass at him and then went back to finish the job.”


  Al Knowles haw-hawed extravagantly.


  Tom stood up, shaking his head, and went off among the crates to the hospital they had jury-rigged for the kid.


  A dim light was burning inside, and Rivera lay very still, with his eyes closed. Tom leaned in the doorway—the open end of the engine crate—and watched him for a moment. Behind him he could hear the murmur of the crew’s voices; the night was otherwise windless and still. Rivera’s face was the peculiar color that olive skin takes when drained of blood. Tom looked at his chest and for a panicky moment thought he could discern no movement there. He entered and put a hand over the boy’s heart. Rivera shivered, his eyes flew open, and he drew a sudden breath which caught raggedly at the back of his throat. “Tom . . . Tom!” he cried weakly.


  “O.K., Goony . . . que pasa?”


  “She comeen back . . . Tom!”


  “Who?”


  “El de siete.”


  Daisy Etta—“She ain’t comin’ back, kiddo, You’re off the mesa now. Keep your chin up, fella.”


  Rivera’s dark, doped eyes stared up at him without expression. Tom moved back and the eyes continued to stare. They weren’t seeing anything. “Go to sleep,” he whispered. The eyes closed instantly.


  Kelly was saying that nobody ever got hurt on a construction job unless somebody was dumb. “An’ most times you don’t realize how dumb what you’re doin’ is until somebody does get hurt.”


  “The dumb part was gettin’ a kid, an’ not even an operator at that, up on a machine,” said Dennis in his smuggest voice.


  “I heard you try to sing that song before,” said old Peebles quietly. “I hate to have to point out anything like this to a man because it don’t do any good to make comparisons. But I’ve worked with that fella Rivera for a long time now, an’ I’ve seen ’em as good but doggone few better. As far as you’re concerned, you’re O.K. on a pan, but the kid could give you cards and spades and still make you look like a cost accountant on a dozer.”


  Dennis half rose and mouthed something filthy. He looked at Al Knowles for backing and got it. He looked around the circle and got none. Peebles lounged back, sucking on his pipe, watching from under those bristling brows. Dennis subsided, running now on another tack.


  “So what does that prove? The better you say he is, the less reason he had to fall off a cat and get himself hurt.”


  “I haven’t got the thing straight yet,” said Chub, in a voice whose tone indicated “I hate to admit it, but—”


  About this time Tom returned, like a sleepwalker, standing with the brilliant pressure lantern between him and Dennis. Dennis rambled right on, not knowing he was anywhere near: “That’s something you never will find out. That Puerto Rican is a pretty husky kid. Could be Tom said somethin’ he didn’t like an’ he tried to put a knife in Tom’s back. They all do, y’know. Tom didn’t get all that bashin’ around just stoppin’ a machine. They must of went round an’ round for a while an’ the goony wound up with a busted back. Tom sets the dozer to walk him down while he lies there and comes on down here and tries to tell us—” His voice fluttered to a stop as Tom loomed over him.


  Tom grabbed the pan operator up by the slack of his shirt front with his uninjured arm and shook him like an empty burlap bag.


  “Skunk,” he growled. “I oughta lower th’ boom on you.” He set Dennis on his feet and backhanded his face with the edge of his forearm. Dennis went down—cowered down, rather than fell.


  “Aw, Tom, I was just talkin’. Just a joke, Tom, I was just—”


  “Yellow, too,” snarled Tom, stepping forward, raising a solid Texan boot.


  Peebles barked “Tom!” and the foot came back to the ground.


  “Out o’ my sight,” rumbled the foreman. “Git!”


  Dennis got. Al Knowles said vaguely, “Naow, Tom, y’all cain’t—”


  “You, y’wall-eyed string-bean!” Tom raved, his voice harsh and strained. “Go ’long with yer Siamese twin!”


  “O.K., O.K.,” said Al, white-faced, and disappeared into the dark after Dennis.


  “Nuts to this,” said Chub. “I’m turnin’ in.” He went to a crate and hauled out a mosquito-hooded sleeping bag and went off without another word. Harris and Kelly, who were both on their feet, sat down again. Old Peebles hadn’t moved.


  Tom stood staring out into the dark, his arms straight at his sides, his fists knotted.


  “Sit down,” said Peebles gently. Tom turned and stared at him.


  “Sit down. I can’t change that dressing ’less you do.” He pointed at the bandage around Tom’s elbow. It was red, a widening stain, the tattered tissues having parted as the big Georgian bunched his infuriated muscles. He sat down.


  “Talkin’ about dumbness,” said Harris calmly, as Peebles went to work, “I was about to say that I got the record. I done the dumbest thing anybody ever did on a machine. You can’t top it.”


  “I could,” said Kelly. “Runnin’ a crane dragline once. Put her in boom gear and started to boom her up. Had an eighty-five-foot stick on her. Machine was standing on wooden mats in th’ middle of a swamp. Heard the motor miss and got out of the saddle to look at the filter-glass. Messed around back there longer than I figured, and the boom went straight up in the air and fell backwards over the cab. Th’ jolt tilted my mats an’ she slid backwards slow and stately as you please, butt-first into the mud. Buried up to the eyeballs, she was.” He laughed quietly. “Looked like a ditching machine!”


  “I still say I done the dumbest thing ever, bar none,” said Harris. “It was on a river job, widening a channel. I come back to work from a three-day binge, still rum-dumb. Got up on a dozer an’ was workin’ around on the edge of a twenty-foot cliff. Down at the foot of the cliff was a big hickory tree, an’ growin’ right along the edge was a great big limb. I got the dopey idea I should break it off. I put one track on the limb and the other on the cliff edge and run out away from the trunk. I was about halfway out, an’ the branch saggin’ some, before I thought what would happen if it broke. Just about then it did break. You know hickory—if it breaks at all it breaks altogether. So down we go into thirty feet of water—me an’ the cat. I got out from under somehow. When all them bubbles stopped comin’ up I swum around lookin’ down at it. I was still paddlin’ around when the superintendent came rushin’ up. He wants to know what’s up. I yell at him, ‘Look down there, the way that water is movin’ an’ shiftin’, looks like the cat is workin’ down there.’ He pursed his lips and tsk tsked. My, that man said some nasty things to me.”


  “Where’d you get your next job?” Kelly exploded.


  “Oh, he didn’t fire me,” said Harris, soberly. “Said he couldn’t afford to fire a man as dumb as that. Said he wanted me around to look at whenever he felt bad.”


  Tom said, “Thanks, you guys. That’s as good a way as any of sayin’ that everybody makes mistakes.” He stood up, examining the new dressing, turning his arm in front of the lantern. “You all can think what you please, but I don’t recollect there was any dumbness went on that mesa this evenin’. That’s finished with, anyway. Do I have to say that Dennis’ idea about it is all wet?”


  Harris said one foul word that completely disposed of Dennis and anything he might say.


  Peebles said, “It’ll be all right. Dennis an’ his popeyed friend’ll hang together, but they don’t amount to anything. Chub’ll do whatever he’s argued into.”


  “So you got ’em all lined up, hey?” Tom shrugged. “In the meantime, are we going to get an airfield built?”


  “We’ll get it built,” Peebles said. “Only—Tom, I got no right to give you any advice, but go easy on the rough stuff after this. It does a lot of harm.”


  “I will if I can,” said Tom gruffly. They broke up and turned in.


  Peebles was right. It did no harm. It made Dennis use the word ‘murder’ when they found, in the morning, that Rivera had died during the night.


  The work progressed in spite of everything that had happened. With equipment like that, it’s hard to slow things down. Kelly bit two cubic yards out of the bluff with every swing of the big shovel, and Dumptors are the fastest short-haul earth movers yet devised. Dennis kept the service road clean for them with his pan, and Tom and Chub spelled each other on the bulldozer they had detached from its pan to make up for the lack of the Seven, spending their alternate periods with transit and stakes. Peebles was rod-man for the surveys, and in between times worked on setting up his field shop, keeping the water cooler and battery chargers running, and lining up his forge and welding tables. The operators fuelled and serviced their own equipment, and there was little delay. Rocks and marl came out of the growing cavity in the side of the central mesa—a whole third of it had to come out—were spun down to the edge of the swamp, which lay across the lower end of the projected runway, in the hornet-howling dump-tractors, their big driving wheels churning up vast clouds of dust, and were dumped and spread and walked in by the whining two-cycle dozer. When muck began to pile up in front of the fill, it was blasted out of the way with carefully placed charges of sixty percent dynamite and the craters filled with rocks and stone from the ruins, and surfaced with easily compacting marl, run out of a clean deposit by the pan.


  And when he had his shop set up, Peebles went up the hill to get the Seven. When he got to it he just stood there for a moment scratching his head, and then, shaking his head, he ambled back down the hill and went for Tom.


  “Been looking at the Seven,” he said, when he had flagged the moaning two-cycle and Tom had climbed off.


  “What’d you find?”


  Peebles held out an arm. “A list as long as that.” He shook his head. “Tom, what really happened up there?”


  “Governor went haywire and she run away,” Tom said promptly, deadpan.


  “Yeah, but—” For a long moment he held Tom’s eyes. Then he sighed. “O.K., Tom. Anyhow, I can’t do a thing up there. We’ll have to bring her back and I’ll have to have this tractor to tow her down. And first I have to have some help—the track idler adjustment bolt’s busted and the right track is off the track rollers.”


  “Oh-h-h. So that’s why she couldn’t get to the kid, running on the starting motor. Track would hardly turn, hey?”


  “It’s a miracle she ran as far as she did. That track is really jammed up. Riding right up on the roller flanges. And that ain’t the half of it. The head’s gone, like Harris said, and Lord only knows what I’ll find when I open her up.”


  “Why bother?”


  “What?”


  “We can get along without that dozer,” said Tom suddenly. “Leave her where she is. There’s lots more for you to do.”


  “But what for?”


  “Well, there’s no call to go to all that trouble.”


  Peebles scratched the side of his nose and said, “I got a new head, track master pins—even a spare starting motor. I got tools to make what I don’t stock.” He pointed at the long row of dumps left by the hurtling dump-tractors while they had been talking. “You got a pan tied up because you’re using this machine to doze with, and you can’t tell me you can’t use another one. You’re gonna have to shut down one or two o’ those Dumptors if you go on like this.”


  “I had all that figured out as soon as I opened my mouth,” Tom said sullenly. “Let’s go.”


  They climbed on the tractor and took off, stopping for a moment at the beach outcropping to pick up a cable and some tools.


  Daisy Etta sat at the edge of the mesa, glowering out of her stilted headlights at the soft sward which still bore the impression of a young body and the tramplings of the stretcher-bearers. Her general aspect was woebegone—there were scratches on her olive-drab paint and the bright metal of the scratches was already dulled red by the earliest powder-rust. And though the ground was level, she was not, for her right track was off its lower rollers, and she stood slightly canted, like a man who has had a broken hip. And whatever passed for consciousness within her mulled over that paradox of the bulldozer that every operator must go through while he is learning his own machine.


  It is the most difficult thing of all for the beginner to understand, that paradox. A bulldozer is a crawling power-house, a behemoth of noise and toughness, the nearest thing to the famous irresistible force. The beginner, awed and with the pictures of unconquerable Army tanks printed on his mind from the news-reels, takes all in his stride and with a sense of limitless power treats all obstacles alike, not knowing the fragility of a cast-iron radiator core, the mortality of tempered manganese, the friability of over-heated babbitt, and most of all the ease with which a tractor can bury itself in mud. Climbing off to stare at a machine which he has reduced in twenty seconds to a useless hulk, or which was running a half-minute before on ground where it now has its tracks out of sight, he has that sense of guilty disappointment which overcomes any man on having made an error in judgment.


  So, as she stood, Daisy Etta was broken and useless. These soft persistent bipeds had built her, and if they were like any other race that built machines, they could care for them. The ability to reverse the tension of a spring, or twist a control rod, or reduce to zero the friction in a nut and lock-washer, was not enough to repair the crack in a cylinder head nor bearings welded to a crankshaft in an overheated starting motor. There had been a lesson to learn. It had been learned. Daisy Etta would be repaired, and the next time—well, at least she would know her own weaknesses.


  Tom swung the two-cycle machine and edged in next to the Seven, with the edge of his blade all but touching Daisy Etta’s push-beam. They got off and Peebles bent over the drum-tight right track.


  “Watch yourself,” said Tom.


  “Watch what?”


  “Oh—nothin’, I guess.” He circled the machine, trained eyes probing over frame and fittings. He stepped forward suddenly and grasped the fuel-tank drain cock. It was closed. He opened it; golden oil gushed out. He shut it off, climbed up on the machine and opened the fuel cap on top of the tank. He pulled out the bayonet gauge, wiped it in the crook of his knee, dipped and withdrew it.


  The tank was more than three-quarters full.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Peebles, staring curiously at Tom’s drawn face.


  “Peeby, I opened the cock to drain this tank. I left it with oil runnin’ out on the ground. She shut herself off.”


  “Now, Tom, you’re lettin’ this thing get you down. You just thought you did. I’ve seen a main-line valve shut itself off when it’s worn bad, but only ’cause the pump pulls it shut when the motor’s runnin’. But not a gravity drain.”


  “Main-live valve?” Tom pulled the seat up and looked. One glance was enough to show him that this one was open.


  “She opened this one, too.”


  “O.K.—O.K. Don’t look at me like that!” Peebles was as near to exasperation as he could possible get. “What difference does it make?”


  Tom did not answer. He was not the type of man who, when faced with something beyond his understanding, would begin to doubt his own sanity. His was a dogged insistence that what he saw and sensed was what had actually happened. In him was none of the fainting fear of madness that another, more sensitive, man might feel. He doubted neither himself nor his evidence, and so could free his mind for searching out the consuming “why” of a problem. He knew instinctively that to share “unbelievable” happenings with anyone else, even if they had really occurred, was to put even further obstacles in his way. So he kept his clamlike silence and stubbornly, watchfully, investigated.


  The slipped track was so tightly drawn up on the roller flanges that there could be no question of pulling the master pin and opening the track up. It would have to be worked back in place—a very delicate operation, for a little force applied in the wrong direction would be enough to run the track off altogether. To complicate things, the blade of the Seven was down on the ground and would have to be lifted before the machine could be manoeuvred, and its hydraulic hoist was useless without the motor.


  Peebles unhooked twenty feet of half-inch cable from the rear of the smaller dozer, scratched a hole in the ground under the Seven’s blade, and pushed the eye of the cable through. Climbing over the mouldboard, he slipped the eye on to the big towing hook bolted to the underside of the bellyguard. The other end of the cable he threw out on the ground in front of the machine. Tom mounted the other dozer and swung into place, ready to tow. Peebles hooked the cable on to Tom’s drawbar, hopped up on the Seven. He put her in neutral, disengaged the master clutch and put the blade control over into “float” position, then raised an arm.


  Tom perched upon the arm rest of his machine, looking backwards, moved slowly, taking up the slack in the cable. It straightened and grew taut, and as it did it forced the Seven’s blade upwards. Peebles waved for slack and put the blade control into “hold.” The cable bellied downwards away from the blade.


  “Hydraulic system’s O.K., anyhow,” called Peebles, as Tom throttled down. “More over and take a strain to the right, sharp as you can without fouling the cable on the track. We’ll see if we can walk this track on.”


  Tom backed up, cut sharply to the right, and drew the cable out almost at right angles to the other machine. Peebles held the right track of the Seven with the brake and released both steering cluches. The left track now could turn free, the right not at all. Tom was running at a quarter throttle in his lowest gear, so that his machine barely crept along, taking the strain. The Seven shook gently and began to pivot on the taut right track, unbelievable foot-pounds of energy coming to bear on the front of the track where it rode high up on the idler wheel. Peebles released the right brake with his foot and applied it again in a series of skilled, deft jerks. The track would move a few inches and stop again, force being applied forwards and sidewards alternately, urging the track persuasively back in place. Then, a little jolt and she was in, riding true on the five truck rollers, the two track carrier rollers, the driving sprocket and the idler.


  Peebles got off and stuck his head in between the sprocket and the rear carrier, squinting down and sideways to see if there were any broken flanges or roller bushes. Tom came over and pulled him out by the seat of his trousers. “Time enough for that when you get her in the shop,” he said, masking his nervousness. “Reckon she’ll roll?”


  “She’ll roll. I never saw a track in that condition come back that easy. By gosh, it’s as if she was tryin’ to help!”


  “They’ll do it sometimes,” said Tom stiffly. “You better take the tow-tractor, Peeby. I’ll stay with this’n.”


  “Anything you say.”


  And cautiously they took the steep slope down, Tom barely holding the brakes, giving the other machine a straight pull all the way. And so they brought Daisy Etta down to Peebles’ out-door shop, where they pulled her cylinder head off, took off her starting motor, pulled out a burned clutch facing, had her quite helpless—


  And put her together again.


  “I tell you it was outright, cold-blooded murder,” said Dennis hotly. “An’ here we are takin’ orders from a guy like that. What are we goin’ to do about it?” They were standing by the cooler—Dennis had run his machine there to waylay Chub.


  Chub Horton’s cigar went down and up like a semaphore with a short circuit. “We’ll skip it. The black-topping crew will be here in another two weeks or so, an’ we can make a report. Besides, I don’t know what happened up there any more than you do. In the meantime we got a runway to build.”


  “You don’t know what happened up there? Chub, you’re a smart man. Smart enough to run this job better than Tom Jaeger even if he wasn’t crazy. And you’re surely smart enough not to believe all that cock and bull about that tractor runnin’ out from under that grease-monkey. Listen—” He learned forward and tapped Chub’s chest. “He said it was the governor. I saw that governor myself an’ heard ol’ Peebles say there wasn’t a thing wrong with it. Th’ throttle control rod had slipped off its yoke, yeah—but you know what a tractor will do when the throttle control goes out. It’ll idle or stall. It won’t run away, whatever.”


  “Well, maybe so, but—”


  “But nothin’! A guy that’ll commit murder ain’t sane. If he did it once, he can do it again and I ain’t fixin’ to let that happen to me.”


  Two things crossed Chub’s steady but not bright mind at this. One was that Dennis, whom he did not like but could not shake, was trying to force him into something that he did not want to do. The other was that under all of his swift talk Dennis was scared spitless.


  “What do you want to do—call up the sheriff?”


  Dennis ha-ha-ed appreciatively—one of the reasons he was so hard to shake. “I’ll tell you what we can do. As long as we have you here, he isn’t the only man who knows the work. If we stop takin’ orders from him, you can give ’em as good or better. An’ there won’t be anything he can do about it.”


  “Doggone it, Dennis,” said Chub, with sudden exasperation. “What do you think you’re doin’—handin’ me over the keys to the kingdom or something? What do you want to see me bossin’ around here for?” He stood up. “Suppose we did what you said? Would it get the field built any quicker? Would it get me any more money in my pay envelope? What do you think I want—glory? I passed up a chance to run for council-man once. You think I’d raise a finger to get a bunch of mugs to do what I say—when they do it anyway?”


  “Aw, Chub—I wouldn’t cause trouble just for the fun of it. That’s not what I mean at all. But unless we do something about that guy we ain’t safe. Can’t you get that through your head?”


  “Listen, windy. If a man keeps busy enough he can’t get into trouble. That goes for Tom—you might keep that in mind. But it goes for you, too. Get back up on that rig an’ get back to the marl pit.” Dennis, completely taken by surprise, turned to his machine.


  “It’s a pity you can’t move earth with your mouth,” said Chub as he walked off. “They could have left you to do this job single-handed.”


  Chub walked slowly towards the outcropping, switching at beach pebbles with a grade stake and swearing to himself. He was essentially a simple man and believed in the simplest possible approach to everything. He liked a job where he could do everything required and where nothing turned up to complicate things. He had been in the grading business for a long time as an operator and survey party boss, and he was remarkable for one thing—he had always held aloof from the cliques and internecine politics that are the breath of life to most construction men. He was disturbed and troubled at the backstabbing that went on around him on various jobs. If it was blunt, he was disgusted, and subtlety simply left him floundering and bewildered. He was stupid enough so that his basic honesty manifested itself in his speech and actions, and he had learned that complete honesty in dealing with men above and below him was almost invariably painful to all concerned, but he had not the wit to act otherwise, and did not try to. If he had a bad tooth, he had it pulled out as soon as he could. If he got a raw deal from a superintendent over him, that superintendent would get told exactly what the trouble was, and if he didn’t like it, there were other jobs. And if the pulling and hauling of cliques got in his hair, he had always said so and left. Or he had sounded off and stayed; his completely selfish reaction to things that got in the way of his work had earned him a lot of regard from men he had worked under. And so, in this instance, he had no hesitation about choosing a course of action. Only—how did you go about asking a man if he was a murderer?


  He found the foreman with an enormous wrench in his hand, tightening up the new track adjustment bolt they had installed in the Seven.


  “Hey, Chub! Glad you turned up. Let’s get a piece of pipe over the end of this thing and really bear down.” Chub went for the pipe, and they fitted it over the handle of the four-foot wrench and hauled until the sweat ran down their backs, Tom checking the track clearance occasionally with a crowbar. He finally called it good enough and they stood there in the sun gasping for breath.


  “Tom,” panted Chub, “did you kill that Puerto Rican?”


  Tom’s head came up as if someone had burned the back of his neck with a cigarette.


  “Because,” said Chub, “if you did you can’t go on runnin’ this job.”


  Tom said, “That’s a lousy thing to kid about.”


  “You know I ain’t kiddin’. Well, did you?”


  “No!” Tom sat down on a keg, wiped his face with a bandanna. “What’s got into you?”


  “I just wanted to know. Some of the boys are worried about it.”


  Tom’s eyes narrowed. “Some of the boys, huh? I think I get it. Listen to me, Chub. Rivera was killed by that thing there.” He thumbed over his shoulder at the Seven, which was standing ready now, awaiting only the building of a broken cutting corner on the blade. Peebles was winding up the welding machine as he spoke. “If you mean, did I put him up on the machine before he was thrown, the answer is yes. That much I killed him, and don’t think I don’t feel it. I had a hunch something was wrong up there, but I couldn’t put my finger on it and I certainly didn’t think anybody was going to get hurt.”


  “Well, what was wrong?”


  “I still don’t know.” Tom stood up. “I’m tired of beatin’ around the bush, Chub, and I don’t much care any more what anybody thinks. There’s somethin’ wrong with that Seven, something that wasn’t built into her. They don’t make tractors better’n that one but whatever it was happened up there on the mesa has queered this one. Now go ahead and think what you like, and dream up any story you want to tell the boys. In the meantime you can pass the word—nobody runs that machine but me, understand? Nobody!”


  “Tom—”


  Tom’s patience broke. “That’s all I’m going to say about it! If anybody else gets hurt it’s going to be me, understand? What more do you want?”


  He strode off, boiling. Chub stared after him, and after a long moment reached up and took the cigar from his lips. Only then did he realize that he had bitten it in two; half the butt was still inside his mouth. He spat and stood there shaking his head.


  “How’s she going, Peeby?”


  Peebles looked up from the welding machine. “Hi, Chub, have her ready for you in twenty minutes.” He gauged the distance between the welding machine and the big tractor. “I should have forty feet of cable,” he said, looking at the festoons of arc and ground cables that hung from the storage hooks in the back of the welder. “Don’t want to get a tractor over here to move the thing, and don’t feel like cranking up the Seven just to get it close enough.” He separated the arc cable and threw it aside, walked to the tractor, paying the ground cable off his arm. He threw out the last of his slack and grasped the ground clamp when he was eight feet from the machine. Taking it in his left hand, he pulled hard, reaching out with his right to grasp the mouldboard of the Seven, trying to get it far enough to clamp on to the machine.


  Chub stood there watching him, chewing on his cigar, absent-mindedly diddling with the controls on the arc-welder. He pressed the starter-button, and the six-cylinder motor responded with a purr. He spun the work-selector dials idly, threw the arc generator switch—


  A bolt of incredible energy, thin, searing, blue-white, left the rod-holder at his feet, stretched itself fifty feet across to Peebles, whose fingers had just touched the mouldboard of the tractor. Peebles’ head and shoulders were surrounded for a second by a violet nimbus, and then he folded over and dropped. A circuit breaker clacked behind the control board of the welder, but too late. The Seven rolled slowly backwards, without firing, on level ground, until it brought up against a road-roller.


  Chub’s cigar was gone, and he didn’t notice it. He had the knuckles of his right hand in his mouth, and his teeth sunk into the pudgy flesh. His eyes protruded; he crouched there and quivered, literally frightened out of his mind. For old Peebles was burned almost in two.


  They buried him next to Rivera. There wasn’t much talk afterwards; the old man had been a lot closer to all of them than they had realized until now. Harris, for once in his rum-dumb, lightheaded life, was quiet and serious, and Kelly’s walk seemed to lose some of its litheness. Hour after hour Dennis’ flabby mouth worked, and he bit at his lower lip until it was swollen and tender. Al Knowles seemed more or less unaffected, as was to be expected from a man who had something less than the brains of a chicken. Chub Horton had snapped out of it after a couple of hours and was very nearly himself again. And in Tom Jaeger swirled a black, furious anger at this unknowable curse that had struck the camp.


  And they kept working. There was nothing else to do. The shovel kept up its rhythmic swing and dig, swing and dump, and the Dumptors screamed back and forth between it and the little that there was left of the swamp. The upper end of the runway was grassed off; Chub and Tom set grade stakes and Dennis began the long job of cutting and filling the humpy surface with his pan. Harris manned the other and followed him, a cut behind. The shape of the runway emerged from the land, and then that of the paralleling taxiway; and three days went by. The horror of Peebles’ death wore off enough so that they could talk about it, and very little of the talk helped anybody. Tom took his spells at everything, changing over with Kelly to give him a rest from the shovel, making a few rounds with a pan, putting in hours on a Dumptor. His arm was healing slowly but clean, and he worked grimly in spite of it, taking a perverse sort of pleasure from the pain of it. Every man on the job watched his machine with the solicitude of a mother with her first-born; a serious skilled mechanic.


  The only concession that Tom allowed himself in regard to Peebles’ death was to corner Kelly one afternoon and ask him about the welding machine. Part of Kelly’s rather patchy past had been spent in a technical college, where he had studied electrical engineering and women. He had learned a little of the former and enough of the latter to get him thrown out on his ear. So, on the off-chance that he might know something about the freak arc, Tom put it to him.


  Kelly pulled off his high-gauntlet gloves and batted sand-flies with them. “What sort of an arc was that? Boy, you got me there. Did you ever hear of a welding machine doing like that before?”


  “I did not. A welding machine just don’t have that sort o’ push. I saw a man get a full jolt from a 400-amp welder once, an’ although it sat him down it didn’t hurt him any.”


  “It’s not amperage that kills people,” said Kelly, “it’s voltage. Voltage is the pressure behind a current, you know. Take an amount of water, call it amperage. If I throw it in your face, it won’t hurt you. If I put it through a small hose you’ll feel it. But if I pump it through them tiny holes on a Diesel injector nozzle at about twelve hundred pounds, it’ll draw blood. But a welding arc generator just is not wound to build up that kind of voltage. I can’t see where any short circuit anywhere through the armature of field windings could do such a thing.”


  “From what Chub said, he had been foolin’ around with the work selector. I don’t think anyone touched the dials after it happened. The selector dial was run all the way over to the low current application segment, and the current control was around the halfway mark. That’s not enough juice to get you a good bead with a quarter-inch rod, let alone kill somebody—or roll a tractor back thirty feet on level ground.”


  “Or jump fifty feet,” said Kelly. “It would take thousands of volts to generate an arc like that.”


  “Is it possible that something in the Seven could have pulled that arc? I mean, suppose the arc wasn’t driven over, but was drawn over? I tell you, she was hot for four hours after that.”


  Kelly shook his head. “Never heard of any such thing. Look, just to have something to call them, we call direct current terminals positive and negative, and just because it works in theory we say that current flows from negative to positive. There couldn’t be any more positive attraction in one electrode than there is negative drive in the other; see what I mean?”


  “There couldn’t be some freak condition that would cause a sort of oversize positive field? I mean one that would suck out the negative flow all in a heap, make it smash through under a lot of pressure like the water you were talking about through an injector nozzle?”


  “No, Tom. It just don’t work that way, far as anyone knows. I dunno, though—there are some things about static electricity that nobody understands. All I can say is that what happened couldn’t happen and if it did it couldn’t have killed Peebles. And you know the answer to that.”


  Tom glanced away at the upper end of the runway, where the two graves were. There was bitterness and turbulent anger naked there for a moment, and he turned and walked away without another word. And when he went back to have another look at the welding machine, Daisy Etta was gone.


  Al Knowles and Harris squatted together near the water cooler.


  “Bad,” said Harris.


  “Nevah saw anythin’ like it,” said Al. “Ol’ Tom come back f’m the shop theah jus’ raisin’ Cain. ‘Weah’s ’at Seven gone? Weah’s ‘at Seven?’ I never heered sech cah’ins on.”


  “Dennis did take it, huh?”


  “Sho’ did.”


  Harris said, “He came spoutin’ around to me a while back, Dennis did. Chub’d told him Tom said for everybody to stay off that machine. Dennis was mad as a wet hen. Said Tom was carryin’ that kind o’ business too far. Said there was probably somethin’ about the Seven Tom didn’t want us to find out. Might incriminate him. Dennis is ready to say Tom killed the kid.”


  “Reckon he did, Harris?”


  Harris shook his head. “I’ve known Tom too long to think that. If he won’t tell us what really happened up on the mesa, he has a reason for it. How’d Dennis come to take the dozer?”


  “Blew a front tyre on his pan. Came back heah to git anothah rig—maybe a Dumptor. Saw th’ Seven standin’ theah ready to go. Stood theah lookin’ at it and cussin’ Tom. Said he was tired of bashin’ his kidneys t’pieces on them othah rigs an’ bedamned if he wouldn’t take suthin’ that rode good fo’ a change. I tol’ him ol’ Tom’d raise th’ roof when he found him on it. He had a couple mo’ things t’say ’bout Tom then.”


  “I didn’t think he had the guts to take the rig.”


  “Aw, he talked hisself blind mad.”


  They looked up as Chub Horton trotted up, panting. “Hey, you guys, come on. We better get up there to Dennis.”


  “What’s wrong?” asked Harris, climbing to his feet.


  “Tom passed me a minute ago lookin’ like the wrath o’ God and hightailin’ it for the swamp fill. I asked him what was the matter and he hollered that Dennis had taken the Seven. Said he was always talkin’ about murder and he’d get his fill of it foolin’ around that machine.” Chub went wall-eyed, licked his lips beside his cigar.


  “Oh-oh,” said Harris quietly. “That’s the wrong kind o’ talk for just now.”


  “You don’t suppose he—”


  “Come on!”


  They saw Tom before they were halfway there. He was walking slowly, with his head down. Harris shouted. Tom raised his face, stopped, stood there waiting with a peculiarly slumped stance.


  “Where’s Dennis?” barked Chub.


  Tom waited until they were almost up to him and then weakly raised an arm and thumbed over his shoulder. His face was green.


  “Tom—is he—”


  Tom nodded, and swayed a little. His granite jaw was slack.


  “Al, stay with him. He’s sick. Harris, let’s go.”


  Tom was sick, then and there. Very. Al stood gaping at him, fascinated.


  Chub and Harris found Dennis. All of twelve square feet of him, ground and churned and rolled out into a torn-up patch of earth. Daisy Etta was gone.


  Back at the outcropping, they sat with Tom while All Knowles took a Dumptor and roared away to get Kelly.


  “You saw him?” he said dully after a time.


  Harris said, “Yeah.”


  The screaming Dumptor and a mountainous cloud of dust arrived, Kelly driving. Al holding on with a death-grip to the dumpbed guards. Kelly flung himself off, ran to Tom. “Tom—what is all this? Dennis dead? And you . . . you—”


  Tom’s head came up slowly, the slackness going out of his long face, a light suddenly coming into his eyes. Until this moment it had not crossed his mind what these men might think.


  “I—what?”


  “Al says you killed him.”


  Tom’s eyes flicked at Al Knowles, and Al winced as if the glance had been a quirt.


  Harris said, “What about it, Tom?”


  “Nothing about it. He was killed by that Seven. You saw that for yourself.”


  “I stuck with you all along,” said Harris slowly. “I took everything you said and believed it.”


  “This is too strong for you?” Tom asked.


  Harris nodded. “Too strong, Tom.”


  Tom looked at the grim circle of faces and laughed suddenly. He stood up, put his back against a tall crate. “What do you plan to do about it?”


  There was a silence. “You think I went up there and knocked that windbag off the machine and ran over him?” More silence. “Listen. I went up there and saw what you saw. He was dead before I got there. That’s not good enough either?” He paused and licked his lips. “So after I killed him I got up on the tractor and drove it far enough away so you couldn’t see or hear it when you got there. And then I sprouted wings and flew back so’s I was halfway here when you met me—ten minutes after I spoke to Chub on my way up!”


  Kelly said vaguely, “Tractor?”


  “Well,” said Tom harshly to Harris, “was the tractor there when you and Chub went up and saw Dennis?”


  “No—”


  Chub smacked his thigh suddenly. “You could of drove it into the swamp, Tom.”


  Tom said angrily, “I’m wastin’ my time. You guys got it all figured out. Why ask me anything at all?”


  “Aw, take it easy,” said Kelly. “We just want the facts. Just what did happen? You met Chub and told him that Dennis would get all the murderin’ he could take if he messed around that machine. That right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Then what?”


  “Then the machine murdered him.”


  Chub, with remarkable patience, asked, “What did you mean the day Peebles was killed when you said that something had queered the Seven up there on the mesa?”


  Tom said furiously, “I meant what I said. You guys are set to crucify me for this and I can’t stop you. Well, listen. Somethings’s got into that Seven. I don’t know what it is and I don’t think I ever will know. I thought that after she smashed herself up that it was finished with. I had an idea that when we had her torn down and helpless we should have left her that way. I was dead right but it’s too late now. She’s killed Rivera and she’s killed Dennis and she sure had something to do with killing Peebles. And my idea is that she won’t stop as long as there’s a human being alive on this island.”


  “Whaddaya know!” said Chub.


  “Sure, Tom, sure,” said Kelly quietly. “That tractor is out to get us. But don’t worry; we’ll catch it and tear it down. Just don’t you worry about it any more; it’ll be all right.”


  “That’s right, Tom,” said Harris. “You just take it easy around camp for a couple of days till you feel better. Chub and the rest of us will handle things for you. You had too much sun.”


  “You’re a swell bunch of fellows,” gritted Tom, with the deepest sarcasm. “You want to live,” he shouted, “git out there and throw that maverick bulldozer!”


  “That maverick bulldozer is at the bottom of the swamp where you put it,” growled Chub. His head lowered and he started to move in. “Sure we want to live. The best way to do that is to put you where you can’t kill anybody else. Get him!”


  He leaped. Tom straightened him with his left and crossed with his right. Chub went down, tripping Harris. Al Knowles scuttled to a toolbox and dipped out a fourteen-inch crescent wrench. He circled around, keeping out of trouble, trying to look useful. Tom loosened a haymaker at Kelly, whose head seemed to withdraw like a turtle’s; it whistled over, throwing Tom badly off balance. Harris, still on his knees, tackled Tom’s legs; Chub hit him in the small of the back with a meaty shoulder, and Tom went on his face. Al Knowles, holding the wrench in both hands, swept it up and back like a baseball bat; at the top of its swing Kelly reached over, snatched it out of his hands and tapped Tom delicately behind the ear with it. Tom went limp.


  It was late, but nobody seemed to feel like sleeping. They sat around the pressure lantern, talking idly. Chub and Kelly played an inconsequential game of casino, forgetting to pick up their points; Harris paced up and down like a man in a cell, and Al Knowles was squinched up close to the light, his eyes wide and watching, watching–


  “I need a drink,” said Harris.


  “Tens,” said one of the casino players.


  Al Knowles said, “We shoulda killed him. We oughta kill him now.”


  “There’s been too much killin’ already,” said Chub. “Shut up, you.” And to Kelly, “With big casino,” sweeping up cards.


  Kelly caught his wrist and grinned. “Big casino’s the ten of diamonds, not the ten of hearts. Remember?”


  “Oh.”


  “How long before the black-topping crew will be here?” quavered Al Knowles.


  “Twelve days,” said Harris. “And they better bring some likker.”


  “Hey, you guys.”


  They fell silent.


  “Hey!”


  “It’s Tom,” said Kelly. “Building sixes, Chub.”


  “I’m gonna go kick his ribs in,” said Knowles, not moving.


  “I heard that,” said the voice from the darkness. “If I wasn’t hogtied—”


  “We know what you’d do,” said Chub. “How much proof do you think we need?”


  “Chub, you don’t have to do any more to him!” It was Kelly, flinging his cards down and getting up. “Tom, you want water?”


  “Yes.”


  “Siddown, siddown,” said Chub.


  “Let him lay there and bleed,” Al Knowles said.


  “Nuts!” Kelly went and filled a cup and brought it to Tom. The big Georgian was tied thoroughly, wrists together, taut rope between elbow and elbow behind his back, so that his hands were immovable over his solar plexus. His knees and ankles were bound as well, although Knowles’ little idea of a short rope between ankles and throat hadn’t been used.


  “Thanks, Kelly.” Tom drank greedily, Kelly holding his head. “Goes good.” He drank more. “What hit me?”


  “One of the boys. ’Bout the time you said the cat was haunted.”


  “Oh, yeah.” Tom rolled his head and blinked with pain.


  “Any sense asking you if you blame us?”


  “Kelly, does somebody else have to get killed before you guys wake up?”


  “None of us figure there will be any more killin’—now.”


  The rest of the men drifted up. “He willing to talk sense?” Chub wanted to know.


  Al Knowles laughed, “Hyuk! hyuk! Don’t he look dangerous now!”


  Harris said suddenly, “Al, I’m gonna hafta tape your mouth with the skin off your neck.”


  “Am I the kind of guy that makes up ghost stories?”


  “Never have that I know of, Tom.” Harris kneeled down beside him. “Never killed anyone before, either.”


  “Oh, get away from me. Get away,” said Tom tiredly.


  “Get up and make us,” jeered Al.


  Harris got up and backhanded him across the mouth. Al squeaked, took three steps backward and tripped over a drum of grease. “I told you,” said Harris almost plaintively. “I told you, Al.”


  Tom stopped the bumble of comment. “Shut up!” he hissed. “SHUT UP!” he roared.


  They shut.


  “Chub,” said Tom, rapidly, evenly. “What did you say I did with that Seven?”


  “Buried it in the swamp.”


  “Yeh. Listen.”


  “Listen at what?”


  “Be quiet and listen!”


  So they listened. It was another still, windless night, with a thin crescent of moon showing nothing true in the black and muffled silver landscape. The smallest whisper of surf drifted up from the beach, and from far off to the right, where the swamp was, a scandalized frog croaked protest at the manhandling of his mud-hole. But the sound that crept down, freezing their bones, came from the bluff behind their camp.


  It was the unmistakable staccato of a starting engine.


  “The Seven!”


  “ ’At’s right, Chub,” said Tom.


  “Wh-who’s crankin’ her up?”


  “Are we all here?”


  “All but Peebles and Dennis and Rivera,” said Tom.


  “It’s Dennis’ ghost,” moaned Al.


  Chub snapped, “Shut up, lamebrain.”


  “She’s shifted to Diesel,” said Kelly, listening.


  “She’ll be here in a minute,” said Tom. “Y’know, fellas, we can’t all be crazy, but you’re about to have a time convincin’ yourself of it.”


  “You like this, doncha?”


  “Some ways. Rivera used to call that machine Daisy Etta, ’cause she’s de siete in Spig. Daisy Etta, she wants her a man.”


  “Tom,” said Harris, “I wish you’d stop that chatterin’. You make me nervous.”


  “I got to do somethin’. I can’t run,” Tom drawled.


  “We’re going to have a look,” said Chub. “If there’s nobody on that cat, we’ll turn you loose.”


  “Mighty white of you. Reckon you’ll get back before she does?”


  “We’ll get back. Harris, come with me. We’ll get one of the pan tractors. They can outrun a Seven. Kelly, take Al and get the other one.”


  “Dennis’ machine has a flat tyre on the pan,” said Al’s quivering voice.


  “Pull the pin and cut the cables, then! Git!” Kelly and Al Knowles ran off.


  “Good huntin’, Chub.”


  Chub went to him, bent over. “I think I’m goin’ to have to apologize to you, Tom.”


  “No you ain’t. I’d a done the same. Get along now, if you think you got to. But hurry back.”


  “I got to. An’ I’ll hurry back.”


  Harris said, “Don’t go ’way, boy.” Tom returned the grin, and they were gone. But they didn’t hurry back. They didn’t come back at all.


  It was Kelly who came pounding back, with Al Knowles on his heels, a half hour later. “Al—gimme your knife.”


  He went to work on the ropes. His face was drawn.


  “I could see some of it,” whispered Tom. “Chub and Harris?”


  Kelly nodded. “There wasn’t nobody on the Seven like you said.” He said it as if there was nothing else in his mind, as if the most rigid self-control was keeping him from saying it over and over.


  “I could see the lights,” said Tom. “A tractor angling up the hill. Pretty soon another, crossing it, lighting up the whole slope.”


  “We heard it idling up there somewhere,” Kelly said. “Olive-drab paint—couldn’t see it.”


  “I saw the pan tractor turn over—oh, four, five times down the hill. It stopped, lights still burning. Then something hit it and rolled it again. That sure blacked it out. What turned it over first?”


  “The Seven. Hanging up there just at the brow of the bluff. Waited until Chub and Harris were about to pass, sixty, seventy feet below. Tipped over the edge and rolled down on them with her clutches out. Must’ve been going thirty miles an hour when she hit. Broadside. They never had a chance. Followed the pan as it rolled down the hill and when it stopped booted it again.”


  “Want me to rub yo’ ankles?” asked Al.


  “You! Get outa my sight!”


  “Aw, Tom—” whimpered Al.


  “Skip it, Tom,” said Kelly. “There ain’t enough of us left to carry on that way. Al, you mind your manners from here on out, hear?”


  “Ah jes’ wanted to tell y’all. I knew you weren’t lyin’ ’bout Dennis, Tom, if only I’d stopped to think. I recollect when Dennis said he’d take that tractuh out . . . ’membah, Kelly? . . . He went an’ got the crank and walked around to th’ side of th’ machine and stuck it in th’ hole. It was barely in theah befo’ the startin’ engine kicked off. ‘Whadda ya know!’ he says t’me. ‘She started by herse’f! I nevah pulled that handle!’ And I said, ‘She sho’ rarin’t’ go!’ ”


  “You pick a fine time to ‘recollec’ ’ something,” gritted Tom. “C’mon—let’s get out of here.”


  “Where to?”


  “What do you know that a Seven can’t move or get up on?”


  “That’s a large order. A big rock, maybe.”


  “Ain’t nothing that big around here,” said Tom.


  Kelly thought a minute, then snapped his fingers. “Up on the top of my last cut with the shovel,” he said. “It’s fourteen feet if it’s an inch. I was pullin’ out small rock an’ topsoil, and Chub told me to drop back and dip out marl from a pocket there. I sumped in back of the original cut and took out a whole mess o’ marl. That left a big neck of earth sticking thirty feet or so out of the cliff. The narrowest part is only about four feet wide. If Daisy Etta tries to get us from the top, she’ll straddle the neck and hang herself. If she tries to get us from below, she can’t get traction to climb; it’s too loose and too steep.”


  “And what happens if she builds herself a ramp?”


  “We’ll be gone from there.”


  “Let’s go.”


  Al agitated for the choice of a Dumptor because of its speed, but was howled down. Tom wanted something that could not get a flat tyre and that would need something really powerful to turn it over. They took the two-cycle pan tractor with the bulldozer blade that had been Dennis’ machine and crept out into the darkness.


  It was nearly six hours later that Daisy Etta came and woke them up. Night was receding before a paleness in the east, and a fresh ocean breeze had sprung up. Kelly had taken the first lookout and Al the second, letting Tom rest the night out. And Tom was far too tired to argue the arrangement. Al had immediately fallen asleep on his watch, but fear had such a sure, cold hold on his vitals that the first faint growl of the big Diesel engine snapped him erect. He tottered on the edge of the tall neck of earth that they slept on and squeaked as he scrabbled to get his balance.


  “What’s giving?” asked Kelly, instantly wide awake.


  “It’s coming,” blubbered Al. “Oh, my, oh my—”


  Kelly stood up and stared into the fresh, dark dawn. The motor boomed hollowly, in a peculiar way heard twice at the same time as it was thrown to them and echoed back by the bluffs under and around them.


  “It’s coming and what are we goin’ to do?” chanted Al. “What is going to happen?”


  “My head is going to fall off,” said Tom sleepily. He rolled to a sitting position, holding the brutalized member between his hands. “If that egg behind my ear hatches, it’ll come out a full-sized jack-hammer.” He looked at Kelly. “Where is she?”


  “Don’t rightly know,” said Kelly. “Somewhere down around the camp.”


  “Probably pickin’ up our scent.”


  “Figure it can do that?”


  “I figure it can do anything,” said Tom. “Al, stop your moanin’.”


  The sun slipped its scarlet edge into the thin slot between sea and sky, and rosy light gave each rock and tree a shape and a shadow. Kelly’s gaze swept back and forth, back and forth, until, minutes later, he saw movement.


  “There she is!”


  “Where?”


  “Down by the grease rack.”


  Tom rose and stared. “What’s she doin’?”


  After an interval Kelly said, “She’s workin’. Diggin’ a swale in front of the fuel drums.”


  “You don’t say. Don’t tell me she’s goin’ to give herself a grease job.”


  “She don’t need it. She was completely greased and new oil put in the crankcase after we set her up. But she might need fuel.”


  “Not more’n half a tank.”


  “Well, maybe she figures she’s got a lot of work to do today.” As Kelly said this Al began to blubber. They ignored him.


  The fuel drums were piled in a pyramid at the edge of the camp, in forty-four-gallon drums piled on there sides. The Seven was moving back and forth in front of them, close up, making pass after pass, gouging earth up and wasting it out past the pile. She soon had a huge pit scooped out, about fourteen feet wide, six feet deep and thirty feet long, right at the very edge of the pile of drums.


  “What do you reckon she’s playin’ at?”


  “Search me. She seems to want fuel, but I don’t . . . look at that! She’s stopped in the hole; . . . turnin’ . . . smashing the top corner of the mouldboard into one of the drums on the bottom!”


  Tom scraped the stubble on his jaw with his nails. “An’ you wonder how much that critter can do! Why, she’s got the whole thing figured out. She knows if she tried to punch a hole in a fuel drum that she’d only kick it around. If she did knock a hole in it, how’s she going to lift it? She’s not equipped to handle hose, so . . . see? Look at her now! She just gets herself lower than the bottom drum on the pile, and punches a hole. She can do that then, with the whole weight of the pile holding it down. Then she backs her tank under the stream of fuel runnin’ out!”


  “How’d she get the cap off?”


  Tom snorted and told them how the radiator cap had come off its hinges as he vaulted over the hood the day Rivera was hurt.


  “You know,” he said after a moment’s thought, “if she knew as much then as she does now, I’d be snoozin’ beside Rivera and Peebles. She just didn’t know her way around then. She run herself like she’d never run before. She’s learned plenty since.”


  “She has,” said Kelly, “and here’s where she uses it on us. She’s headed this way.”


  She was. Straight out across the roughed-out runway she came, grinding along over the dew-sprinkled earth, yesterday’s dust swirling up from under her tracks. Crossing the shoulder line, she took the rougher ground skilfully, angling up over the occasional swags in the earth, by-passing stones, riding free and fast and easily. It was the first time Tom had actually seen her clearly running without an operator, and his flesh crept as he watched. The machine was unnatural, her outline somehow unreal and dreamlike purely through the lack of the small silhouette of a man in the saddle. She looked hulked, compact, dangerous.


  “What are we gonna do?” wailed Al Knowles.


  “We’re gonna sit and wait,” said Kelly, “and you’re gonna shut your trap. We won’t know for five minutes yet whether she’s going to go after us from down below or from up here.”


  “If you want to leave,” said Tom gently, “go right ahead.” Al sat down.


  Kelly looked ruminatively down at his beloved power shovel, sitting squat and unlovely in the cut below them and away to their right. “How do you reckon she’d stand up against the dipper stick?”


  “If it ever came to a rough-and-tumble,” said Tom, “I’d say it would be just too bad for Daisy Etta. But she wouldn’t fight. There’s no way you could get the shovel within punchin’ range; Daisy’d just stand there and laugh at you.”


  “I can’t see her now,” whined Al.


  Tom looked. “She’s taken the bluff. She’s going to try it from up here. I move we sit tight and see if she’s foolish enough to try to walk out here over that narrow neck. If she does, she’ll drop on her belly with one track on each side. Probably turn herself over trying to dig out.”


  The wait then was interminable. Back over the hill they could hear the labouring motor; twice they heard the machine stop momentarily to shift gears. Once they looked at each other hopefully as the sound rose to a series of bellowing roars, as if she were backing and filling; then they realized that she was trying to take some particularly steep part of the bank and having trouble getting traction. But she made it; the motor revved up as she made the brow of the hill, and she shifted into fourth gear and came lumbering out into the open. She lurched up to the edge of the cut, stopped, throttled down, dropped her blade on the ground and stood there idling. Al Knowles backed away to the very edge of the tongue of earth they stood on, his eyes practically on stalks.


  “O.K.—put up or shut up,” Kelly called across harshly.


  “She’s looking the situation over,” said Tom. “That narrow pathway don’t fool her a bit.”


  Daisy Etta’s blade began to rise, and stopped just clear of the ground. She shifted without clashing her gears, began to back slowly, still a little more than an idle.


  “She’s gonna jump,” screamed Al. “I’m gettin’ out of here!”


  “Stay here, you fool,” shouted Kelly. “She can’t get us as long as we’re up here! If you go down, she’ll hunt you down like a rabbit.”


  The blast of the Seven’s motor was the last straw for Al. He squeaked and hopped over the edge, scrambling and sliding down the almost sheer face of the cut. He hit the bottom running.


  Daisy Etta lowered her blade and raised her snout and growled forward, the blade loading. Six, seven, seven and a half cubic yards of dirt piled up in front of her as she neared the edge. The loaded blade bit into the narrow pathway that led out to their perch. It was almost all soft, white, crumbly marl, and the great machine sank nose down into it, the monstrous overload of topsoil spilling down on each side.


  “She’s going to bury herself!” shouted Kelly.


  “No—wait.” Tom caught his arm. “She’s trying to turn—she made it! She made it! She’s ramping herself down to the flat!”


  “She is—and she’s cut us off from the bluff!”


  The bulldozer, blade raised as high as it could possibly go, the hydraulic rod gleaming clean in the early light, freed herself of the last of her tremendous load, spun around and headed back upwards, sinking her blade again. She made one more pass between them and the bluff, making a cut now far too wide for them to jump, particularly to the crumbly footing at the bluff’s edge. Once down again, she turned to face their haven, now an isolated pillar of marl, and revved down, waiting.


  “I never thought of this,” said Kelly guiltily. “I knew we’d be safe from her ramping up, and I never thought she’d try it the other way!”


  “Skip it. In the meantime, here we sit. What happens—do we wait up here until she idles out of fuel, or do we starve to death?”


  “Oh, this won’t be a siege, Tom. That thing’s too much of a killer. Where’s Al? I wonder if he’s got guts enough to make a pass near here with our tractor and draw her off?”


  “He had just guts enough to take our tractor and head out,” said Tom. “Didn’t you know?”


  “He took our—what?” Kelly looked out towards where they had left their machine the night before. It was gone. “Why, the dirty little yellow rat!”


  “No sense cussin’,” said Tom steadily, interrupting what he knew was the beginning of some really flowery language. “What else could you expect?”


  Daisy Etta decided, apparently, how to go about removing their splendid isolation. She uttered the snort of too-quick throttle, and moved into their peak with a corner of her blade, cutting out a huge swipe, undercutting the material over it so that it fell on her side and track as she passed. Eight inches disappeared from that side of their little plateau.


  “Oh-oh. That won’t do a-tall,” said Tom.


  “Fixin’ to dig us down,” said Kelly grimly. “Take her about twenty minutes. Tom, I say leave.”


  “It won’t be healthy. You just got no idea how fast that thing can move now. Don’t forget, she’s a good deal more than she was when she had a man runnin’ her. She can shift from high to reverse to fifth speed forward like that”—he snapped his fingers—“And she can pivot faster’n you can blink and throw that blade just where she wants it.”


  The tractor passed under them, bellowing, and their little table was suddenly a foot shorter.


  “Awright,” said Kelly. “So what do you want to do? Stay here and let her dig the ground out from under our feet?”


  “I’m just warning you,” said Tom. “Now listen. We’ll wait until she’s taking a load. It’ll take her a second to get rid of it when she knows we’re gone. We’ll split—she can’t get both of us. You head out in the open, try to circle the curve of the bluff and get where you can climb it. Then come back over here to the cut. A man can scramble off a fourteen-foot cut faster’n any tractor ever built. I’ll cut in close to the cut, down at the bottom. If she takes after you, I’ll get clear all right. If she takes after me, I’ll try to make the shovel and at least give her a run for her money. I can play hide an’ seek in an’ around and under that dipper-stick all day if she wants to play.”


  “Why me out in the open?”


  “Don’t you think those long laigs o’ yours can outrun her in that distance?”


  “Reckon they got to,” grinned Kelly. “O.K., Tom.”


  They waited tensely. Daisy Etta backed close by, started another pass. As the motor blatted under the load, Tom said, “Now!” and they jumped. Kelly, catlike as always, landed on his feet. Tom, whose knees and ankles were black and blue with rope bruises, took two staggering steps and fell. Kelly scooped him to his feet as the dozer’s steel prow came around the bank. Instantly she was in fifth gear and howling down at them. Kelly flung himself to the left and Tom to the right, and they pounded away, Kelly out towards the runway, Tom straight for the shovel. Daisy Etta let them diverge for a moment, keeping her course, trying to pursue both; then she evidently sized Tom up as the slower, for she swung towards him. The instant’s hesitation was all Tom needed to get the little lead necessary. He tore up to the shovel, his legs going like pistons, and dived down between the shovel’s tracks.


  As he hit the ground, the big manganese-steel mouldboard hit the right track of the shovel, and the impact set all forty-seven tons of the great machine quivering. But Tom did not stop. he scrabbled his way under the rig, stood up behind it, leaped and caught the sill of the rear window, clapped his other hand on it, drew himself up and tumbled inside. Here he was safe for the moment; the huge tracks themselves were higher than the Seven’s blade could rise, and the floor of the cab was a good sixteen inches higher than the top of the track. Tom went to the cab door and peeped outside. The tractor had drawn off and was idling.


  “Study away,” gritted Tom, and went to the big Murphy Diesel. He unhurriedly checked the oil with the bayonet gauge, replaced it, took the governor cut-out rod from its rack and inserted it in the governor casing. He set the master throttle at the halfway mark, pulled up the starter-handle, twitched the cutout. The motor spat a wad of the blue smoke out of its hooded exhaust and caught. Tom put the rod back, studied the fuel-flow glass and pressure gauges, and then went to the door and looked out again. The Seven had not moved, but it was revving up and down in that uneven fashion it had shown up on the mesa. Tom had the extraordinary idea that it was gathering itself to spring. He slipped into the saddle, threw the master clutch. The big gears that half-filled the cab obediently began to turn. He kicked the brake-locks loose with his heels, let his feet rest lightly on the pedals as they rose.


  Then he reached over his head and snapped back the throttle. As the Murphy picked up he grasped both hoist and swing levers and pulled them back. The engine howled; the two-yard bucket came up off the ground with a sudden jolt as the cold friction grabbed it. The big machine swung hard to the right; Tom snapped his hoist lever forward and checked the bucket’s rise with his foot on the brake. He shoved the crowd lever forward; the bucket ran out to the end of its reach, and the heel of the bucket wiped across the Seven’s hood, taking with it the exhaust stack, muffler and all, and the pre-cleaner on the air intake. Tom cursed. He had figured on the machine’s leaping backwards. If it had, he would have smashed the cast-iron radiator core. But she had stood still, making a split-second decision.


  Now she moved, though, and quickly. With that incredibly fast shifting, she leaped backwards and pivoted out of range before Tom could check the shovel’s mad swing. The heavy swing-friction blocks smoked acridly as the machine slowed, stopped and swung back. Tom checked her as he was facing the Seven, hoisted his bucket a few feet, and rehauled, bringing it about halfway back, ready for anything. The four great dipper-teeth gleamed in the sun. Tom ran a practised eye over cables, boom and dipper-stick, liking the black polish of crater compound on the sliding parts, the easy tension of well-greased cables and links. The huge machine stood strong, ready and profoundly subservient for all its brute power.


  Tom looked searchingly at the Seven’s ruined engine hood. The gaping end of the broken air-intake pipe stared back at him. “Aha!” he said. “A few cupfuls of nice dry marl down there’ll give you something to chew on.”


  Keeping a wary eye on the tractor, he swung into the bank, dropped his bucket and plunged it into the marl. He crowded in deep, and the Murphy yelled for help but kept on pushing. At the peak of the load a terrific jar rocked him in the saddle. He looked back over his shoulder through the door and saw the Seven backing off again. She had run up and delivered a terrific punch to the counter-weight at the back of the cab. Tom grinned tightly. She’d have to do better than that. There was nothing back there but eight or ten tons of solid steel. And he didn’t much care at the moment whether or not she scratched his paint.


  He swung back again, white marl running away on both sides of the heaped bucket. The shovel rode perfectly now, for a shovel is counterweighted to balance true when standing level with the bucket loaded. The hoist, swing frictions and the brake linings had heated and dried themselves of the night’s condensation moisture, and she answered the controls in a way that delighted the operator in him. He handled the swing lever lightly, back to swing to the right, forward to swing to the left, following the slow dance the Seven had started to do, stepping warily back and forth like a fighter looking for an opening. Tom kept the bucket between himself and the tractor, knowing that she could not hurt a tool that was built to smash hard rock for twenty hours a day and like it.


  Daisy Etta bellowed and rushed in. Tom snapped the hoist lever back hard, and the bucket rose, letting the tractor run underneath. Tom punched the bucket trip, and the great steel jaw opened, cascading marl down on the broken hood. The tractor’s fan blew it back in a huge billowing cloud. The instant that it took Tom to check and dump was enough, however, for the tractor to dance back out of the way, for when he tried to drop it on the machine to smash the coiled injector tubes on top of the engine block, she was gone.


  The dust cleared away, and the tractor moved in again, feinted to the left, then swung her blade at the bucket, which was just clear of the ground. Tom swung to meet her, her feint having got her in a little closer than he liked, and bucket met blade with a shower of sparks and a clank that could be heard for half a mile. She had come in with her blade high, and Tom let out a wordless shout as he saw that the A-frame brace behind the blade had caught between two of his dipper-teeth. He snatched at his hoist lever and the bucket came up, lifting with it the whole front end of the bulldozer.


  Daisy Etta plunged up and down and her tracks dug violently into the earth as she raised and lowered her blade, trying to shake herself free. Tom rehauled, trying to bring the tractor in closer, for the boom was set too low to attempt to lift such a dead weight. As it was, the shovel’s off track was trying its best to get off the ground. But the crowd and rehaul frictions could not handle her alone; they began to heat and slip.


  Tom hoisted a little; the shovel’s off track came up a foot off the ground. Tom cursed and let the bucket drop, and in an instant the dozer was free and running clear. Tom swung wildly at her, missed. The dozer came in on a long curve; Tom swung to meet her again, took a vicious swipe at her which she took on her blade. But this time she did not withdraw after being hit, but bored right in, carrying the bucket before her. Before Tom realized what she was doing, his bucket was around in front of the tracks and between them, on the ground. It was as swift and skilful a manoeuvre as could be imagined, and it left the shovel without the ability to swing as long as Daisy Etta could hold the bucket trapped between the tracks.


  Tom crowded furiously, but that succeeded only in lifting the boom higher in the air, since there is nothing to hold a boom down but its own weight. Hoisting did nothing but make his frictions smoke and rev the engine down dangerously close to the stalling point.


  Tom swore again and reached down to the cluster of small levers at his left. These were the gears. On this type of shovel, the swing lever controls everything except crowd and hoist. With the swing lever, the operator, having selected his gear, controls the travel—that is, power to the tracks—in forward and reverse; booming up and booming down; and swinging. The machine can do only one of these things at a time. If he is in travel gear, she cannot swing. If she is in swing gear, she cannot boom up or down. Not once in years of operating would this inability bother an operator; now, however, nothing was normal.


  Tom pushed the swing gear control down and pulled up on the travel. The clutches involved were jaw clutches, not frictions, so that he had to throttle down on an idle before he could make the castellations mesh. As the Murphy revved down, Daisy Etta took it as a signal that something could be done about it, and she shoved furiously into the bucket. But Tom had all controls in neutral and all she succeeded in doing was to dig herself in, her sharp new cleats spinning deep into the dirt.


  Tom set his throttle up again and shoved the swing lever forward. There was a vast crackling of drive chains; and the big tracks started to turn.


  Daisy Etta had sharp cleats; her pads were twenty inches wide and her tracks were fourteen feet long, and there were fourteen tons of steel on them. The shovel’s big flat pads were three feet wide and twenty feet long, and forty-seven tons aboard. There was simply no comparison. The Murphy bellowed the fact that the work was hard, but gave no indications of stalling. Daisy Etta performed the incredible feat of shifting into a forward gear while she was moving backwards, but it did her no good. Round and round her tracks went, trying to drive her forward, gouging deep; and slowly and surely she was forced backward towards the cut wall by the shovel.


  Tom heard a sound that was not a part of a straining machine; he looked out and saw Kelly up on top of the cut, smoking, swinging his feet over the edge, making punching motions with his hands as if he had a ringside seat at a big fight—which he certainly had.


  Tom now offered the dozer little choice. If she did not turn aside before him, she would be borne back against the bank and her fuel tank crushed. There was every possibility that, having her pinned there, Tom would have time to raise his bucket over her and smash her to pieces. And if she turned before she was forced against the bank, she would have to free Tom’s bucket. This she had to do.


  The Murphy gave him warning, but not enough. It crooned as the load came off, and Tom knew then that the dozer was shifting into a reverse gear. He whipped the hoist lever back and the bucket rose as the dozer backed away from him. He crowded it out and let it come smashing down—and missed. For the tractor danced aside—and while he was in travel gear he could not swing to follow it. Daisy Etta charged then, put one track on the bank and went over almost on her beam-ends, throwing one end of her blade high in the air. So totally unexpected was it that Tom was quite unprepared. The tractor flung itself on the bucket, and the cutting edge of the blade dropped between the dipper teeth. This time there was the whole weight of the tractor to hold it there. There would be no way for her to free herself—but at the same time she had trapped the bucket so far out from the center pin of the shovel that Tom couldn’t hoist without overbalancing and turning the monster over.


  Daisy Etta ground away in reverse, dragging the bucket out until it was checked by the bumper-blocks. Then she began to crab sideways, up against the bank, and when Tom tried tentatively to rehaul, she shifted and came right with him, burying one whole end of her blade deep into the bank.


  Stalemate. She had hung herself up on the bucket, and she had immobilized it. Tom tried to rehaul, but the tractor’s anchorage in the bank was too solid. He tried to swing, to hoist. All the overworked frictions could possibly give out was smoke. Tom grunted and throttled to an idle, leaned out of the window. Daisy Etta was idling too, loudly without her muffler, the stackless exhaust giving out an ugly flat sound. But after the roar of the two great motors the partial silence was deafening.


  Kelly called down, “Double knockout, hey?”


  “Looks like it. What say we see if we can’t get close enough to her to quiet her down some?”


  Kelly shrugged. “I dunno. If she’s really stopped herself, it’s the first time. I respect that rig, Tom. She wouldn’t have got herself into that spot if she didn’t have an ace up her sleeve.”


  “Look at her, man! Suppose she was a civilized bulldozer and you had to get her out of there. She can’t raise her blade high enough to free it from those dipper-teeth, y’know. Think you’d be able to do it?”


  “It might take several seconds,” Kelly drawled. “She’s sure high and dry.”


  “O.K., let’s spike her guns.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like taking a bar and prying out her tubing.” He referred to the coiled brass tubing that carried the fuel, under pressure, from the pump to the injectors. There were many feet of it, running from the pump reservoir, stacked in expansion coils over the cylinder head.


  As he spoke Daisy Etta’s idle burst into that maniac revving up and down characteristic of her.


  “What do you know!” Tom called above the racket. “Eavesdropping!”


  Kelly slid down the cut, stood up on the track of the shovel and poked his head in the window. “Well, you want to get a bar and try?”


  “Let’s go!”


  Tom went to the toolbox and pulled out the pinch bar that Kelly used to replace cables on his machine, and swung to the ground. They approached the tractor warily. She revved up as they came near, began to shudder. The front end rose and dropped and the tracks began to turn as she tried to twist out of the vice her blade had dropped into.


  “Take it easy, sister,” said Tom. “You’ll just bury yourself. Sit still and take it, now, like a good girl. You got it comin’.”


  “Be careful,” said Kelly. Tom hefted the bar and laid a hand on the fender.


  The tractor literally shivered, and from the rubber hose connection at the top of the radiator, a blinding stream of hot water shot out. It fanned and caught both full in the face. They staggered back, cursing.


  “You O.K., Tom?” Kelly gasped a moment later. He had got most of it across the mouth and cheek. Tom was on his knees, his shirt tail out, blotting at his face.


  “My eyes . . . oh, my eyes—”


  “Let’s see!” Kelly dropped down beside him and took him by the wrists, gently removing Tom’s hands from his face. He whistled. “Come on,” he gritted. He helped Tom up and led him away a few feet. “Stay here,” he said hoarsely. He turned, walked back towards the dozer, picking up the pinch bar. “You dirty—!” he yelled, and flung it like a javelin at the tube coils. It was a little high. It struck the ruined hood, made a deep dent in the metal. The dent promptly inverted with a loud thung-g-g! and flung the bar back at him. He ducked; it whistled over his head and caught Tom in the calves of his legs. He went down like a poled ox, but staggered to his feet again.


  “Come on!” Kelly snarled, and taking Tom’s arm, hustled him around the turn of the cut. “Sit down! I’ll be right back.”


  “Where you going? Kelly—be careful!”


  “Careful and how!”


  Kelly’s long legs ate up the distance back to the shovel. He swung into the cab, reached back over the motor and set up the master throttle all the way. Stepping up behind the saddle, he opened the running throttle and the Murphy howled. Then he hauled back on the hoist lever until it knuckled in, turned and leaped off the machine in one supple motion.


  The hoist drum turned and took up slack; the cable straightened as it took the strain. The bucket stirred under the dead weight of the bulldozer that rested on it; and slowly, then, the great flat tracks began to lift their rear ends off the ground. The great obedient mass of machinery teetered forward on the tips of her tracks, the Murphy revved down and under the incredible load, but it kept the strain. A strand of the two-part hoist cable broke and whipped around, singing; and then she was balanced—over-balanced—


  And the shovel had hauled herself right over and had fallen with an earth-shaken crash. The boom, eight tons of solid steel, clanged down on to the blade of the bulldozer, and lay there, crushing it down tightly on to the imprisoning row of dipper-teeth.


  Daisy Etta sat there, not trying to move now, racing her motor impotently. Kelly strutted past her, thumbing his nose, and went back to Tom.


  “Kelly! I thought you were never coming back! What happened?”


  “Shovel pulled herself over on her nose.”


  “Good boy! Fall on the tractor?”


  “Nup. But the boom’s laying across the top of her blade. Caught like a rat in a trap.”


  “Better watch out the rat don’t chew its leg off to get out,” said Tom, drily. “Still runnin’, is she?”


  “Yep. But we’ll fix that in a hurry.”


  “Sure. Sure. How?”


  “How? I dunno. Dynamite, maybe. How’s the optics?”


  Tom opened one a trifle and grunted. “Rough. I can see a little, though. My eyelids are parboiled, mostly. Dynamite, you say? Well, let’s think first. Think.”


  Tom sat back against the bank and stretched out his legs. “I tell you, Kelly, I been too blessed busy these last few hours to think much, but there’s one thing that keeps comin’ back to me—somethin’ I was mullin’ over long before the rest of you guys knew anything was up at all, except Rivera had got hurt in some way I wouldn’t tell you all about. But I don’t reckon you’ll call me crazy if I open my mouth now and let it all run out?”


  “From now on,” Kelly said fervently, “nobody’s crazy. After this I’ll believe anything.” He sat down.


  “O.K. Well, about the tractor. What do you suppose has got into her?”


  “Search me. I dunno.”


  “No—don’t say that. I just got an idea we can’t stop at ‘I dunno.’ We got to figure all the angles on this thing before we know just what to do about it. Let’s just get this thing lined up. When did it start? On the mesa. How? Rivera was opening an old building with the Seven. This thing came out of there. Now here’s what I’m getting at. We can dope these things out about it: It’s intelligent. It can only get into a machine and not into a man. It—”


  “What about that? How do you know it can’t?”


  “Because it had the chance to and didn’t. I was standing right by the opening when it kited out. Rivera was up on the machine at the time. It didn’t directly harm either of us. It got into the tractor, and the tractor did. By the same token, it can’t hurt a man when it’s out of a machine, but that’s all it wants to do when it’s in one. O.K.?


  “To get on: once it’s in one machine it can’t get out again. We know that because it had plenty of chances and didn’t take them. That scuffle with the dipper-stick, f’r instance. My face woulda been plenty red if it had taken over the shovel—and you can bet it would have if it could.”


  “I got you so far. But what are we going to do about it?”


  “That’s the thing. You see, I don’t think it’s enough to wreck the tractor. We might burn it, blast it, and still not hurt whatever it was that got into it up on the mesa.”


  “That makes sense. But I don’t see what else we can do than just break up the dozer. We haven’t got a line on actually what the thing is.”


  “I think we have. Remember I asked you all those screwy questions about the arc that killed Peebles. Well, when that happened, I recollected a flock of other things. One—when it got out of that hole up there, I smelled that smell that you notice when you’re welding; sometimes when lightning strikes real close.”


  “Ozone,” said Kelly.


  “Yeah—ozone. Then, it likes metal, not flesh. But most of all, there was that arc. Now, that was absolutely screwy. You know as well as I do—better—that an arc generator simply don’t have the push to do a thing like that. It can’t kill a man, and it can’t throw an arc no fifty feet. But it did. An’ that’s why I asked you if there could be something—a field, or some such—that could suck current out of a generator, all at once, faster than it could flow. Because this thing’s electrical; it fits all around.”


  “Electronic,” said Kelly doubtfully, thoughtfully.


  “I wouldn’t know. Now then. When Peebles was killed, a funny thing happened. Remember what Chub said? The Seven moved back—straight back, about thirty feet, until it bumped into a roadroller that was standing behind it. It did that with no fuel in the starting engine—without even using the starting engine, for that matter—and with the compression valves locked open!


  “Kelly, that thing in the dozer can’t do much, when you come right down to it. It couldn’t fix itself up after that joyride on the mesa. It can’t make the machine do too much more than the machine can do ordinarily. What it actually can do, seems to me, is to make a spring push instead of pull, like the control levers, and make a fitting slip when it’s supposed to hold, like the ratchet on the throttle lever. It can turn a shaft, like the way it cranks its own starting motor. But if it was so all-fired highpowered, it wouldn’t have to use the starting motor! The absolute biggest job it’s done so far, seems to me, was when it walked back from that welding machine when Peebles got his. Now, why did it do that just then?”


  “Reckon it didn’t like the brimstone smell, like it says in the Good Book,” said Kelly sourly.


  “That’s pretty close, seems to me. Look, Kelly—this thing feels things. I mean, it can get sore. If it couldn’t it never woulda kept driving in at the shovel like that. It can think. But if it can do all those things, then it can be scared!?”


  “Scared? Why should it be scared?”


  “Listen. Something went on in that thing when the arc hit it. What’s that I read in a magazine once about heat—something about molecules runnin’ around with their heads cut off when they got hot?”


  “Molecules do. They go into rapid motion when heat is applied. But—”


  “But nothin’. That machine was hot for four hours after that. But she was hot in a funny way. Not just around the place where the arc hit, like as if it was a welding arc. But hot all over—from the mouldboard to the fuel-tank cap. Hot everywhere. And just as hot behind the final drive housings as she was at the top of the blade where the poor guy put his hand.


  “And look at this.” Tom was getting excited, as his words crystallized his ideas. “She was scared—scared enough to back off from that welder, putting everything she could into it, to get back from that welding machine. And after that, she was sick. I say that because in the whole time she’s had that whatever-ya-call-it in her, she’s never been near men without trying to kill them, except for those two days after the arc hit her. She had juice enough to start herself when Dennis came around with the crank, but she still needed someone to run her till she got her strength back.”


  “But why didn’t she turn and smash up the welder when Dennis took her?”


  “One of two things. She didn’t have the strength, or she didn’t have the guts. She was scared, maybe, and wanted out of there, away from that thing.”


  “But she had all night to go back for it!”


  “Still scared. Or . . . oh, that’s it! She had other things to do first. Her main idea is to kill men—there’s no other way you can figure it. It’s what she was built to do. Not the tractor—they don’t build ’em sweeter’n that machine; but the thing that’s runnin’ it.”


  “What is that thing?” Kelly mused. “Coming out of that old building—temple—what have you—how old is it? How long was it there? What kept it in there?”


  “What kept it in there was some funny grey stuff that lined the inside of the buildin’,” said Tom. “It was like rock, an’ it was like smoke.


  “It was a colour that scared you to look at it, and it gave Rivera and me the creeps when we got near it. Don’t ask me what it was. I went up there to look at it, and it’s gone. Gone from the building, anyhow. There was a little lump of it on the ground. I don’t know whether that was a hunk of it, or all of it rolled up into a ball. I get the creeps again thinkin’ about it.”


  Kelly stood up. “Well, the heck with it. We been beatin’ our gums up here too long anyhow. There’s just enough sense in what you say to make me want to try something nonsensical, if you see what I mean. If that welder can sweat the Ol’ Nick out of that tractor, I’m on. Especially from fifty feet away. There should be a Dumptor around here somewhere; let’s move from here. Can you navigate now?”


  “Reckon so, a little.” Tom rose and together they followed the cut until they came on the Dumptor. They climbed on, cranked it up and headed towards camp.


  About halfway there Kelly looked back, gasped, and putting his mouth close to Tom’s ear, bellowed against the screan of the motor, “Tom! ’Member what you said about the rat in the trap biting off a leg? Well, Daisy did too! She’s left her blade an’ pushbeams an’ she’s followin’ us in!”


  They howled into the camp, gasping against the dust that followed when they pulled up by the welder.


  Kelly said, “You cast around and see if you can find a draw-pin to hook that rig up to the Dumptor with. I’m goin’ after some water an’ chow!”


  Tom grinned. Imagine old Kelly forgetting that a Dumptor had no drawbar! He groped around to a tool box, peering out of the narrow slit beneath swollen lids, felt behind it and located a shackle. He climbed up on the Dumptor, turned it around and backed up to the welding machine. He passed the shackle through the ring at the end of the steering tongue of the welder, screwed in the pin and dropped the shackle over the front towing hook of the Dumptor. A Dumptor being what it is, having no real front and no real rear, and direct reversing gears in all speeds, it was no trouble to drive it “backwards” for a change.


  Kelly came pounding back, out of breath. “Fix it? Good. Shackle? No drawbar! Daisy’s closin’ up fast; I say let’s take the beach. We’ll be concealed until we have a good lead out o’ this pocket, and the going’s pretty fair, long as we don’t bury this jalopy in the sand.”


  “Good,” said Tom as they climbed on and he accepted an open tin of K. “Only go easy; bump around too much and the welder’ll slip off the hook. An’ I somehow don’t want to lose it just now.”


  They took off, zooming up the beach. A quarter of a mile up, they sighted the Seven across the flat. It immediately turned and took a course that would intercept them.


  “Here she comes,” shouted Kelly, and stepped down hard on the accelerator. Tom leaned over the back of the seat, keeping his eye on their tow. “Hey! Take it easy! Watch it!”


  “Hey!”


  But it was too late. The tongue of the welding machine responded to that one bump too many. The shackle jumped up off the hook, the welder lurched wildly, slewed hard to the left. The tongue dropped to the sand and dug in; the machine rolled up on it and snapped it off, finally stopped, leaning crazily askew. By a miracle it did not quite turn over.


  Kelly tramped on the brakes and both their heads did their utmost to snap off their shoulders. They leaped off and ran back to the welder. It was intact, but towing it was now out of the question.


  “If there’s going to be a showdown, it’s gotta be here.”


  The beach here was about thirty yards wide, the sand almost level, and undercut banks of sawgrass forming the landward edge in a series of little hummocks and headlands. While Tom stayed with the machine, testing starter and generator contacts, Kelly walked up one of the little mounds, stood up on it and scanned the beach back the way he had come. Suddenly he began to shout and wave his arms.


  “What’s got into you?”


  “It’s Al!” Kelly called back. “With the pan tractor!”


  Tom dropped what he was doing, and came to stand beside Kelly. “Where’s the Seven? I can’t see.”


  “Turned on the beach and followin’ our track. Al! Al! You little skunk, c’mere!”


  Tom could now dimly make out the pan tractor cutting across directly towards them and the beach.


  “He don’t see Daisy Etta,” remarked Kelly disgustedly, “or he’d sure be headin’ the other way.”


  Fifty yards away Al pulled up and throttled down. Kelly shouted and waved to him. Al stood up on the machine, cupped his hands around his mouth, “Where’s the Seven?”


  “Never mind that! Come here with that tractor!”


  Al stayed where he was. Kelly cursed and started out after him.


  “You stay away from me,” he said, when Kelly was closer.


  “I ain’t got time for you now,” said Kelly. “Bring that tractor down to the beach.”


  “Where’s that Daisy Etta?” Al’s voice was oddly strained.


  “Right behind us.” Kelly tossed a thumb over his shoulder. “On the beach.”


  Al’s pop eyes clicked wide almost audibly. He turned on his heel and jumped off the machine and started to run. Kelly uttered a wordless syllable that was somehow more obscene than anything else he had ever uttered, and vaulted into the seat of the machine. “Hey!” he bellowed after Al’s rapidly diminishing figure. “You’re runnin’ right into her.” Al appeared not to hear, but went pelting down the beach.


  Kelly put her into fifth gear and poured on the throttle. As the tractor began to move he whacked out the master clutch, snatched the overdrive lever back to put her into sixth, rammed the clutch in again, all so fast that she did not have time to stop rolling. Bucking and jumping over the rough ground the fast machine whined for the beach.


  Tom was fumbling back to the welder, his ears telling him better than his eyes how close the Seven was—for she was certainly no nightingale, particularly without her exhaust stack. Kelly reached the machine as he did.


  “Get behind it,” snapped Tom. “I’ll jamb the tierod with the shackle, and you see if you can’t bunt her up into that pocket between those two hummocks. Only take it easy—you don’t want to tear up that generator. Where’s Al?”


  “Don’t ask me. He run down the beach to meet Daisy.”


  “He what?”


  The whine of the two-cycle drowned out Kelly’s answer, if any. He got behind the welder and set his blade against it. Then in a low gear, slipping his clutch in a little, he slowly nudged the machine towards the place Tom had indicated. It was a little hollow in between two projecting banks. The surf and the high-tide mark dipped inland here to match it; the water was only a few feet away.


  Tom raised his arm and Kelly stopped. From the other side of the projecting shelf, out of their sight now, came the flat roar of the Seven’s exhaust. Kelly sprang off the tractor and went to help Tom, who was furiously throwing out coils of cable from the rack back of the welder. “What’s the game?”


  “We got to ground that Seven some way,” panted Tom. He threw the last bit of cable out to clear it of kinks and turned to the panel. “How was it—about sixty volts and the amperage on ‘special appreciation’?” He spun the dials, pressed the starter button. The motor responded instantly. Kelly scooped up ground lamp and rod holder and tapped them together. The solenoid governor picked up the load and the motor hummed as a good live spark took the jump.


  “Good,” said Tom, switching off the generator. “Come on, Lieutenant General Electric, figure me out a way to ground that maverick.”


  Kelly tightened his lips, shook his head. “I dunno—unless somebody actually clamps this thing on her.”


  “No, boy, can’t do that. If one of us gets killed—”


  Kelly tossed the ground clamp idly, his lithe body taut. “Don’t give me that, Tom. You know I’m elected because you can’t see good enough to handle it. You know you’d do it if you could. You—”


  He stopped short, for the steadily increasing roar of the approaching Seven had stopped, was blatting away now in that extraordinary irregular throttling that Daisy Etta affected.


  “Now what’s got into her?”


  Kelly broke away and scrambled up the bank. “Tom!” he gasped. “Tom—come up here!”


  Tom followed, and they lay side by side, peering out over the top of the escarpment at the remarkable tableau.


  Daisy Etta was standing on the beach, near the water, not moving. Before her, twenty or thirty feet away, stood Al Knowles, his arms out in front of him, talking a blue streak. Daisy made far too much racket for them to hear what he was saying.


  “Do you reckon he’s got guts enough to stall her off for us?” said Tom.


  “If he has, it’s the queerest thing that’s happened yet on this old island,” Kelly breathed, “an’ that’s saying something.”


  The Seven revved up till she shook, and then throttled back. She ran down so low then that they thought she had shut herself down, but she caught on the last two revolutions and began to idle quietly. And then they could hear.


  Al’s voice was high, hysterical. “—I come t’ he’p you, I come t’ he’p you, don’ kill me, I’ll he’p you—” He took a step forward; the dozer snorted and he fell to his knees. “I’ll wash you an’ grease you and change yo’ ile,” he said in a high singsong.


  “The guy’s not human,” said Kelly wonderingly.


  “He ain’t housebroke either,” Tom chuckled.


  “—lemme he’p you. I’ll fix you when you break down. I’ll he’p you kill those other guys—”


  “She don’t need any help!” said Tom.


  “The louse,” growled Kelly. “The rotten little double-crossing polecat!” He stood up. “Hey, you Al! Come out o’ that. I mean now! If she don’t get you I will, if you don’t move.”


  Al was crying now. “Shut up!” he screamed. “I know who’s bawss hereabouts, an’ so do you!” He pointed at the tractor. “She’ll kill us all if’n we don’t do what she wants!” He turned back to the machine. “I’ll k-kill ’em fo’ you. I’ll wash you and shine you up and f-fix yo’ hood. I’ll put yo’ blade back on . . .”


  Tom reached out and caught Kelly’s leg as the tall man started out, blind mad. “Git back here,” he barked. “What you want to do—get killed for the privilege of pinnin’ his ears back?”


  Kelly subsided and came back, threw himself down beside Tom, put his face in his hands. He was quivering with rage.


  “Don’t take on so,” Tom said. “The man’s plumb loco. You can’t argue with him any more’n you can with Daisy, there. If he’s got to get his, Daisy’ll give it to him.”


  “Aw, Tom, it ain’t that. I know he ain’t worth it, but I can’t sit up here and watch him get himself killed. I can’t, Tom.”


  Tom thumped him on the shoulder, because there were simply no words to be said. Suddenly he stiffened, snapped his fingers.


  “There’s our ground,” he said urgently, pointing seaward. “The water—the wet beach where the surf runs. If we can get our ground clamp out there and her somewhere near it—”


  “Ground the pan tractor. Run it out into the water. It ought to reach—partway, anyhow.”


  “That’s it—c’mon.”


  They slid down the bank, snatched up the ground clamp, attached it to the frame of the pan tractor.


  “I’ll take it,” said Tom, and as Kelly opened his mouth, Tom shoved him back against the welding machine. “No time to argue,” he snapped, swung on to the machine, slapped her in gear and was off. Kelly took a step towards the tractor, and then his quick eyes saw a bight of the ground cable about to foul a wheel of the welder. He stooped and threw it off, spread out the rest of it so it would pay off clear. Tom, with the incredible single-mindedness of the trained operator, watched only the black line of the trailing cable on the sand behind him. When it straightened, he stopped. The front of the tracks were sloshing in the gentle surf. He climbed off the side away from the Seven and tried to see. There was movement, and the growl of her motor now running at a bit more than idle, but he could not distinguish much.


  Kelly picked up the rod-holder and went to peer around the head of the protruding bank. Al was on his feet, still crooning hysterically, sliding over towards Daisy Etta. Kelly ducked back, threw the switch on the arc generator, climbed the bank and crawled along through the sawgrass paralleling the beach until the holder in his hand tugged and he knew he had reached the end of the cable. He looked out at the beach, measured carefully with his eye the arc he would travel if he left his position and, keeping the cable taut, went out on the beach. At no point would he come within seventy feet of the possessed machine, let alone fifty. She had to be drawn in closer. And she had to be manoeuvred out to the wet sand, or in the water—


  Al Knowles, encouraged by the machine’s apparent decision not to move, approached, though warily, and still running off at the mouth. “—we’ll kill ’em off an’ then we’ll keep it a secret and th’ bahges’ll come an’ take us often th’ island and we’ll go to anothah job an’ kill us lots mo’ . . . an’ when yo’ tracks git dry an’ squeak we’ll wet ’em with blood, and you’ll be rightly king o’ the hill . . . look yondah, look yondah, Daisy Etta, see them theah, by the otheh tractuh, theah they are, kill ’em, Daisy, kill ’em, Daisy, an’ lemme he’p . . . heah me. Daisy, heah me, say you heah me—” and the motor roared in response. Al laid a timid hand on the radiator guard, leaning far over to do it, and the tractor still stood there grumbling but not moving. Al stepped back, motioned with his arm, began to walk off slowly towards the pan tractor looking backwards as he did so like a man training a dog. “C’mon, c’mon, theah’s one theah, le’s kill’m, kill’m, kill’m ”


  And with a snort the tractor revved up and followed.


  Kelly licked his lips without effect because his tongue was dry, too. The madman passed him, walking straight up the centre of the beach, and the tractor, now no longer a bulldozer, followed him; and there the sand was bone dry, sun-dried, dried to powder. As the tractor passed him, Kelly got up on all fours, went over the edge of the bank on to the beach, crouched there.


  Al crooned, “I love ya, honey, I love ya, ’deed I do—”


  Kelly ran crouching, like a man under machine-gun fire, making himself as small as possible and feeling as big as a barn door. The torn-up sand where the tractor had passed was under his feet now; he stopped, afraid to get too much closer, afraid that a weakened, badly grounded arc might leap from the holder in his hand and serve only to alarm and infuriate the thing in the tractor. And just then Al saw him.


  “There!” he screamed; and the tractor pulled up short.


  “Behind you! Get’m Daisy! Kill’m, kill’m, kill’m.”


  Kelly stood up almost wearily, fury and frustration too much to be borne. “In the water,” he yelled, because it was what his whole being wanted, “Get ’er in the water! Wet her tracks, Al!”


  “Kill’m, kill’m—”


  As the tractor started to turn, there was a commotion over by the pan tractor. It was Tom, jumping, shouting, waving his arms, swearing. He ran out from behind his machine, straight at the Seven. Daisy Etta’s motor roared and she swung to meet him, Al barely dancing back out of the way. Tom cut sharply, sand spouting under his pumping feet, and ran straight into the water. He went out to about waist deep, suddenly disappeared. He surfaced, spluttering, still trying to shout. Kelly took a better grip on his rod holder and rushed.


  Daisy Etta, in following Tom’s crazy rush, had swung in beside the pan tractor, not fifteen feet away; and she, too, was now in the surf. Kelly closed up the distance as fast as his long legs would let him; and as he approached to within that crucial fifty feet, Al Knowles hit him.


  Al was frothing at the mouth, gibbering. The two men hit full tilt; Al’s head caught Kelly in the midriff as he missed a straight-arm, and the breath went out of him in one great whoosh! Kelly went down like all timber, the whole world turned to one swirling red-grey haze. Al flung himself on the bigger man, clawing, smacking, too berserk to ball his fists.


  “Ah’m go’ to kill you,” he gurgled. “She’ll git one, I’ll git t’other, an’ then she’ll know—”


  Kelly covered his face with his arms, and as some wind was sucked at last into his labouring lungs, he flung them upward and sat up in one mighty surge. Al was hurled upward and to one side, and as he hit the ground Kelly reached out a long arm, and twisted his fingers into the man’s coarse hair, raised him up, and came across with his other fist in a punch that would have killed him had it landed square. But Al managed to jerk to one side enough so that it only amputated a cheek. He fell and lay still. Kelly scrambled madly around in the sand for his welding-rod holder, found it and began to run again. He couldn’t see Tom at all now, and the Seven was standing in the surf, moving slowly from side to side, backing out, ravening. Kelly held the rod-clamp and its trailing cable blindly before him and ran straight at the machine. And then it came—that thin, soundless bolt of energy. But this time it had its full force, for poor old Peebles’ body had not been the ground that this swirling water offered. Daisy Etta literally leaped backwards towards him, and the water around her tracks spouted upward in hot steam. The sound of her engine ran up and up, broke, took on the rhythmic, uneven beat of a swing drummer. She threw herself from side to side like a cat with a bag over its head. Kelly stepped a little closer, hoping for another bolt to come from the clamp in his hand, but there was none, for—


  “The circuit breaker!” cried Kelly.


  He threw the holder up on the deck plate of the Seven in front of the seat, and ran across the little beach to the welder. He reached behind the switchboard, got his thumb on the contact hinge and jammed it down.


  Daisy Etta leaped again, and then again, and suddenly her motor stopped. Heat in turbulent waves blurred the air over her. The little gas tank for the starting motor went out with a cannon’s roar, and the big fuel tank, still holding thirty-odd gallons of Diesel oil, followed. It puffed itself open rather than exploded, and threw a great curtain of flame over the ground behind the machine. Motor or no motor, then, Kelly distinctly saw the tractor shudder convulsively. There was a crawling movement of the whole frame, a slight wave of motion away from the fuel tank, approaching the front of the machine, and moving upward from the tracks. It culminated in the crown of the radiator core, just in front of the radiator cap; and suddenly an area of six or seven square inches literally blurred around the edges. For a second, then, it was normal, and finally it slumped molten, and liquid metal ran down the sides, throwing out little sparks as it encountered what was left of the charred paint. And only then was Kelly conscious of agony in his left hand. He looked down. The welding machine’s generator had stopped, though the motor was still turning, having smashed the friable coupling on its drive shaft. Smoke poured from the generator, which had become little more than a heap of slag. Kelly did not scream, though, until he looked and saw what had happened to his hand—


  When he could see straight again, he called for Tom, and there was no answer. At last he saw something out in the water, and plunged in after it. The splash of cold salt water on his left hand he hardly felt, for the numbness of shock had set in. He grabbed at Tom’s shirt with his good hand, and then the ground seemed to pull itself out from under his feet. That was it, then—a deep hole right off the beach. The Seven had run right to the edge of it, had kept Tom there out of his depth and—


  He flailed wildly, struck out for the beach, so near and so hard to get to. He gulped a stinging lungful of brine, and only the lovely shock of his knee striking solid beach kept him from giving up to the luxury of choking to death. Sobbing with effort, he dragged Tom’s dead weight inshore and clear of the surf. It was then that he became conscious of a child’s shrill weeping; for a mad moment he thought it was he himself, and then he looked and saw that it was Al Knowles. He left Tom and went over to the broken creature.


  “Get up, you,” he snarled. The weeping only got louder. Kelly rolled him over on his back—he was quite unresisting—and belted him back and forth across the mouth until Al began to choke. Then he hauled him to his feet and led him over to Tom.


  “Kneel down, scum. Put one of your knees between his knees.” Al stood still. Kelly hit him again and he did as he was told.


  “Put your hands on his lower ribs. There. O.K. Lean, you rat. Now sit back.” He sat down, holding his left wrist in his right hand, letting the blood drop from the ruined hand. “Lean. Hold it—sit back. Lean. Sit. Lean. Sit.”


  Soon Tom sighed and began to vomit weakly, and after that he was all right.


  This is the story of Daisy Etta, the bulldozer that went mad and had a life of its own, and not the story of the missile test that they don’t talk about except to refer to it as the missile test that they don’t talk about. But you may have heard about it for all that—rumors, anyway. The rumor has it that an early IRBM tested out a radically new controls system by proving conclusively that it did not work. It was a big bird and contained much juice, and flew far, far afield. Rumor goes on to assert that (a) it alighted somewhere in the unmapped rain forests of South America and that (b) there were no casualties. What they really don’t talk about is the closely guarded report asserting that both (a) and (b) are false. There are only two people (aside from yourself, now) who know for sure that though (a) is certainly false, (b) is strangely true, and there were indeed no casualties.


  Al Knowles may well know it too, but he doesn’t count.


  It happened two days after the death of Daisy Etta, as Tom and Kelly sat in (of all places) the cool of the ruined temple. They were poring over paper and pencil, trying to complete the impossible task of making a written statement of what had happened on the island, and why they and their company had failed to complete their contract. They had found Chub and Harris, and had buried them next to the other three. Al Knowles was back in the shadows, tied up, because they had heard him raving in his sleep, and it seemed he could not believe Daisy was dead and he still wanted to go around killing operators for her. They knew that there must be an investigation, and they knew just how far their story would go; and having escaped a monster like Daisy Etta, they found life too sweet to want any part of it spent under observation or in jail.


  The warhead of the missile struck near the edge of their camp, just between the pyramid of fuel drums and the dynamite stores. The second stage alighted a moment later two miles away, in the vicinity of the five graves. Kelly and Tom stumbled out to the rim of the mesa, and for a long while watched the jetsam fall and the flotsam rise. It was Kelly who guessed what must have happened, and “Bless their clumsy little hearts,” he said happily. And he took the scribbled papers from Tom and tore them across.


  But Tom shook his head, and thumbed back at the mound. “He’ll talk.”


  “Him?” said Kelly, with such profound eloquence in his tone that he clearly evoked the image of Al Knowles, with his mumbling voice and his drooling mouth and his wide glazed eyes. “Let him,” Kelly said, and tore the papers again.


  So they let him.


  THE EARTH-BRAIN


  Edmond Hamilton


  Landon I had not seen for two years before that day when New York knew fear. That day is remembered yet, with its sudden and unexpected earth-tremor that shook the island shortly after noon, swaying proud towers and shaking windows to fragments and loosing a storm of panic-stricken cries that could not drown the long, grinding roll of the shifting earth beneath.


  I was in the midtown section that noon, and had been struggling through the hurrying crowds when the shock and quivering of the ground turned them suddenly into a white-faced, hoarse-voiced and terror-smitten mob. For five minutes they and all New York’s millions tasted fear as the streets quivered beneath them. Then the tremor subsided and I saw Landon.


  He was standing almost against me in the throng and his face was so strange that for a moment it held me without recognition. For Landon’s face was a mask of fear, not the panic that was passing from those about me but a fear beyond fear, a deep and alien dread. His dark eyes looked out of that white and twisted face as though into vistas of hell. And then I recognised him.


  “Clark Landon!” I cried. “Why didn’t you let me know you were back? I didn’t even know you were in the country!”


  His dark eyes surveyed me with a fixedness that chilled me. “I landed only two hours ago, Morris,” he said. “Two hours ago, and you see what has happened already.”


  “What’s the matter, Landon?” I asked anxiously. “This earth-tremor hasn’t upset you? I shouldn’t think it would bother you after the polar quake you went through—I read about it at the time.”


  “Yes, that polar quake,” he said softly. “You read that Travis and Skeel were killed in that but I wasn’t? I wasn’t killed, no; but I’ve been in all the quakes that have been racking earth since then, in Norway and Russia and Egypt, in Italy and England and now here in New York.”


  I was amazed. “Why, one would think earthquakes are following you!” I exclaimed. “But they say all these tremors and quakes are due to the big polar cataclysm you went through—they say it touched off things in some way and so caused the quakes that have been going on all over earth ever since that one.”


  “Ever since that one,” Landon repeated slowly. “Yes, they’ve been going on ever since that one.”


  He was looking beyond me, lost in a strange abstraction. By then the streets about us were near normal, the city’s millions losing their brief panic and taking up again the swift routine that even a near-earthquake could not disturb for long. Hurrying passers-by were already shouldering against the two of us.


  “Look here, Landon,” I said, “You don’t look half well at the moment. My rooms are only a few blocks from here—come up and sit a while and you’ll feel better.”


  “I’m afraid it will take more than that to make me feel better, Morris,” he said.


  Yet he came, and when we were seated at a window of my apartment with the mill-race of a cross-town street’s traffic below, he seemed to relax a little. Sitting opposite him, I strove to analyse the strange dread that still seemed holding him, but was unable to do more than to say to myself that that dread was real and that Landon had apparently changed completely.


  The Clark Landon I had known had hardly known the meaning of fear, a lithe dark fellow to whom danger spelled delight. His twin and equal interests had been geology and adventure. His inherited money had enabled him to combine the two in expeditions in which he and his inseparable comrades in science and adventure, David Travis and Herbert Skeel, had investigated the world’s far corners.


  Landon and Travis and Skeel had departed over two years before, on another such expedition, one intended to take them into the north polar region. Landon had announced their purpose as the investigation of certain geological oddities believed existent not far from the pole, but all knew that it was the lure of a new adventure that drew him and his companions as much as any hope of adding to geological knowledge.


  The three had sailed in a special ice-breaking schooner Landon had chartered, which had taken them as far as the northern shores of Grant Land. From there Landon and Travis and Skeel had started north with two dog-sledges and two Eskimos, believing that with their equipment they could reach their objectives a few hundred miles south of the pole, and return without difficulty.


  Ten days after Landon and his party started north from the ship there occurred that terrific earthquake that shook the whole polar region with unprecedented violence, and was registered by the world’s seismographs as centring not far south of the pole itself. The waiting schooner was almost destroyed, but escaped the shifting ice and continued to wait, though with scant hope, for the party.


  That first awful quake was followed in the next two weeks by a succession of less violent upheavals and tremors, trending southward. Then Landon and one of the Eskimos reappeared. The latter died the next day. Landon himself was far gone but was revived and could tell those on the ship that the great quake had indeed centred where they had been and that Travis and Skeel and the other Eskimo had perished in it. He was brought back to strength during the voyage south, and after a few narrow escapes from glacial fragments the ship reached Halifax.


  While Landon was at Halifax had come the sudden quake that destroyed half of the city, though he had escaped. In the succeeding two years Landon himself was forgotten, but the great polar quake he had gone through was often referred to, for earth had been torn ever since by a succession of violent quakes and upheavals. They seemed to progress from one locality to another, from Newfoundland to Norway, to Russia and Egypt and Italy and England. It was the theory of many scientists that these succeeding quakes were caused by a series of faults in earth’s structure, that had been touched off by the great polar quake Landon had gone through.


  Of Landon himself, though, I had heard nothing after his leaving Halifax, and now I was amazed at his changed appearance as he sat opposite me. He must have guessed my thoughts.


  “You think I’ve changed, Morris?” he asked. “Don’t deny it, man—I know that I have. I know what’s stamped on my face.”


  “Travis and Skeel—” I began awkwardly.


  “Travis and Skeel are dead and they’re lucky,” he said somberly. “It’s not their death that has changed me, though they were the best pals a man ever had. It’s the way they died.


  “There were three of us who went up there,” he said, gazing darkly past me. “And the third still lives. I wonder for how long?”


  “Landon, you’ve brooded too much,” I told him. “I can understand what an appalling experience that polar quake must have been to go through, but—”


  “You can’t understand!” he lashed out. “No one can! Morris, you saw me panic-stricken a little while ago when that tremor shook the city. Did it surprise you?”


  “Frankly, it did,” I said slowly. “But I can understand how that first quake would have unnerved you—and the ones you’ve chanced to be in since.”


  “It wasn’t chance that I was in them,” he said astonishingly, and then leaned to clutch my arm. “Morris, can you conceive of such a thing as earthquakes following one person across the face of this earth, seeking him out no matter where he may go, riving the earth and razing cities and killing tens of thousands, to kill that one fugitive? Earthquakes that deliberately pursue one fleeing man with deadly purpose?”


  “Earthquakes following a man?” I repeated. “Why, the idea’s mad! You surely don’t think because you have been by coincidence in all these quakes of the last two years—”


  “I don’t think,” he said, “I know. I know that the quakes you speak of have pursued me across earth in the last two years with deadly purpose! Even today, two hours after I landed in this city, they have shown me that they are still after me!”


  “Landon, you can’t believe this!” I expostulated. “Be reasonable, man—an earthquake is simply a movement of the earth’s mass. How could such movements follow you deliberately?”


  “I know how,” he said, his eyes strange. “Travis and Skeel knew, too, before they died. But I know and I still live, if only for a time.


  “And I am going to tell you the thing, Morris. I know before the telling that you will find it impossible to believe, just as I would have two years ago. But in your unbelief remember this—that of all things in the universe the one we men know least really of is this earth we live upon.


  “It has been over two years since Travis and Skeel and I started north on that trip of ours. We left St. John’s in a sturdy Canadian schooner built for arctic work, with a Canadian crew. The ship was to take us as far as northern Grant Land, and from there we three were going to work north ourselves on the last lap. Our objective was a great ice-mountain, its rock visible through openings in its icy sides, that was supposed to exist in the polar region some three hundred miles or more this side of the pole.


  “We had heard of this polar mountain from several sources. It had been a matter of minor dispute between two different aeroplane expeditions that had flown over the pole. One claimed to have sighted the big ice-clad peak and the other claimed that it didn’t exist. Travis and Skeel and I were going north to see if it did exist.


  “If you know anything at all of geology you will know what such a polar mountain—a mountain in that icy desolation at the earth’s top—would mean to geologists. It would prove beyond doubt the existence of a polar continent beneath the ice and might throw a flood of light on things that have puzzled geological science. The three of us were afire to find out if such a peak did exist in the north polar region.


  “The north pole, you know, like the south one, is more a region than a point. The earth is oblate, flattened at top and bottom, and that flat region around the northern pole is in fact the top or forefront of earth. In that great icy expanse the mountain was supposed to exist, and Travis and Skeel and I were bent on finding it. So we sailed north from St. John’s with our schooner loaded with equipment.


  “The schooner crept northward for two months through icy channels toward the northern tip of Grant Land. Travis and Skeel and I were busy making ready our equipment. At North Devon we picked up two Eskimos who were to make the final trip with us, two sturdy fellows named Noskat and Shan. Our sledges and dogs were ready, and when the ship reached the icy coast of Grant Land we were ready to start north on the final lap as soon as the freeze came.


  “It came soon, and we started. Travis and Skeel and I, and Noskat and Shan, with the two sledges and dogs, headed north over the frozen wastes. We carried felt tents, special chemical fuel of small bulk and weight, food and instruments, and an automatic apiece. Travis and Skeel and Noskat took the lead-sledge, Shan and I the other.


  “For ten days we pushed north over endless ice-fields, making thirty miles a day. Ten days—three hundred miles—it doesn’t sound so much, does it? Well, it was a cross-section of icy hell. Can you imagine a world in which all has turned to glittering ice that stretches to the horizon in eye-aching whiteness? A world in which the sickly polar day never ceases to shine? A world in which the polar cold closes down upon you like a hand, gripping through your numbed flesh to your bones?


  “That was the kind of world we were moving through. Ten days—and they each seemed weeks long. We would wake, would eat half-warmed food and limber our stiffened muscles, then fold the tent and harness the dogs. And then north again, north over the ice desert’s hummocks and ridges like pigmies traversing that vast white expanse. North, until on the tenth day we sighted the mountain.


  “At first we could not believe our eyes. We had been pushing onward so mechanically that in the sheer struggle we had almost forgotten our mission. Then as our eyes took in that huge peak towering into the steely sky far ahead, ice-sheathed and with the dark openings in its sides, our exclamations came with a rush.


  “We pushed on, little heeding difficulties then. In another day we were at the mountain’s foot, a thousand feet below the lowest of the dark openings in its icy bulk.


  “We camped there that night, exultant at reaching our goal. And there trouble began. The dogs had been whining strangely as we approached the mountain, needing the lash to make them go forward at all, and our two Eskimos had been muttering to themselves. Then no sooner had we pitched camp than there came a slight earth-tremor, a shock as of earth stirring underneath that made our tent quiver and the ice-fields round it crackle.


  “To us it was somewhat surprising to encounter an earth-tremor in this region, but that was all. But on Noskat and Shan, the two Eskimos, the tremor’s effects were tremendous. Their swart faces grew positively livid with fear, they jabbered in their tongue for minutes, looking fearfully up toward the mountain’s huge icy bulk, and then approached us in panic. By then the dogs had begun yelping strangely as though in terror.


  “ ‘We cannot stay here!’ Noskat told us excitedly. ‘This is the forbidden mountain at the earth’s top—shunned by all our race! We knew not that this was your goal!’


  “ ‘Forbidden mountain?’ repeated Travis. ‘Forbidden by whom?’


  “ ‘Forbidden by the earth!’ was Noskat’s answer. ‘The earth is living as we are living—it cares not how men move upon its vast living body as long as they do not approach this mountain!’


  “ ‘The earth living? What the devil is all this about?’ Travis demanded. Skeel intervened.


  “ ‘It’s an Eskimo belief, Travis,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard of it before—they think earth is a great living thing and that we humans are mere insects or the like living on its body.’


  “ ‘What a crazy belief!’ Travis commented. He turned back to Noskat. ‘Why does your living earth forbid anyone to come near this mountain, then?’


  “ ‘Because this mountain holds earth’s mind—earth’s brain,’ said Noskat solemnly, Shan nodding corroboration. ‘Earth likes us not to come this near its brain, and so it has moved its great body beneath us to warn us away.’


  “ ‘Rot!’ said Travis. ‘That tremor just now wasn’t any warning, but a slight earthquake like any other earthquake.’


  “ ‘All earthquakes are but movements of earth’s great body,’ asserted Noskat stubbornly. ‘Earth can move its body as it wishes.’


  “ ‘That sounds logical enough, Travis,’ I said, grinning.


  “He turned toward me. ‘Don’t encourage them, Landon,’ he said sharply. ‘We’ll have trouble enough with them as it is.’


  “He swung back on Noskat and Shan. ‘That tremor was just an ordinary tremor and this stuff about a living earth is nonsense,’ he said forcibly. ‘We are going to stay here two days at least and you two are going to camp down here while we explore and examine this mountain.’


  “ ‘But you must not try to explore the mountain!’ Noskat said excitedly. ‘You dare not approach earth’s brain! If you do—’


  “ ‘That’s enough!’ snapped Travis. ‘You and Shan are going to wait here while we do explore the mountain, and there’ll be no more talk about it!’


  “When Noskat and Shan had gone to their own tent Travis turned to us with a disgusted expression.


  “ ‘This would be just our luck,’ he said, ‘to have those two, just as we get here, break loose with their superstitions.’


  “ ‘I wonder if they’re only superstitions,’ said Skeel thoughtfully.


  “We stared at him. ‘What the devil!’ I exclaimed. ‘Do you believe that stuff about earth being a living and intelligent being?’


  “Skeel’s face was serious. ‘I’ve heard of stranger things, Landon. Why couldn’t earth be a living organism instead of just a mass of inanimate matter? It seems an inanimate mass to us, it is true, but so must a human being seem an inanimate mass to the microbes that live on and in that being. Earth might be a living organism, all the planets might be organisms, of scale and nature so different from us that we mites who swarm upon it cannot even comprehend it. And if it is living it could possess consciousness and intelligence, perhaps intelligence operating on planes and for ends entirely alien to us.’


  “ ‘And you think, then, that, as Noskat said, earth’s brain is somewhere in this mountain?’ Travis demanded incredulously.


  “Skeel smiled. ‘I don’t say that. Though as a matter of fact if earth were a living and intelligent organism it would have to have the seat of its intelligence somewhere, and as likely up here at earth’s top as anywhere.’


  “ ‘I’ll say you’re a cuckoo geologist!’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re as bad as those two Eskimos!’


  “Travis stretched. ‘Well, whether or not earth’s brain is inside that mountain, we’re going to do some climbing on it tomorrow morning.’


  “ ‘And some climb it’s going to be,’ I told him. ‘If we can get up far enough to get a look at that uncovered rock we’ll be lucky.’


  “We turned in, huddling in our furs, and though the dogs were still whining in a panicky fashion now and then, we fell almost instantly to sleep.


  “We were awakened when our watches told us it was morning by a sensation of someone shaking us, and found that it was another earth-tremor that was rocking the tent, one as strong as or stronger than that of the night before. It was over almost before we were awake, the grinding crackle of ice dying away.


  “We struggled rapidly into our outer clothes and heard the dogs, who had yelped with terror when the tremor began, become silent as though cowed by utter fear. The tent still quivered from the tremor’s last vibrations.


  “Travis cursed. ‘Another damned tremor! This will make those two swarthy sons of perdition harder than ever to handle, if I’m right.’


  “His surmise proved correct, for we had not emerged from the tent into the polar cold and glare when Noskat and Shan were upon us. They were quite evidently in an extreme state of terror.


  “According to them, the tremor was another and stronger sign that the earth was uneasy at our presence near its brain, and a warning for us to turn and head southward at all possible speed before earth destroyed us. They even went so far in their panic as to say that if we did not they would start south without us with one of the sledges.


  “Travis’s cold voice whipped to them through their terror. ‘You’ll stay here, all right,’ he told them. ‘You know too well what would happen to you if you showed up back down there at the ship without us.’


  “ ‘But if you try to explore the mountain, earth’s brain will be very wroth!’ wailed Shan. ‘All earth will be wroth against you!’


  “ ‘I’ve had enough of this crazy talk about earth and its brain,’ Travis told them impatiently. ‘You two will stay here until we come back, or you’ll go with us.’


  “At that alternative both Noskat and Shan became silent out of sheer terror. I told them to see to the dogs, which were still acting strangely, and then with Travis and Skeel prepared for our climb up the icy mountain’s side.


  “As we could not hope to bring back any specimens, even if we succeeded in reaching one of the openings in the mountain’s ice-sheath, we took only our ice-axes and a single rock-axe. We wore our automatics in our belts with the idea of impressing the two Eskimos if they still harboured ideas of flight, and we were roped together.


  “With a final admonition and warning to Noskat and Shan from Travis, we started up the icy mountainside. A thousand feet above us was the dark circle in the ice we wanted to reach, an opening through the peak’s frozen sheath, we were sure, to its inner rock. If we could make even a cursory examination of the mountain’s rock-strata, we felt our trip would be worthwhile.


  “From the first our climb was tremendously difficult. Travis led, cutting steps where needed with his ice-axe, taking advantage of ledges and cracks in the ice, moving tortuously up with Skeel and me close behind. Our heavy fur clothing was a hindrance to us in climbing, though even through it the polar cold penetrated.


  “We were forced to rest every few yards, clinging against the icy slope like three strange furry animals. At such halts I looked down and for a time could see Noskat and Shan, down by the tents and sledges, watching our progress. Then an inward slant of the icy slope hid them from view for a time.


  “This slant inward made climbing a little easier, and now we could plainly see the round opening in the ice above, and could make out that it opened through the ice to the dark bare rock of the mountain itself. That was a spur to our efforts and we struggled on, Travis’s axe chipping, steadily ahead of us, until at last Travis pulled himself up into the opening in the ice and then jerked us up beside him.


  “We were hardly in that opening, lying panting for the moment, when there came another earth-tremor, much more violent.


  “It seemed that the whole mountain and the ice-fields around it were swaying and shaking, and there came as though from far beneath a crackling roar. We lay still and in a moment it ceased.


  “ ‘Good Lord!’ exclaimed Travis as we stood up then. ‘If that had happened a moment ago when we were climbing it would have been bad for us.’


  “ ‘Damn these tremors anyway!’ I said, ‘If that one has succeeded in scaring off Noskat and Shan I won’t be surprised.’


  “We peered down and saw them on the ice near the tents. They were on their knees, gesticulating in terror up toward us and the mountain. They made frantic motions for us to return.


  “We shook our heads and Travis gestured sharply to them, ordering them to remain where they were. Their terror subsided a little, and he turned to us.


  “They’ll stay there, I think—they’re more afraid to go back to the ship without us than to stay. But we’d best not stay up here too long ourselves.’


  “Skeel had turned and was staring into the opening in the mountain’s side, at whose edge we stood. ‘Lord, look at this!’ he exclaimed.


  “We looked and were petrified with astonishment. The opening in which we stood was the mouth of a round tunnel that slanted straight back and downward into the mountain’s mighty mass.


  “This tunnel was thirty feet in diameter and ran inward toward the mountain’s centre in a slight downward grade, as straight as though it had been gouged by a huge punch.


  “There was no ice in the tunnel, though a steady current of air rushed down it. We examined the black rock of its walls quickly, then again with mounting excitement. It was a geologist’s nightmare. This mountain’s rock was stratumless, a smooth black rock that might have come from earth’s innermost mass!


  “ ‘I’ll say we’ve found something here!’ cried Travis excitedly. ‘Why, this rock is pre-igneous even—it’s a kind of rock geology’s not even heard of!’


  “ ‘But this opening, this tunnel leading down into the mountain?’ I asked. ‘What could have formed it?’


  “ ‘God knows, Landon. But the other openings we saw in the mountain’s ice-sides must be the mouths of similar tunnels! And they must lead down to some central opening or space, for there are air-currents in this one!’


  “Travis unhooked from his belt his flat metal electric torch and sent its ray down the dark tunnel’s length. The quivering little beam wavered down through the next few hundred feet of the tunnel but showed only the same smooth, black rock sides.


  “ ‘The only way we’ll find out what this tunnel leads to down there is to follow it and see,’ said Travis. ‘Come on, you two.’


  “We started down the tunnel. Its grade was not steep enough to make it perilous, though its floor, like its sides, was so smooth as to make footing difficult. We had a hard time to keep our footing when, a moment or so later, there came another tremor that swayed the mountain so that the tunnel’s floor seemed to pitch beneath us.


  “By then we were too excited over the geological strangeness of the tunnel and the black rock and the whole mountain to mind the tremor. We pressed on, Travis’s quivering beam preceding us, with the circle of white light that was the tunnel’s mouth dwindling and disappearing behind and above us. We paid no more attention to another tremor that shook us a few moments later, or to still another that followed that one closely.


  “Within a quarter of an hour we had followed the tunnel downward for a half-mile and had found that it curved slightly now instead of running straight as heretofore, but led still in a general direction down toward the mountain’s centre. By then, too, the tremors and quakings of the mountain and earth around it had become practically continuous.


  “The tunnel’s walls were swaying unceasingly around us, not violently but noticeably, and the sound of these continued earth-movements was now a tremendous monotone of rumblings and mutterings from far beneath. The strangeness of these continued tremors penetrated through even our excitement and we stopped in the tunnel’s curve we were passing through, Travis flashing his beam ahead and behind.


  “ ‘Damn queer, all these tremors at once!’ he exclaimed. ‘They seem to be getting worse, too.’


  “ ‘I’m beginning to think this whole mountain is queer,’ Skeel said. ‘Tell me, have you two felt anything?’


  “We stared at him. We had experienced with increasing strength a sensation so strange that neither Travis nor I had mentioned it. It was a sense of a tangible and powerful force that flooded out over and through us from ahead, a tingling force that had a strange effect upon my will.


  “I cannot describe that effect better than by saying that the farther down into the tunnel we went, the more did my own will and personality seem shared or usurped by some will or force utterly alien and different. In other words, that as I went on I was not only Clark Landon but something or a part of something vast and strange, whose will partly replaced Clark Landon’s will in me.


  “ ‘I’ve felt it, yes,’ I told Skeel. ‘But I didn’t know you had. You too, Travis?’


  “Travis nodded puzzledly. ‘I’ve felt it also. There must be some centre of radioactive or electrical force down in this mountain and the closer we get to it the more it affects us.’


  “ ‘But what about the tremors?’ Skeel asked. ‘Can we go on in the face of them and this other thing?’


  “ ‘The devil with the tremors,’ said Travis impatiently. ‘There’s something tremendous down inside this mountain and I say we go on, tremors or no tremors.’


  “ ‘What do you think, Landon?’ Skeel asked me. I looked doubtfully from him to Travis.


  “ ‘After all, we’ve been in worse tremors than these,’ I said, ‘and I think Travis is right when he says there must be something tremendous down in this mountain.’


  “ ‘I think there is, myself,’ said Skeel, ‘and I think that with these tremors it’s warning us back!’


  “ ‘Oh, rot!’ said Travis. ‘Are you going to start that silly notion of Noskat’s about earth’s brain being down here?’


  “ ‘No, I’m with you two if you want to go on,’ Skeel said.


  “ ‘Then on it is!’ I said. ‘We can’t go a great deal farther, anyway, for we can’t spend too long a time down here.’


  “We resumed our interrupted progress. The tunnel curved on downward, toward the mountain’s heart. The currents of air still rushed down it unceasingly, making me wonder, as we went on, whether what thing of force was down here somehow drew or attracted those air-currents, through this and the other tunnels leading up to the mountain’s sides.


  “The tremors were somewhat more violent and it was evident that the whole mountain must be shaking. We moved on without commenting on them, though. It was hard work to keep our footing on the smooth, swaying floor of the tunnel and we were thrown continually against its sides, sometimes with force. But we held to our downward progress, drawn by the mystery we were now sure this mountain held.


  “For the strange force that beat upon us from ahead with increasing strength as we went on could only be mysterious and unheard of to our science, so strange it seemed. The sensation as of the impact of a colossal will was stronger and stronger. Can you imagine a will so mighty that mere nearness to it makes one feel its power as tangible force? That is what this alien force inside the mountain felt like to us.


  “Skeel’s face was becoming grave and even Travis seemed troubled as we went doubtfully on. The tremors by then had become really terrible, great roarings and shakings that swayed the tunnel’s walls about us. But now so strange was everything, so dazing that vast, enigmatic force that beat stronger upon us from ahead, that we paid small attention.


  “We rounded another long curve in the downward-slanting tunnel and saw ghostly, glowing light ahead in it, heard a soft roar of steady sound over the grinding crash of shifting rock. Like puppets drawn by forces outside us, we pressed onward toward the light. As we neared it the impact of strange forces from ahead was almost stunning. There came a great last tremor that almost flung us from our feet. But even Skeel did not mind it, since in the moment it came we had reached the glowing light, had emerged suddenly from the dark tunnel into a great, glowing-lit space.


  “We halted in it, stupefied. The tremors stopped altogether at that same moment, but only our subconscious minds registered the fact. We three were gazing across the great cavernous space into which the tunnel opened.


  “It seemed in that first stunned glance that this strange cavern must occupy most of the interior of the mountain, so huge was it. It must have been a half-mile in diameter, and was like the interior of a hollow cone.


  “The mountain’s dozen tunnels all opened down into it. It was lit by a quivering, glowing light which came from what was beyond doubt the most awesome and stupefying thing that ever man dared to look upon. I cannot, even now, describe to you with one-tenth of its real terrible splendour, the thing that poised at the centre of this cone-like cavern over the rock floor, the thing at which Travis and Skeel and I gazed.


  “Can you imagine a great ovoid of pure light, like a huge egg in shape and a hundred feet high, poised upon its smaller end? That was what we three looked upon, a giant ovoid of light or force that towered there at the cone-cavern’s centre, emitting the light that illuminated it and also the enigmatic force that had beat upon us and the soft roar of sound we had heard.


  “This ovoid was of all colours, it seemed. Its colours changed with incalculable swiftness like those of a racing cinema film. And those racing tints seemed to reproduce all the colours of the earth.


  “The ovoid would flame for an instant with a red like that of devouring volcanic fires, of flowing flame. Then the red would be gone and instead would be a thread of blue, serene as the blue of mountain lakes. The blue would pass into brown like the warm brown of fresh-turned soil, and that in turn into green like that of ocean’s depths or yellow of earth’s fantastic rocks.


  “These colours changed and spun and swam in the great ovoid of light constantly, unceasingly. And just as in them seemed represented every natural colour of earth, so in the soft roar of sound that came from the ovoid, there seemed merged and mingled all the natural sounds of earth.


  “The crash of avalanches and thunder of slow-moving glaciers were in that roar, and the splitting of tortured rocks. One heard the howl of winds and the caressing whisper of soft breezes, the gurgling of small brooks and the hiss of rain and the smash of hurricanes and tidal waves. That roar of merged sound seemed issuing from a whispering gallery open to all the sounds of earth.


  “From the lower end of this huge poised ovoid of light branched scores of great tentacles of light, glowing arms that ran down into the rock floor of the cavern. They did not run into openings in that rock but into the rock itself, interpenetrating it as light interpenetrates glass. Somehow it seemed to me even in that first stunned moment that those light-tentacles branching down from the ovoid were of inconceivable length, that from where it poised here at the frozen top of the earth those arms of force or light penetrated down through all earth’s mighty mass!


  “As Travis and Skeel and I gazed now at the mighty ovoid, there shot suddenly from its lower end a new light-tentacle, as though forming suddenly. It darted across the cavern and encircled us three. Its grip was like that of solid steel rather than of glowing light, and with us in its grasp it darted back toward the great ovoid.


  “We were held by this tentacle a score of feet from the ovoid. The scene was incredibly weird—the mighty cavern, the huge ovoid of light with its kaleidoscopic colours and roar of merged sounds and downward-branching tentacles, the arm of light that held Travis and Skeel and me in remorseless grip!


  “It held us beneath the ovoid as though that immense thing of light from which it branched was contemplating us. And somehow in my mind then I knew without shadow of doubt that the ovoid was contemplating us, was examining and inspecting us by means of strange senses somewhere inside its glowing mass of light, senses having nothing to do with any senses we knew but operating on planes entirely different. Its vast will, mind, beat out on us tangibly.


  “Skeel’s cry came thinly to my ears over the soft roar of the towering ovoid. ‘The brain of the earth! The Eskimos were right—it’s the brain of the earth!’


  “ ‘The brain of the earth! The Earth-Brain!’ Travis and I mouthed the cry in stupefaction.


  “For somehow we knew, knew absolutely, that it was the brain of the living earth that towered here and that held us, this awful ovoid of light poised in its mountain-chamber at the top of earth. This stupendous intelligence which saw and heard and somehow represented all the colours and sounds existing in its body, the earth! And whose light-tentacles ran down like animating sinews through its great earth-body!


  “The Eskimos had been right. Their legends had told truth when they said that this mountain at the frozen top of earth held the brain of earth, and that it cared not how men moved upon its mighty earth-body so long as they approached not that body’s brain, its self!


  “For earth was but body to this great brain! And just as microbes move upon a human body without even knowing that it is a living thing and not a great inanimate mass they exist on, so had men moved and lived upon its body, the earth, without ever dreaming that the huge body was animated by a vast kind of life so different from their own that they had deemed it lifeless!


  “Men had moved and lived so upon the living earth for ages, generation after generation of tiny parasites upon it, but now three of those parasites in the person of ourselves had had the audacity to approach the earth’s brain, here at earth’s top; had disregarded the Earth-Brain’s warning tremors of uneasiness at our approach and had penetrated despite them to its inmost chamber, here to the Earth-Brain itself that now had seized us and was examining us!


  “ ‘Those tentacles of light!’ Travis was yelling thinly in my ear. ‘They must run down from this Earth-Brain like muscles through all earth!’


  “ ‘Yes—we know now what caused those tremors, what causes earthquakes!’ I cried.


  “The light-tentacles drew us closer to the Earth-Brain! Can you picture that scene? The great ovoid of light holding us with one of its tentacles, inspecting us? Yes, the Earth-Brain was examining us as a man might take and examine three tiny parasites or insects whom he had not noticed upon his body until they became too bold!


  “And still upon us, through us, beat the Earth-Brain’s will! The impact of that will was tangible, overwhelming. It seemed partly to replace, to usurp, my own will and mind. It seemed that I was not only Clark Landon, but also part of the Earth-Brain that held me. By the strange, unhuman expressions of Travis and Skeel I knew they experienced the same thing.


  “I felt a withdrawal of interest from Clark Landon’s petty affairs and viewpoints. My mind seemed to leap beyond his little concerns to infinitely vaster things. And yet I knew somewhere in my consciousness that it was not my own mind that leapt thus, but the mere reflection or echo in my mind of the Earth-Brain holding me.


  “How can I tell what I seemed to feel? It was as though for the time I was part of that great Earth-Brain, was thinking as it thought and seeing things as it saw them. It was as though, like it, my mind was cased not in any tiny body of colloids and bones and blood-compounds, but in a vast body endowed with a totally different sort of life. As though my great body was a planet, its stupendous frame of stone and its circulating life-fluid the cataracts of flowing fire in its interior! As though all the multitudes of land and water forms of life that swarmed upon my vast body were as unnoticeable and unimportant to me, intent on my own vast affairs, as microbes to the human upon whose body they live.


  “It seemed that I, the Earth-Brain now and not Clark Landon, sat here in this brain-chamber at the top of my earth-body. Poised here, I was as aware of all my great body as a man is of his arms and legs. For down into my earth-body ran the tentacles of light that extended to the uttermost parts of earth, the muscular system by which I moved my earth-body at will.


  “I moved one of those mighty muscles of light and the answering movement of my earth-body was a great quake on the other side of earth! Another of my muscles twitched and an avalanche crashed somewhere else on earth! I paid no attention whatever to the verminous tiny things dwelling upon my body, often annihilated in hordes by my earth-body movements.


  “And I, the Earth-Brain, and my great earth-body, were not stationary but moving! My great body was racing at awful speed through vast leagues of infinite space! Far off across those immensities of space I was aware of other living earths, other planets, some larger and some smaller than I, but each living in the same vast way as I lived, each with its own great Brain!


  “Yes, and from those other living earths there came to me across the void messages, communication. I, Clark Landon, could not even dimly comprehend the nature of that communication which I, the Earth-Brain, carried on. But it was constant and unbroken, a strange speaking of living earth to earth across the void, an exchange of thoughts, of purpose—


  “For purpose there was in the way in which I and those other mighty Brains moved our planet-bodies through space. It was not by mere blind chance, haphazardly, that we moved, but consciously, deliberately, carrying out together some vast purposeful design. Circling and moving with superhuman exactness, a colossal, geometrical march of vast living earth-things through space!


  “And even as I, Clark Landon, thus seemed to share the superhuman viewpoints and purposes of the Earth-Brain that held us, so did I share dimly its attitude toward ourselves. In one part of my intelligence I was still Clark Landon, held with Travis and Skeel helpless by a thing of mystery and terror. But in another part of my mind I was the Earth-Brain, inspecting these three tiny parasites who had dared penetrate my brain-chamber.


  “For I, the Earth-Brain, had never bothered in one way or another with the numberless verminous parasites that dwelt on my earth-body, except that when any had dared approach the mountain at my body’s top that held encased myself, I had warned and driven them back by movements and tremors of my body.


  “But these three had not been driven back but had come on with insane temerity until they had penetrated this dwelling-chamber of mine where none of their kind ever had penetrated before. And I, the Earth-Brain, had found their audacity so unprecedented and unexpected that I had grasped these three insect-things, was examining them!


  “In so much did I, Clark Landon, share somehow the Earth-Brain’s thoughts as those thoughts beat like tangible force through us. And I was aware, even as Travis and Skeel and I struggled vainly against the light-tentacle’s grip, of the Earth-Brain’s desire to inspect one of us more closely. I was not surprised when another light-tentacle whipped out from its base and grasped Skeel, raised him high in the air close beside the Earth-Brain, Travis and I still held by the first tentacle on the floor.


  “Travis and I ceased our struggles, watched in a sort of paralysis of terror as Skeel was raised high beside the Earth-Brain. The glowing light of the great ovoid seemed to beat out through him as the tentacle turned him this way and that like a helpless puppet.


  “The Earth-Brain was examining him, I knew, for there still held me that curious duality of mind in which I was at the same time Clark Landon and the Earth-Brain. Even as I, Landon, watched from below my comrade Skeel, I, the Earth-Brain, was inspecting curiously this tiny thing I held and concerning which I was casually interested.


  “It was I, the Earth-Brain, who shot forth from myself another light-tentacle to grasp this tiny living thing. And then suddenly with a red crash of horror I was no longer the Earth-Brain at all but was Clark Landon, screaming wildly with Travis and shaking impotent little hands up at the Earth-Brain. For with those two tentacles it had casually torn Skeel’s living body into halves!


  “The tentacles held the two torn red things of broken flesh and bone that a moment before had been Herbert Skeel closer to the Earth-Brain’s towering ovoid. The Earth-Brain was inspecting them, as calmly and dispassionately as a man might tear apart an insect and examine its interior structure.


  “ ‘Skeel!’ Travis was screaming raggedly over the unceasing soft roar. ‘The thing’s killed Skeel!’


  “ ‘It’s vivisected him!’ I cried. ‘I’ll kill the damned thing—I’ll kill it!’


  “I was struggling insanely to reach the automatic in my belt, but held in the light-tentacle’s grasp with Travis, I could not move my arms an inch.


  “The Earth-Brain still was examining the broken body of Skeel. The great ovoid’s changing colours still raced and swam, its roar of merged sounds unceasing and its mighty will still flooding tangibly through us and giving us that queer sense of identity with the Earth-Brain. But that sense was overwhelmed in me now by my wild fury at seeing Skeel, the comrade of Travis and myself for so long, slain so terribly before our eyes.


  “Travis and I were mouthing wild threats at the towering ovoid. The Earth-Brain paid no more attention to us than might a man to the waving antennae of ants beneath his feet. It broke the halves of Skeel’s body into smaller pieces. After a moment’s inspection it dropped these red fragments, and the two tentacles that had held them shot down towards Travis and me!


  “They grasped Travis and swung him up toward the Earth-Brain’s side as Skeel had been swung, to vivisect him as Skeel had been vivisected. The other tentacle of light still held me on the floor. But in the moment Travis had been taken by the two, the grip of it upon me had perforce for an instant loosened, and in that instant I had ripped my pistol from my belt. Now as Travis was raised toward the Earth-Brain I aimed in a flash and fired a stream of steel-jacketed bullets up into the Earth-Brain’s mighty ovoid of light.


  “It was in the sheer madness of insane fury that I shot thus into the Earth-Brain, for I had no conscious hope of hurting in the least that terrific thing of tangible light and force in which its intelligence was embodied. But certain it is that even unconsciously I had no expectation of the cataclysmic reactions that took place the instant after my bullets tore into the Earth-Brain’s ovoid of light.


  “The Earth-Brain flamed pure crimson instantly, the crimson of leaping hell-fires and raging holocausts, the red of a superhuman, stupendous wrath. Colossal anger emanated from it at the same moment like a wave of destroying force, and as that cosmic wrath swept through me I knew that I had committed blackest sin against the universe in daring to attack the brain of the living earth-body upon which dwelt I and all my tiny race!


  “And as the Earth-Brain blazed blinding crimson in rage, all its great tentacles or light-muscles whipped and twisted in a wild convulsion of insensate wrath! Travis was flung against the cavern’s wall and smashed into red pulp by the impact; I was hurled as wildly and struck not the cavern wall but the mouth of the tunnel down which we had come, and all earth seemed shaking with a tremendous grinding roar of shifting rock as the tentacles running down from the Earth-Brain into it convulsed.


  “The Earth-Brain had for the moment gone mad with sheer rage and its earth-body was shaking and quaking in that mad spasm. I staggered to my feet. The mountain, the great cavern and the tunnel in whose mouth I was standing, were rocking about me like a leaf in the wind. The Earth-Brain, in its mad excess of rage at having been attacked, had for the moment even forgotten me, who had dared make that attack, and was reacting in an insensate convulsion of fury that was shaking the whole upper part of its earth-body, the whole polar region!


  “I stumbled away from that awful spectacle of the Earth-Brain’s crimson-flaming ovoid of light, up into the tunnel. It was mindless terror that made me struggle up the tunnel whose terrific shakings flung me this way and that. I knew that in a moment when the Earth-Brain’s first wild rage subsided it would remember me and its vengeance would crash upon me.


  “I cannot tell now for how many minutes I fought my way up that tunnel, thrown from my feet each time I staggered erect by the wild pitchings of the mountain around me; crawling crazily upward on hands and knees with the terrific grinding of rock-masses beneath and around me like the last roar of doom in my ears. I saw ahead the white circle of light that was the tunnel’s opening just as the first awful quakes began to subside, as the Earth-Brain’s first convulsive rage began to calm.


  “I knew the Earth-Brain would now remember me and I flung myself forward, out of the dark tunnel into the daylight on the mountain’s side. Below and far away stretched the glittering ice-fields but now they were heaved and rumpled like waves of a mighty sea, piling here and there in mountainous ridges and attesting the violence of the great quake that had just shaken them.


  “Down the mountain’s icy side I started by the path Travis and Skeel and I had cut in ascending. There came a roar from above and an avalanche of ice and rock poured down on me from the mountain’s upper side. I flattened myself beneath the angle of the slant in the side and it roared over and past me. The Earth-Brain had indeed remembered, knew where I was upon its body and was seeking to slay me!


  “Thrice it tried to destroy me as I struggled down the mountain’s side. Twice other avalanches were shaken loose upon me, each almost annihilating me, and once the whole mountain shook violently as though to dislodge me and send me tumbling to death. God, what a weird progress was that of mine down the mountain, with the Earth-Brain, with earth itself, trying to destroy me!


  “I do not know yet by what chance I evaded those tremendous attacks and got to the ice-field at the mountain’s bottom, bruised and terror-dazed. I looked to where our camp had been and there was but Noskat and one sledge and three dogs. Shan and the other sledge and dogs had been caught and annihilated by the shifting ice. Noskat ran toward me.


  “He was babbling madly of the vengeance of the Earth-Brain, of the mighty quake that had killed Shan and the dogs and shaken terribly the earth itself. I cut him short, and we fled southward from the mountain over the ice-fields. Before we had travelled two hours a strong quake shook violently the ice over which we were travelling. A crevice opened suddenly ahead of us that we almost fell into.


  “Noskat cried to me that we might as well die, that we had offended the Earth-Brain and that wherever we went upon its body, the earth, it would know and would try to kill us. But I pressed on, motivated only by the insane desire to put more and more distance between myself and that towering ice-mountain in whose heart the Earth-Brain poised.


  “The next week was like one in a strange inferno, an icy hell of cold in which we pushed south with the Earth-Brain’s vengeance ever following closely. Nine times during that week we were menaced by violent quakes that shook the ice over which we travelled. How we escaped those suddenly opening crevices and marching ice-ridges and terrific shocks, I cannot now dream. Terror, a terror not of the quakes but of the Earth-Brain causing them, drove us on.


  “It came to me during that week of hell that Travis and Skeel had been luckier in being slain outright by the Earth-Brain than had I, with this remorseless vengeance of that mighty ovoid of light and intelligence pursuing me. Yet with that mad persistence that still actuated me, I pushed on. Toward the week’s end Noskat’s strength failed. With him in the sledge, dying and babbling of the Earth-Brain, I struggled south and at last reached the ship.


  “To the ship’s officers, who talked excitedly of the great cataclysm that had almost destroyed the vessel and that had seemed to centre where Travis and Skeel and I had been, I lied. I said that there had been a terrific quake and that Travis and Skeel and Shan had been killed in it. Noskat died without regaining consciousness and there was none to contradict me. The ship started south.


  “I prayed as we sailed southward that the Earth-Brain would pursue me no farther, but I feared—I feared. My fear was justified, for as the ship passed close to the shore of Grinnell Land, a projecting glacier broke and hurled out a huge mass of ice that barely missed the ship. Two days later an undersea disturbance almost swamped us. The ship’s crew talked of unsettled conditions, of earth-faults caused by the great polar quake; but I knew the truth, knew that my prayer was not answered and that still the Earth-Brain’s vengeance followed me.


  “We finally reached Halifax, and there I saw that the Earth-Brain would not reck of killing all my race if it could slay me, who had dared attack it. For, two days after we reached Halifax, came a terrible quake that destroyed half the city and killed thousands of its people. I escaped again, by the mere chance of being in an open park when the quake began.


  “The newspapers quoted the scientists as saying, like the ship’s men, that the great polar quake I had gone through had somehow caused faults in earths’s interior structure which had resulted in this quake. I knew how far they were from the truth, knew the Earth-Brain had moved its vast earth-body and caused that quake solely to kill me.


  “I fled from Halifax, whose dead seemed to point accusingly at me who had brought the Earth-Brain’s death upon them. I took a boat to Norway and the day I arrived there came a quake that did great damage. By then I knew enough to stay out of buildings that might crash upon me, even sleeping in the open air. I went on from Norway to Russia.


  “Russia had a series of three devastating quakes, the third one of which almost got me despite my precautions. When I fled on to Egypt it was worse, for my presence in Alexandria brought a quake and tidal wave that killed more innocent thousands. When I headed north again to Italy, the peninsula was racked by unprecedented quakes and landslides during my stay. And when I went on to England the quakes followed me.


  “I knew that sooner or later, despite my carefulness to stay out of buildings and away from mountains and hills that might loose avalanches on me, one of these quakes would get me, the Earth-Brain’s vengeance would find me. But I fled on, took a boat home. I arrived in New York today, and you, Morris, saw what happened.


  “You saw that when I had not been in New York more than a few hours there came an earth-tremor. To the people here it seemed only a tremor. But to me it was warning and knowledge, knowledge that the Earth-Brain knew of my presence here, that it was still seeking to slay me with the movements of its great earth-body.


  “Yes, following me still with deadly purpose! And that is why I dare not stay here in New York, Morris. If I did stay, sooner or later the Earth-Brain would again attempt to kill me with an earthquake or tidal wave that might kill more innocent thousands or tens of thousands here. I have the blood of enough people now on my head without wanting more killed on my account. So I must go on, must leave here now before I bring doom on New York from the Earth-Brain’s endeavours to take my life.”


  That was the story Clark Landon told me in my New York apartment the morning of the tremor. He left the city despite all I could say, a few hours afterward. I parted from him at the station where he took a train to New Orleans. I never saw Landon again but I followed his movements from that time until the end, and will summarise them briefly here.


  The train Landon took to New Orleans was derailed by a sudden earth-tremor when a few hundred miles from its destination. Landon escaped, according to the newspaper casualty lists, though a score of people were killed and more injured. There were several earth-shocks of varying violence while Landon was in New Orleans, but they ceased after he took a banana boat to Mexico.


  Ten days later I read of a violent quake that had destroyed the town of Tegulcipan, in northern Mexico, and the neighbouring villages of Causo and Santlione. The newspaper dispatches estimated the dead at fifty and mentioned the escape of an American staying in Tegulcipan, Clark Landon.


  Landon went southward and a more or less continuous series of earthquakes followed him. At Progreso, in Yucatan, a double quake laid practically every structure in ruins and slew three-fourths of the population. Again I saw Clark Landon mentioned as one who had escaped, and it was said he had started for Guatemala.


  At Guatemala came the end. The day after Landon arrived came the first terrifying rumblings of an earthquake of tremendous violence. The radio and cable stories told of the unexpected suddenness with which the earth heaved violently and with which vast crevices began opening in it. They told also of the curious suicide of an American named Clark Landon, which took place as the quake started.


  According to these dispatches, Landon, when the quake started, had rushed into the street along which crevices were opening and had shouted madly as though adjuring someone or something to stop the quake. The shocks becoming each moment more violent, Landon had shouted something about surrendering himself and stopping these quakes devastating earth, and had rushed to the nearest crevice and thrown himself into it. According to those who saw, the crevice closed instantly upon him.


  With Landon’s death the quake stopped almost at once, the tremors subsiding. Though a few of Guatemala’s buildings were shaken down and much glass shattered, there was no other damage and so Guatemala had cause for rejoicing. It was only after the first sensational stories of the quake and its sudden stop had filled the papers that they carried the minor detail of Landon’s strange suicide.


  The quake at Guatemala was the last of the series of earthquakes that for almost two years had wrought destruction over earth’s surface. There have been minor tremors and movements since, of course, but no such succession of cataclysms as that which began with the great polar quake and moved here and there over earth until it ended at Guatemala.


  That is all of the story, and I, Morris, intend to attach to it no explanation or attempt at explanation. It must end not with explanations but with questions, questions that may have their answer in known natural causes or that can be answered, perhaps, only by the incredible tale Clark Landon told me that morning.


  Was the tale the literal truth? Did Landon and Travis and Skeel actually penetrate that icy mountain at earth’s top to find there the Earth-Brain, the vast mind that has this earth for body? Was it because Landon attacked that Earth-Brain that for two years earth was racked by quakes?


  Certain it is that that terrible series of quakes did follow Landon over earth’s surface. Whether that was by coincidence only, or whether those quakes were the deliberate movements of its huge earth-body by which the Earth-Brain was striving to kill Landon, as he believed, there will be different minds.


  And what of that last quake at Guatemala, where Landon flung himself into the crevice after madly adjuring the Earth-Brain to stop its destruction? There can be no doubt that Landon saw himself as bringing endless death and destruction on innocent cities and peoples by his mere continued living, and that he felt at last that only by sacrificing himself would the Earth-Brain’s vengeance be satisfied, and the quakes cease.


  Here again it is certain that no sooner had Landon flung himself into that crevice in the Guatemala street than the quake there stopped, the whole series of quakes stopped. Was that, too, by chance only? Or was it that Landon’s sacrifice was not in vain, that with his death the Earth-Brain’s revenge was accomplished?


  It is with such questions and not with explanations, as I said, that the story must end. We cannot say whether up in its mountain-chamber at earth’s top sits that mighty ovoid of sentient light that Landon called the Earth-Brain, whether we who consider ourselves masters of all are not but a race of microscopic parasites dwelling upon the vast and strangely living body of that Earth-Brain. It may be that we shall never be able to say, and I think that that is best. I think it is infinitely best that we, who know so much so certainly, do not know this thing.


  DEATH AND THE HOBBYIST


  Sean Williams


  It wasn’t enough for my mother Juliet to be crazy. Of course not. She was always going to find a uniquely inconvenient way to drive us mad along with her.


  That she was a bit odd escaped no one’s notice. After Dad died she steadily worsened. I speak with sincere love, but the list of things my mother wouldn’t tolerate only grew longer the older she got. Lenses, fabbers, the Air—everything newer than her she considered potentially lethal. I suppose we all slipped into the habit of treating her concerns with, not disdain exactly, but with the same patience one tolerates the night-terrors of a child—particularly me, her only daughter. Fabbers won’t give you cancer any more than chocolate gives you diabetes. So here, Mom, have a cake I said I cooked with my own hands but really dialled up the same as everyone else. She never knew the difference, and we in turn never noticed her succumbing to serious degenerative illness.


  The first time it occurred to me that she had a problem, she was still in the old house in Texas and I was working in Zambia. I visited her on Thursdays for dinner. Sometimes I brought my daughter Clair when she was still a baby, but on this occasion I didn’t. Within moments of walking in the door, it was clear Juliet wasn’t entirely herself.


  “I wish you wouldn’t use that thing,” she said.


  “What thing?”


  “That terrible machine. D-mat.”


  I remember not being terribly surprised. It seemed like a perfect extension of how she felt about things the rest of us took for granted. Given her dislike of fabbers, it was amazing she had tolerated the idea of matter transmitters this long.


  “It’s okay, Mom. They’re everywhere now, and cheap to use.”


  “But you look so old,” she told me. “Don’t you see what it’s doing to you?”


  No one likes being called old. I didn’t understand what I’d done to earn her disfavour. A little stung, I asked her to apologise. But she persisted. It soon became clear that she honestly and sincerely meant it. I did look old to her, older than I ought to. Time was mixed up in her head. I tried to reassure her that d-mat wasn’t sucking the life out of me, but she wasn’t going to listen. Never has there existed a woman more unwilling to change her mind. She insisted that unless I stopped using d-mat entirely, as she had, I was headed for an early grave.


  Now, I’m not going to argue the merits of her case, because its logic . . . well, there was no logic. It was her disease talking, and being someone unwilling to admit to infirmity, d-mat was the only way she could think of to explain what her mind was telling her. Furthermore, anyone who wanted to stay in her good books had better make sure she didn’t catch them disobeying.


  Much later, she explained the mechanism to me. To get from A to B, every object in the universe took a certain amount of time. Most things, people included, had a natural velocity that was much slower than the speed of light. D-mat enabled people to travel instantaneously, but that debt of time wasn’t forgotten. Time doesn’t just vanish, she reasoned. It has to go somewhere.


  She believed that this lost time was added to us while we were in transit. So on every occasion we went through d-mat, in the instant we were between here and there, we aged the time it should have taken us. The more we travelled, the older we got.


  Look at you, she told me once, you should be a young woman of twenty. But you look forty. Why would you do that to yourself?


  I looked forty because I was forty. But that made no difference to Juliet. She was stubborn and ill, and people like that have always made for entertaining patients.


  Juliet’s huge heart was untouched by her illness. She meant well, even when she was wrong, and she was ferociously stubborn. So when she told her family and dearest friends that we weren’t to use d-mat anymore, none of us had the mettle to argue. We lied out of kindness and did as we always did. I continued to visit her on Thursday evenings and often on Tuesday mornings, too, with baby Clair when she wasn’t being too fractious, because I took this as a sign that Juliet was in decline. I wanted grandmother and granddaughter to know each other as best they could in what time remained. Clair shared Juliet’s middle name, and was already showing signs of the same pigheadedness.


  Juliet was sick but she wasn’t stupid. Africa to North America was no day trip. And I wasn’t the only one who made such journeys. It angered her when she thought she was being treated like a child, as it would anger anyone. Ultimately, she took the perfectly defensible step—in her eyes—of forbidding anyone from visiting her. From now on, she would visit them, to spare them from harm.


  I don’t think it occurred to her to wonder how she would accomplish this feat. In her heart, and now in her mind, too, she still occupied the world before the Water Wars, back when people still drove cars, sailed the oceans in vast liners, and bought tickets in planes that flew above the clouds. D-mat had rendered all that obsolete. Why take time getting somewhere when you could be there in a moment? There were no airlines anymore, no freeways. She was a crazy old woman who wouldn’t look in mirrors and didn’t recognise old friends. Sometimes she forgot who Clair was entirely. How was she going to get from one side of the world to the other to visit her granddaughter?


  The first time she went missing, drones picked her up two miles out of town, lugging a suitcase full of old clothes as though she intended carrying them all the way to Zambia.


  I started visiting even more frequently, but that only made her upset and angry. She ran away three more times, and on the last time she slipped and hurt herself. I was waiting at the house when the peacekeepers brought her in. She had been crying. I could see the tear tracks on her dusty face. But you wouldn’t have known it from the way she carried on. She had been kidnapped, she said. She didn’t need chaperones, she was perfectly capable of looking after herself, she knew what she was doing.


  We were forced to accept that she didn’t, and it nearly broke her.


  A prison, she called the assisted care community I found for her. It was the best available, but of course she hated it. The confinement, the routine, the constant observation—all of it. One of the terrible things about her illness was how, despite causing her so much calamity, she remained recognisably who she had been. If she had become a different person, it would have been easier to do what we had to do. But we had no choice, for all that she argued and fought with us. It was like smacking a child who honestly thought she was the centre of the universe. My mother had the same sense of drama, if very different strategies, than my daughter, now almost two.


  Predictably, she tried to escape and hurt herself again. Her carers started locking her room at night, but she always found a way to slip out. They tried sedating her. They considered tracking devices, physical restraints, drugs. But I didn’t want my mother to be treated like a criminal. All she wanted to do was visit her loved ones. All she wanted to do was keep them safe. She was my mother. Could I punish her for that?


  Fearing a breakdown, I started coming every day. There was no point to it—there was nothing I could offer her that the staff didn’t already provide, except my own anxieties. I became obsessed with the possibility that Juliet might attempt self-harm rather than accept that this was how the world worked now. I would sit with her at nights until she fell asleep, cradling Clair in my lap. These two remarkable women, at opposite ends of their lives, totally ruled my own life now. I was exhausted. I didn’t see how I could help both of them much longer.


  As I left the hospital one exhausting night, I was hailed by a groundskeeper I had seen a couple of times, tending the roses. A solid man in overalls with white hair poking out from under the hat he wore to keep the moonlight at bay, he was notable because he looked even older than Juliet. I couldn’t tell if he was a volunteer or a patient. Perhaps he was both.


  “You’re Juliet’s girl,” he said. “Your mother has itchy feet.”


  There was a smile in his voice. I was tired and unwilling to joke about my mother’s predicament.


  “No, no,” he said, raising his gloved hands. There were thorns stuck into the thick leather. “I just want to help. You need to call Andre. He’ll know what to do.”


  “Who’s Andre?”


  “He’s a good man. We fought in the Wars.”


  He didn’t say “together.” Nobody from that generation did. There were no sides in the Water Wars, just like there were no victors. There were only those who survived, and those who didn’t.


  He gave me an address written on an actual piece of paper by a shaky hand. “Your mother needs him.”


  He returned to his gardening and I walked on, convinced now that he was an inmate, one with problems perhaps as profound as my mother’s. I almost threw out the note he had given me, but was stopped by the effort he had gone to. I had no intention of making the call. I remember thinking that I would hand it in to the carers the next day. If he was acting out his illness to strangers in the middle of the night, they needed to be told.


  That night Juliet sprained an ankle in the garden, not far from where I had met my would-be benefactor. When I came to settle her down, she wouldn’t look at me. I couldn’t tell what pained her more: the sight of me, or that I could see her in such desperate straits. And they were desperate. She was at a breaking point, and so was I. Both of us knew this couldn’t go on much longer.


  I sent Andre a message when I got home. Where carers had failed, locks had failed, daughter and granddaughter had both failed, I would give a complete stranger the chance to work a miracle.


  He called two hours later and explained who he was. I didn’t need to tell him my situation; the groundskeeper had warned him that I would call. The embarrassment of being talked about behind my back was assuaged by his calm, open manner. He was frank, too, in a way I found refreshing.


  “There’s crazy and there’s crazy,” he said, when I explained my mother’s predicament. “I’ve been called it often enough. But until I hurt someone, I figure I’m allowed to do anything I want. And if there’s some way I can help another in need . . .”


  “Can you help?”


  He didn’t answer the question directly.


  Andre was a hobbyist, he explained. He loved boats. Where some people dabbled in tiny sloops or yachts, taking gentle joyrides in secluded bays, his interest lay in the big ships that had plied the oceans. The outriggers, the tankers, the icebreakers. The whaling vessels that had driven entire species to the brink of extinction. The destroyers that the navy of one nation might have sent to do war with another. Humanity had once ruled the oceans by means of such things. That there was no need for them anymore didn’t stop Andre from obsessing about the way things had been.


  What did that have to do with me, I wanted to know. I already had one crazy person to look after.


  He laughed and explained that hobbyists came in all shapes and sizes. Some shared his aquatic passion. Others dreamed of airships, freight trains, racing cars, drilling rigs. Their passions consumed their lives. They became obsessed. Every waking thought was spent searching out old plans, old routes, old ways that were at risk of disappearing forever.


  “My mother’s never going to take up a hobby like this, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”


  He laughed again. I heard a great joy in it. He might have been crazy, but he found a way to be happy despite it.


  “She doesn’t need a hobby,” he said. “She needs a hobbyist. We don’t just dream and obsess. We build. And we like to play.”


  I glimpsed it then, the solution to our problem. Juliet might not be able to get on a plane and fly to Zambia, but if she could take a train to the coast, then sail across the ocean, and catch a humvee across the plains . . .


  It seemed ridiculous at first, I’ll admit. I wasn’t going to entrust a sick old woman to a pack of strangers and their handmade contraptions.


  But the more Andre talked—the more of this strange vision came into view—I began to see how, even if nothing concrete eventuated, even if his wild plans came to nothing, it would give Juliet something to focus on that wasn’t her prison or her ageing daughter. There was value in this as a distraction, if nothing else.


  So I asked him if he would like to meet her. He agreed and we made a time, a week from then. I didn’t ask how he was going to get there. It would be too easy to talk myself out of it if he said something too weird.


  That day, I told Juliet to expect a visitor. I hoped Andre knew a good impression was required of him, for both our sakes. I shouldn’t have doubted him. When he strode into the room, a man Juliet’s age wearing white pants, blue jacket, cravat, and a sea captain’s cap tucked firmly on his head, skin burned brown by the sun and hair bleached salt-white, I saw my mother’s eyes light up with delight, and I smiled so hard I almost cried right then.


  I introduced them and, after a few moments, slipped out to leave them to it. I don’t think they noticed. He was telling her tall tales and she was laughing as I hadn’t heard her laugh for a year. I went back home to Clair, and cried. I felt a great weight shifting on my shoulders. I wasn’t released yet, but hope had returned. It didn’t matter if Andre’s wild schemes ever came to fruition. Juliet had exchanged one brand of crazy for another.


  A change is as good as a holiday, she used to say.


  The details of their first adventure don’t matter now. It was clear from the outset that they weren’t going to give up until Juliet visited me in Mfuwe, were I was stationed, and who was I to disavow them of their dreams? It wasn’t just a case of Andre giving Juliet something to look forward to. I think they fuelled each other’s dreams. No, I’m certain of it. I’ve met quite a few hobbyists now, and there’s no one as desperate and guileless as an obsessive who’s finally found an audience.


  Juliet and Andre’s relationship was platonic. What swept her off her feet wasn’t his rugged good looks or his salty tales. What drew him to her wasn’t her queen-in-captivity circumstances. They spoke every day to hone the details of their plan until, three months later, they were ready to put it into effect. I discharged her from the centre and, with Clair and the carers, waved her off from the steps as she drove away—drove!—in a cloud of dust.


  It wasn’t as though she was vanishing from the face of the Earth. We were in constant communication as she jaunted from car to boat, from boat to jeep, from jeep to blimp. She sent me pictures of all the hobbyists she met, of dolphins she saw dancing in the waves, of cliffs rising up as land approached, of the road vanishing under as the miles swept by.


  Andre was with her the entire time. I had entrusted him with her, threatened to enact a terrible vengeance if so much as a single grey hair was harmed on her head, and he didn’t let me down. He loved her for giving his passion an outlet, just as she loved him for saving her life. And when they touched down in the Mfuwe reserve and she stepped from the balloon, as tanned and joyous as he was, I loved them both, and took them in my arms and cried once more.


  So that was how Juliet spent her final years, flitting from place to place in the care of her hobbyist friends. She didn’t share their interest in the antique crafts they maintained, but they treated her like royalty all the same. She meant as much to them as they meant to her—more, I think, then I’ll ever truly understand. The bond they shared went beyond friendship or admiration. They lived in a fairy tale of patronage and chivalry. They moved through the world, unseen, unnoticed, outside of time.


  When Juliet died in her sleep high above the Andes, they carried her home to me on a bier of flowers and sang her to her rest with all the others who had loved her. These strange, lonely men and women and their families. My heart swells now to think of them.


  My mother’s final words, Andre said, were, “Take me home.” And he did.


  That wasn’t the end of it. Some of the hobbyists had never been to Zambia before. They took the chance to look around while they were here. I fabbed mattresses and put out beds on every flat surface. People slept inside, on the veranda, in their vehicles, on top of their vehicles . . . There were people everywhere. I never once felt lonely and Clair had so many new friends to play with she didn’t know what to do with herself.


  It couldn’t last. As the hobbyists left in dribs and drabs, I reread the many messages Juliet had sent from far-flung places of the world, putting names to faces and saying heartfelt thanks and goodbyes. I didn’t expect to see any of them again. They were Juliet’s friends, not mine. Knowing that my crazy mother had done so much both amazed me and left me feeling slightly alienated from her. Where was the difficult woman I had known? Had I lost her without realizing it, long before her death?


  Andre was the last to leave. He had a present for me, something Juliet had asked him to convey in safety. It was her diary, which she had kept assiduously through all her journeys. We hugged, and he said we were always welcome to sail with him, if ever the inclination took us. One day, I said, knowing it was unlikely. Clair, at three, is too young for adventures, although I’m sure she would disagree. By the time she grows up, the hobbyists might be gone. Unless a new generation takes up the challenge of keeping these old machines running, they will rust and sink to the ocean floor.


  “Juliet was a child at heart,” Andre said. “We will always miss her.”


  When he was gone, I settled Clair on my lap and read the words my mother had written.


  The diary was not a profound read. In it she grizzled about the food on the tankers, which was invariably awful. She took Andre to task for constantly taking detours, or for using modern navigational technology, which she said was bound to lead them to becoming breached on an uncharted reef somewhere. She wondered why there had to be so many long delays without even trying to grasp the enormous logistical challenges of ferrying one woman across the globe using technologies superseded fifty years ago. She ranted about how d-mat was the source of all her inconveniences. D-mat, and the Air, and fabbers, and lenses . . . .


  I smiled to read it. She hadn’t changed a bit. And it made me think that her journey had been as much about the spaces between her destinations as the destinations themselves. There was and is something reassuring in that. Her adventure is over, but mine continues, and Clair’s has barely begun. Wherever we go, we will have gone somewhere. The road doesn’t vanish just because we have arrived at the end.


  A TALL TAIL


  Charles Stross


  This is true, I swear:


  I was in Orlando in October, staying in one of those big, bland conference hotels. DARPA, the Pentagon department tasked with nurturing Mad Science in all its most speculative forms, had decided to throw a brainstorming conference on the 100 Year Starship—a mind-meld to try and figure out what research they’d have to conduct in order to have a hope of beginning to build a starship some time in the twenty-second century. And for no reason I clearly understood, they decided to fly in a bunch of SF authors from all over the world. I’m not sure why the Pentagon might want a starship, but I was glad someone was paying for me to go to Orlando and kibitz on their conference, and I was happy to bloviate about such things from a hard SF point of view.


  The 100YSS conference exceeded all my expectations—and everyone else’s. But the sheer amount of information on tap made the experience feel a bit like trying to drink from a fire hose. It turns out there’s a lot we don’t know about how to build a starship, but also a lot that we do know, and this was the mother of all networking opportunities for folks with an interest in the field.


  Like all networking sessions, a lot of the interesting stuff happens among small groups by the poolside bar, or over a dinner table in a nearby restaurant. You get talking to some interesting-sounding folks who ply you with beer, and the next thing you know you discover you’ve been drafted into some kind of DARPA-funded think tank, or wake up with a hangover in a North Korean labour camp, doomed to spend the next two years coaching the Great Leader’s son through writing the Nobel Prize–winning SF novel that daddy expects him to produce.


  Luckily that’s never happened to me, but I have had an eye-opening experience or two. Like the chat I had on Sunday evening by the swimming pool.


  The Orlando conference center where they held the 100 Year Starship event had a resort-grade outdoor water attraction. Not only were there hot tubs and a regular swimming pool and a water slide, this hotel had an artificial river about a quarter of a mile long, down which you could drift along on a truck tire, propelled by aquajets and drenched by fountains. On a muggy October evening, after a long day of listening to talks about liquid indium ion drives and aneutronic boron fusion reactors, this was exactly the right place to hang out if you wanted to bump into inebriated floating rocket scientists. Like Greg Benford’s twin brother, Jim.


  You probably know Greg Benford best as a physicist and hard SF writer, one of the “Killer B’s” who dominated the field in the 1980s and who is still actively writing novels and research papers. But you might not be aware that Greg has an identical twin, or that his sibling Jim is a card-carrying rocket scientist. Back in 2011, Jim was doing impressive things with microwave sails, and Greg was talking up the applications of a lot of recently declassified Russian research into nuclear thermal rockets: “They built this underground test complex near Semipalatinsk, so that they could capture the exhaust. And then they ran their motor for nearly five hundred hours. That’s about a thousand times longer than Project NERVA managed, in total—in one burn! It’s safe, and it’s reliable, and it’s the best way of getting to the outer planets.” His tire spun slowly round as he drifted under one of the fountains, and because we were orbiting near opposite sides of the artificial river, our paths diverged. Intrigued, I paddled to catch up.


  “Don’t you think launching a nuclear reactor might be a bit problematic?” I asked, as I closed to within hailing distance. “I mean, the antinuclear protests when Cassini launched . . .”


  Jim waved dismissively. “It’s safe as houses,” he assured me. “You’re looking for safety, right? Nuclear thermal, you launch the reactor fuel piecemeal in Soyuz or Dragon capsules with a man-rated launch escape system, then fuel the reactor once it’s in orbit. No, nuclear-thermal is fine. Not very efficient, but it’s not going to kill anyone. If you want efficient propulsion technology, you’ve got to look elsewhere. But unfortunately the best rocket tech we know of is far too dangerous to use.”


  “How dangerous?”


  Jim winked at me. “Let me introduce you to Leonard,” he said as we drifted toward the poolside cocktail bar. “He’ll fill you in on it . . .”


  Leonard Hansen—not his real name—is a tanned seventy-something rocket scientist who spent the 1950s in California and New Mexico, as a graduate student researching rocket fuels under John D. Clark and then as a fuels scientist working on various missile programs. Today he lives in semiretirement in Florida, but he retains a keen interest in the field of rocket fuel design.


  “What you need to understand is that in order to go faster, you need to increase the exhaust velocity,” he explained. “You can do this by making it much hotter, or by using lighter exhaust particles. If you want to make it hotter, however, you need to pump more energy into it. So if you’re using chemical rockets, you need to use very energetic reagents—fuel and oxidizer.”


  He paused for a mouthful of lime margarita. “Take the space shuttle,” he said wistfully. “With just two tweaks, we could have put a hundred tons into its payload bay!”


  “Two tweaks?” I asked doubtfully. A hundred-ton payload (in a vehicle already massing close to a hundred tons) would have put the shuttle in the same bracket as the Saturn V.


  “Yes.” He smiled sourly. “They could have stretched it, given it a bigger thermal protection system as well—the Columbia disaster wouldn’t have happened. But they rejected my proposal. The first part, to upgrade the SRBs, would have been trivially easy! Although the alternate oxidizer for the space shuttle main engines would have presented certain handling difficulties, that much is true . . .”


  “Tell him about the SRBs first,” Jim suggested. He leaned forward expectantly; at a guess, he’d heard this before.


  “All right. First, the solid rocket boosters. Regular SRBs run on a mixture of ammonium perchlorate—the oxidizer—and finely powdered aluminum, suspended in a rubbery polymer that holds everything together and provides additional reaction mass. When they ignite you get aluminum oxide and ammonium chloride and lots of energy. But it’s not really enough! We could make them about twenty percent more efficient if we just replaced the aluminum with powdered beryllium. It’s a lighter atom and the redox reaction is more energetic—”


  “Hang on!” I stared at him. “Beryllium is really poisonous. Wouldn’t that—”


  Leonard shook his head. “Nonsense.” A small smile. “You see, then there was my second proposal. If you replace the oxidizer in the space shuttle main engines with liquid fluorine, you could also get an extra twenty percent out of them. And I know what you’re going to say next: wouldn’t that give rise to an exhaust plume of extremely hot hydrofluoric acid? You’re absolutely right: it would! But hydrofluoric acid reacts with beryllium oxide to give you beryllium fluoride—which is almost inert in comparison—and hydrochloric acid, which is neither here nor there.” A shadow crossed his face. “It’s totally safe, compared to some of the other projects I’ve worked on. But NASA took one look at the environmental impact statement and, and . . .” His shoulders began to shake; whether with laughter or tears, I couldn’t tell.


  Now, I have a background in chemistry. And I think I should explain at this point that liquid fluorine is not your friend. Fluorine is the most active elemental oxidizing agent in the periodic table, and liquid fluorine makes liquid oxygen look inert and unreactive. It likes to oxidize things we don’t usually think of as oxidizable, like water—which it reacts with to product hydrofluoric acid, which is in turn nasty enough that sane people avoid working with it because if you forget for one second what you’re dealing with it’s liable to dissolve your bones.


  Back in the nineteenth century, chemists used to joke that you could tell who had just discovered elemental fluorine by reading the obituary columns. But liquid fluorine and hydrofluoric acid are themselves not the worst oxidizing agents out there. Elemental fluorine may be the thuggish hit-man of the halide world, but if you torment it with chloride ions you can turn it into the chemical equivalent of Hannibal Lecter: chlorine trifluoride, an oxidizing agent so malignant that it will set fire to water and burn explosively on contact with sand, asbestos, or rocket scientists.


  Jim Benford smiled. “Now why don’t you tell him about the proposal for NAIL SPIKE?”


  “What?” Leonard looked confused for a moment. “I thought he’d be more interested in D-SLAM—”


  “Wasn’t that Project PLUTO?” I asked. I’m enough of a crazy cold war projects geek to have heard of the atomic powered cruise missile—a device that only Dr. Strangelove could have loved—from the 1960s.


  “Yes, D-SLAM was PLUTO,” said Jim. “But it’s not that interesting, unless you want a power source for a drone that can explore the atmosphere of Jupiter for years at a time. NAIL SPIKE, on the other hand—”


  “NAIL SPIKE was a CIA project.” Leonard polished off his cocktail and put the glass down on the bar, just loudly enough to get my attention. He caught my eye. I sighed, and waved at the bartender.


  “Are you supposed to be talking to me about it, then?” I asked. “Me being a foreigner, remember?” Not that I wasn’t curious, but I wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about unintentionally having my stay in the US extended by a few years due to someone else’s loose lips.


  “Oh, it’s old hat.” Jim waved my question away. “We’re talking about 1970s projects here. It was declassified in the 90s, after the end of the cold war.”


  “The CIA were into rocketry?” I couldn’t help myself.


  “After a fashion.” Our new round of drinks arrived. Leonard took a cautious sip of his. “Who was that writer friend of yours, Jim, from California . . .?”


  “Larry, Larry Niven. ‘Any reaction motor is a weapon of efficiency proportional to its efficiency as a rocket.’ That’s what you were thinking of?”


  “Yes, that’s the one. He was spot-on, you know. NAIL SPIKE was about building a really efficient rocket motor and then marketing it to the opposition.”


  “Wait, what?” (I can’t easily describe the experience of involuntary nasal irrigation with a lime margarita, so I won’t bother. Just try not to do it.)


  When I stopped convulsing Leonard continued: “The idea is quite simple. During the 1940s and 1950s we experimented with a number of really quite unpleasant substances before settling in the 1960s on a handful of slightly less unpleasant stuff as our propellants of choice—liquid oxygen, liquid hydrogen, kerosene, and solids based on powdered aluminum. Of course, there were exceptions; Titan ran on dinitrogen tetroxide and a hydrazine/UDMH mixture, for example. Hydrazine isn’t just explosive, it’s corrosive and poisonous too. There’s a reason the EPA-bullied wimps at NASA won’t use it for launch vehicles these days. Dinitrogen tetroxide is explosive and corrosive. But we more or less stopped using really nasty stuff like red fuming nitric acid—we leave that to the Russians these days.


  ”But during the 1960s some bright spark at ARPA got a bright idea and handed it to the CIA: why not pretend we were using some extremely high reactivity oxidizers and fuels in our latest missiles, and leak plans and blueprints to the bad guys’ spies? Obviously this wouldn’t play with the Soviets, but small fry like East Germany or North Korea or Iraq might fall for it. Worst case, it would send them on a wild goose chase; best case, they might really damage themselves trying to build and fly this stuff.


  “So we brainstormed the most suicidal rocket motor we could come up with. And you wouldn’t believe just how mad it was.”


  I grabbed another mouthful of iced alcohol; being slightly numb seemed like a good idea under the circumstances. “So what did you come up with?”


  “Well, there’s the stuff we ruled out first. Leaking Project Orion—” the nuclear bomb–powered pulse-detonation space drive “—was a nonstarter; the test-ban treaty put the kibosh on that. The PLUTO nuclear ramjet likewise wasn’t an option. We had to stick to chemical rockets. But it turns out there are chemical rockets as nasty as anything nuclear. Nastier, even.


  “First, there’s an oxidizing agent that’s even nastier than chlorine trifluoride.” Dr Hansen grinned. “It’s called FOOF, dioxygen difluoride. You make it by reacting liquid fluorine and liquid oxygen in a cryogenic steel reaction vessel under X-ray bombardment. I say ‘you’ make it because I’m not stupid enough to go anywhere near the stuff myself. I hear they cancel your life insurance if they catch wind that you’re working with it. FOOF is unstable and tends to explode if you let it get much warmer than the boiling point of liquid nitrogen, or if you look at it funny. It’s mostly used in producing uranium hexafluoride from—” he coughed. “Well, anyway, it’s a great oxidizing agent!”


  Jim nodded wisely. “Happy fun stuff. But you’d need a fuel to burn in it, right?”


  “Yes! And we had just the stuff sitting on the shelf in the glove box, so to speak. Dimethylmercury.”


  “Di—” That’s when I figured out that they were pulling my leg.


  Mercury is nasty stuff, but organic mercury compounds are even nastier, and dimethylmercury is one of the worst. It’s not merely poisonous; it’s about the strongest neurotoxin we’ve got. In fact, just about its only use is as a reference test for toxicity. It passes through latex, rubber, and plastics as if they aren’t there and it can pass right through your skin as well, killing you slowly and painfully, like it killed Professor Wetterhahn in 1997. Chemical warfare suits won’t save you. And unlike the happy fun nerve gases everyone knows about, Sarin and VX and so on, dimethylmercury doesn’t go away. It hangs around for years, like long duration fallout from a nuclear weapon, only much, much nastier.


  “That’s nonsense. Nobody would use that stuff as rocket fuel! For one thing, the mercury would corrode any aluminum components in seconds, and for another, if you spilled even a couple of drops on the launch pad you’d have a permanent no-go zone! Why not just use liquid methane or something?”


  But they were shaking their heads at me. “You want mercury because it’s a heavy atom; you can make your fuel really dense and if you pump enough energy into a mercury ion to make it go really fast you get more momentum from your exhaust stream. That’s the theory, anyway. We managed to talk the Navy and Air Force out of using the stuff decades ago, but figured, why not leak it to someone we don’t like?” Jim explained. “Which is what NAIL SPIKE was about. Len?”


  “Yes. That’s where the guys in Langley came in. Now you’ve got to understand, this was after the Church Committee in the midseventies blew the lid off a lot of crazy stuff—Operation Acoustic Kitty, the Castro assassination attempts, the elephants-on-LSD thing. During the late 1970s the CIA was under the oversight of a suspicious congressional committee, who took most of their toys away from them. But they were still expected to do stuff to . . . impair . . . the Soviets’ war-fighting capability. Stuff like providing covert funding for radical Islamic insurgents in Afghanistan, which was in danger of going communist. Or, well, trying to get them to poison themselves.


  “Now, you probably know already that the Soviets were at least even with us in rocketry—possibly even a bit ahead of us on the liquid fuel side during the 1950s. So fooling them into playing with NAIL SPIKE was going to be a tall order. On the other hand, there’s a special genius at Langley who came up with the bright idea of making the NAIL SPIKE leak look incomplete—of hinting that there was a secret missing stabilizer ingredient in the fuel. So we faked up a few dummy test firings on a stand at White Sands, and we made sure that all the paperwork crossed the desk of a known GRU mole in Los Alamos; ever since the whole Atom Bomb Spies fiasco we’ve kept a couple of Soviet spies on hand, wrapped in cotton wool, for just such a leak. It’s much better to keep them in a box than to arrest them immediately; if you haul them in, the KGB will just send some more and you’ll have to figure out who they are all over again.


  “So. We leaked the design for the FOOF/dimethylmercury test motor to the Soviets, claiming it had an insanely high specific impulse—” the measure of a rocket’s efficiency “—and was ideal for anti-shipping missiles because the fuel’s extremely dense, so your missile can have a smaller frontal cross-section, which is good when you’re pushing through dense air at sea level. And we made sure to salt the documents with references to a special additive that made it all stable and safe to handle. And then we sat back to wait for the exploding chemical plants to show up from orbit, and the reports of dissolving scientists and platoons of technicians dying in neurology units.”


  It made a horrible kind of sense, for Cold War values of sense: not a real rocket motor, but a vile way of getting your enemy’s best and brightest to kill themselves by trying to reverse-engineer an impossible nightmare. So I swallowed another mouthful of my drink and waited for Jim to nudge Len into continuing his horror story.


  ”Well, you’ve got to understand that this was 1979. The commies had just invaded Afghanistan, the Cold War was hotting up, the Iranians had taken our people hostage in the embassy in Tehran. So they had high hopes for NAIL SPIKE. But it seemed to sink without a trace.


  “Then, two years later, we got wind that they’d taken the bait. In fact, there was an industrial research unit working on trying to reverse engineer the special additive! That evening in Langley there were high fives all round, I can tell you. We didn’t know much about it, just that it was known as Atom City Number Nine, and it was somewhere in the Ukraine, not far from Kiev, and there was some kind of big engineering complex nearby.”


  That rang a bell, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I’d have googled Atom City Nine then and there, but my iPhone is locked to a British phone company, and the international data charges are horrible. So I just nodded thoughtfully and waited.


  “It was 1985 before we learned just what had happened. It turns out that NAIL SPIKE had inadvertently crossed streams with something the Soviets were working on, unbeknownst to us.” Len paused dramatically, then spread his hands and announced: “Red mercury!”


  “Don’t be silly, red mercury doesn’t exist. It’s just a hoax used to bilk gullible westerners out of their money.” Secretly, I was saddened. The story had been going so well up to this point . . .


  “Ah.” Jim tapped the side of his nose. “You’re right, of course. Red mercury does not exist.” His tone was arch, knowing. “That’s official.”


  “Red mercury doesn’t exist,” Len agreed, nodding emphatically. “You’re right, it’s a scam. But. Hmm. If it did exist, what might it be?” He raised a hand and began checking off digits. “It wouldn’t be a ballotechnic explosive. It wouldn’t be a room-temperature superconductor. It wouldn’t be a dessert topping and a floor wax. It wouldn’t be red. But. But. Suppose the Soviets had taken NAIL SPIKE at face value and began looking for the mysterious Ingredient X that was missing from the faked-up documents we leaked to them. Charlie, have you heard of induced gamma emission from nuclear isomers?”


  “What, are we talking hafnium, now? I thought that was a bust, wasn’t it?”


  Nuclear isomers are isotopes of some heavier elements that can exist for prolonged periods in an unstable high-energy state. Hafnium got a lot of airtime a few years ago because of a theory that you could use it to store gamma radiation and then trigger its release by hitting a block of the metal with gamma rays—making it a kind of nuclear battery, with an energy density millions of times higher than any chemical battery could achieve.


  “We’re not talking hafnium,” said Len, “we’re talking mercury. Specifically, we’re talking red mercury. Which doesn’t exist. But if it did, it might be a metastable nuclear isomer of mercury that had been irradiated in a reactor for months, and that could be stimulated to discharge all its absorbed energy in a matter of milliseconds by hitting it with hard X-rays.”


  “You’re shitting me!”


  “I’m afraid not.” Len shook his head. “Red mercury does not exist because if it did it would have a half-life of about sixty-two minutes, and we couldn’t do with having that sort of stuff floating around. That’s why everyone’s harshing on Iran right now, by the way. We could care less if they want to build civil nuclear reactors or A-bombs, but red mercury is another matter.”


  “Stop right there. You’re telling me that the Soviets accidentally invented a working nuclear isomer battery? Because they were trying to work out what the missing Ingredient X in NAIL SPIKE was?”


  Jim Benford looked abruptly sober. “Yup, that’s about the size of it. The reactor complex at Atom City Nine was tasked with manufacturing the stuff, and the early lab tests proved that if your dimethylmercury was in the excited state and you triggered its gamma emission in the middle of a rocket exhaust stream you could get it moving a lot faster than you could achieve with a chemical rocket, or even nuclear thermal, or anything much short of a working fusion rocket. Sure, it’s a devil’s brew, but who wouldn’t say no to a specific impulse on the order of twelve thousand?”


  “Even though the oxidizer explodes if you look at it funny and the fuel is a corrosive radioactive neurotoxin with a half-life of an hour?”


  “Absolutely.” Len sighed and drained his cocktail. “We’d expected them to make a mess of some warships by trying to put it in an anti-shipping missile. But we hadn’t reckoned on the red mercury angle. It was nearly the worst own goal the CIA ever scored. They just about handed the solar system to the Soviet Union, on a plate!”


  Somber expressions all round. I felt compelled to take the bait. “So what happened?” I asked.


  “Well.” Len looked furtive. “It took all four of the big reactors at the complex, running for months on end, to irradiate enough red mercury—in the form of dimethylmercury suitable for fueling a NAIL SPIKE engine—for a single launch, burning maybe ten tons of the stuff. So we gather they built a single stage rocket, quite small, probably derived from SS–20 tankage and avionics, and stacked an instrument pod on top of it. The launch pad had to be close to the reactor complex to facilitate fueling, and they only needed half a cryogenic tanker car of FOOF for the rocket. By basing it on an SS–20 missile they could use a mobile launcher, and by testing it somewhere well away from their main test ranges they could maintain a security cordon around the real secret stuff—the nuclear isomer.


  “For a first flight, well, they didn’t want any risk of their special package falling into the wrong hands. So they gave it a simple guidance package and a bunch of batteries to power the radio transmitter. The flight profile was straight up and out—it was going to burn out at well over escape velocity, and hopefully send back some holiday snaps from Pluto on its way out of the solar system.


  “So on April 26, 1986, the Pripyat team began the countdown, piped most of the dimethyl red mercury straight out of the reactor core where they’d been irradiating it in special dummy fuel rods and into the rocket. Then they lit the blue touch paper.”


  “Wait—” Pripyat. Now I got it. I decided to string them along: “This reactor couldn’t possibly have been at a place called Chernobyl, could it? What happened?”


  “We’re not sure. It wasn’t the reactor operators conducting an unauthorized experiment: That was a cover story. We think what happened, well, they launched from about two kilometers north of the reactor complex. And, you know, it should have gone fine, apart from permanently poisoning a patch of forest nobody cared much about, within the perimeter of a nuclear exclusion zone. But we think that on the way up they had some sort of guidance problem—not surprising giving the radiation flux coming from the rocket’s exhaust. The exhaust stream directly pointed at the roof of the B reactor where the second batch of red mercury was being irradiated at the time. And, you know? What’s basically a metal halide plasma torch with added gamma radiation really doesn’t play well with the roof of a reactor building. Sure, the containment over a western reactor would have blocked it, but the RBMK reactors the Soviets built at Pripyat didn’t have containment domes. The ‘uncontrolled power surge’ that hit the B reactor was probably its load of red mercury lighting off, after the rocket exhaust cooked through the roof.”


  “Right. So you’re telling me that the Chernobyl accident was the result of the red mercury in the reactor spontaneously dumping all its stored energy when it was tickled by the exhaust radiation from the NAIL SPIKE launch?” I shook my head. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve heard all weekend! Great story, though.”


  “It’s not a tall tale!” Jim looked perturbed by my skepticism. “This really happened, I swear. It’s the real reason for the Chernobyl exclusion zone—it’s covered in radioactive dimethylmercury fallout. And—” he had the decency to look abashed “—it’s why we’re still messing around with prototype nuclear-thermal rockets instead of exploring Mars on foot. Dammit.”


  “But NAIL SPIKE was a one-off, wasn’t it?” I persisted, humoring him. “Nobody would be crazy enough to risk a second Chernobyl, would they? By trying to repeat the same poisoned intelligence scam, I mean. By, oh, declassifying the original papers that were leaked to the Soviet spies, in hopes that someone will pick it up like a used copy of The Anarchist Cookbook? The ‘look ma, no hands’ version?”


  Len sighed. “You may think that.” He caught my eye and shook his head very slightly. “But if I were you I’d take it no further.”


  And indeed I did keep thinking that, for another few months.


  But it’s interesting how everyone gets so very upset about those North Korean rocket launches that keep blowing up, isn’t it?


  BIPED REEGAN


  Alfred Bester


  The strongest man, the last woman, at bay against a world that had destroyed their fellows, take a last grim gamble with eternity that the human race might survive.


  If it please your Imperial Maternity, the day is won. I have here the full report of the last victory, and if your Imperial Maternity would deign to listen . . .?


  At the first light our forces were drawn up at the crest of the semicircle of hills surrounding the bipeds’ last citadel. In the ten moons following our first attack on their cities, only this last stronghold prevailed. Within were less than two hundred bipeds. Like a sickle, our armies pressed close.


  We were at all times within close observation of the enemy. Spy-alpha had slipped through their traps and barriers during the dark and had taken up a post in the vast room in which the bipeds were accustomed to meet and talk. Spy-alpha telecasted to us shortly after the first light that the bipeds were entering the room, and all of us picked up his thought band.


  They came in slowly, those bipeds, for they were desperate. The big one with flushed face and beard, called Otis, banged his hand on the table.


  “It’s hopeless,” he said. “What if we do win out?”


  The biped with red hair interrupted.


  “Not if,” he said. “We shall. Chung and I have something new. It can’t fail. We’ve been working on it for two months. ”


  Then the biped with slant eyes, the one called Chung, nodded.


  “In some ways,” he said, “the attack of the ants has worked miracles. First, it ended a war between the Chinese and Whites. Second, it has provided a necessity that is proving to be the mother of miracles. Between Ivar’s technique and my theory we have created a new thermodynamics . . .”


  “You’re too long-winded,” Ivar said.


  “You’re both too optimistic,” Otis added. “When do we see this miracle worker of yours? What’s it all about?”


  “Not yet,” Ivar replied. “In three hours it’ll be ready for a final demonstration. Not now.”


  “And if it works?” Otis asked.


  “Then we win,” said Chung.


  “Win what?” Otis demanded. “A slow and sorry death for the race and two hundred men. Two hundred men, I said. You don’t seem to understand. The race of men is dead. It died with the last woman. You’re only prolonging the inevitable.”


  Ivar said: “I’d rather make a fight of it . . . No matter how hopeless it is.


  You too, Otis. You’re just depressed.”


  At that moment the vast portal to the room was smashed open and one of the biped underlings rushed in. He lifted his hand to his forehead and poured out a message so excitedly that Spy-alpha had difficulty following, and so did we. The gist of it, however, was that the ants were attacking.


  Instantly we telecast across the entire field of battle. Not an attack was reported in progress, although Marshal-gamma announced that he had moved one hundred thirty thousand of his troops forward slightly to maintain an even line across the crest of the ridge. We turned our attention then back to Spy-alpha in the meeting room of the bipeds.


  They were in a state of alarm, doubtless convinced from the reported troop movements that our attack was coming. The red-haired biped, Ivar, was especially concerned.


  “I must have three hours more,” he repeated over and over. “Three hours will make the difference between success and failure. Can you give Chung and me three hours?”


  “I’d like to,” Otis said, “but how?”


  “I’ll tell you how!”


  It was the biped, Reegan . . . The one of great daring whose long lean body and reckless lean face we had all grown to hate and fear. The numbers of us whom he had killed mounted to the millions. A wave of fury leaped across the battlefield as all of us telecast our hatred of Reegan. At the room of the bipeds, Spy-alpha warned us to be quiet lest we miss an important detail.


  “If we sit here and wait,” Reegan snarled, “we can sit and wait until the ants make up their minds what they want to do with us. Waiting’s no good. It just plays right into their hands. Ivar wants three hours? Hell, I’ll give him sixty-three.”


  “How?” asked Otis.


  “Counter-attack,” Reegan snapped. “Give me a suicide squad. Ten men, that’s all.


  I’ll go out there and blast the guts off them!”


  “The man is crazy,” spoke the biped, Chung.


  “Sure I’m crazy,” Reegan said. “I’m crazy with waiting. I’ve only got a lifetime to live, and I know there’s nothing worth living for anyway. If I die and I’ve given Ivar his three hours . . . then what the hell?”


  Chung said: “What would you do?”


  “I’ll take ten men and torches,” Reegan said. “I’ll go out there and stay out until I’m dead. It ought to take them three hours to chew me to pieces. Me and the rest . . .”


  “No,” said Otis, “I can’t let you.”


  “I’m going anyway,” Reegan said. “I’d like to see you stop me.”


  He arose to his full height and faced the biped, Otis. He raised hand to brow languidly and started out of the chamber. Spy-alpha rushed to precede him so as to learn the site of Reegan’s attack, and just then the biped Otis clutched Reegan by the arms.


  “One more step,” he said, “and I call the guard. No plan is worth your suicide, Reegan.”


  The biped Reegan shook the arm away. Otis clutched him once more and this time Reegan raised his fist and smote Otis full in the face. He was already out the door when Otis arose and began to shout for the guard. The biped Ivar quieted him.


  “Let him alone, Otis,” he said. “Don’t you know the poor guy’s been looking to die since he lost his girl? You’ll be doing him a favor if you’ll let him kill himself, . . And you’ll be saving the rest of us.”


  Spy-alpha picked up no more of their vibrations, for he had slipped under the portal and was following the biped Reegan down the hall. When he had caught up, the biped Reegan had already summoned ten others, some with the slant eyes and others with the white faces They were donning the tight suits of metal fabrix with the glass helmets and Reegan was handing out the torches.


  Our research legions are at present investigating these torches, Imperial Maternity. They consist of large tanks which the bipeds strap over their backs.


  From the tanks lead two hoses which join in a metal nozzle held in the hand. It is believed that two kinds of substance are carried in different compartments of the tank, and when these substances are mingled at the nozzle, they burst into flame.


  “Here is the plan,” Reegan said. “We go out through the north gate. From there we . . .”


  At this point he uttered an exclamation and Spy-alpha telecast that he had been spotted by biped Reegan. All of us received the blurred impression that he was fleeing rapidly for cover, and then his telecasts ceased. So passed another happy sacrifice for your Imperial Maternity.


  Commander-lambda immediately dispatched Spy-zeta and Spy-zeta-prime to the citadel of the bipeds to break through along the came route that Spy-alpha had worked out. Meanwhile the scout legion was advanced slightly to await the first appearance of the biped sortie and report its direction.


  The sickle of hills, as your Imperial Maternity doubtless knows, is the length of eight hundred and eight bipeds. It is a perfect formation, the arc of a circle, and at each point, the same distance from the bipeds’ citadel as it is long, The height of the hills vary, the tallest being the central flat-topped peak which covers the mouth of the caverns.


  The hills are not steep, for they lead down toward the-citadel in a gentle slope which makes our attack easier. Moreover the slope is entirely covered with a low dry vegetation which makes for better concealment.


  It was an hour after first-light that the scout legion sighted Reegan and the squad. They immediately telecast back and we saw that they were headed due north toward the tall central peak of the hills. Although we had nothing to fear from the bipeds in the long run, it was judged advisable to keep them as far as possible from the cavern mouth, lest they disrupt the mechanism which is our inspiration and very life, as you are aware.


  Marshal-alpha, on the left flank, suggested that he be permitted to show his troops so as to lure the bipeds to that side of the hills, and permission was immediately granted by Commander-lambda who, at the same time, ordered Marshal-delta to begin moving troops from the left center toward the left flank to cover the gap that would be created by the maneuver.


  At the order your Imperial Maternity’s troops clambered to the heights of the dry vegetation by the tens of thousands, and permitted the bright light to glisten on their jet chiton. Almost immediately, the shimmer of light was noticed by the bipeds, who halted and consulted. Fortunately our scout legions were thick in the neighborhood and partially able to translate the bipeds’ communication at that important crisis.


  The biped Reegan said: “Hell, thousands of them!”


  “Lucky for us,” said a second. “We can burn up the (word not understood by the scout legion) by the millions without even trying. It’s easy.”


  “Yeah, ” said Reegan, “it’s too easy. That’s what makes me suspicious. The trouble with you guys is that you never figure these little black vermin can think. I tell you they can, They’re smart. Smarter than we or they have ever been!”


  Nevertheless they turned west toward Marshal-alpha’s exposed troops and began to advance. Inasmuch as their plan was designed to delay our attack for three hours . . . that, Imperial Maternity, is a period equal to one quarter a light or one quarter a darkness . . . we had decided to finish them off quickly.


  Commander-lambda had already announced that the first faint telecasts from the red armies had been received. The red armies were reinforcements coming up from the south and were expected to arrive by mid-light.


  Marshal-alpha had not intended to let the troops throw themselves away. The first waves for a distance of ten bipeds remained concealed under the vegetation. It was not until they reported that the bipeds had passed them that the order was given for an attack.


  Immediately the troops rushed down the slope from the crest of the hill toward the squad. These at once ignited the torches, which hissed out flame to the distance of two bipeds. The van of the charge was seared to death instantly, but the following waves plunged over their ashes toward the bipeds. And as the bipeds advanced in a rank toward the hill-crest, Marshal-alpha ordered the concealed troops behind them to attack by stealth.


  Unfortunately the biped Reegan was alert. Glancing backward, he noticed the action in the rear and instantly called orders to the others. They formed a circle, standing shoulder to shoulder, surrounding themselves with a roaring fiery curtain. In that fashion they slowly reached the crest of the hill and began moving toward the central peak.


  Matters were becoming serious when several of the troops just before death reported that one of the bipeds was throwing flame with his left hand. This meant that an occasional gap was left between himself and the biped to the right of him. When this was understood, troops immediately began to filter through the flame and wait inside until their numbers had grown.


  Although the bipeds wore the metal fabrix for protection, it had a tactical disadvantage that ultimately proved to be their downfall. They could not sense the attack of our troops on their person. Thus, slowly from the inside, our troops mounted the backs of the bipeds until they were thousands thick from nape to heel. Then, when they had telecast readiness, Marshal-alpha gave the order.


  The attack was an instant success. As our troops bit through the fabrix and swarmed to the skin of the bipeds, they screamed and broke formation. Despite the shouts of Reegan, they dropped the torches and writhed on the ground, striking at themselves with their palms. Instantly they were covered by hordes of our troops, who had been waiting for this.


  Two of the bipeds scorched themselves to death with their own torches. The others struggled and screamed for a long time before the venom of our troops then to both sides, the biped Reegan escaped. Despite the thousands of wounds that our troops were inflicting, he ran calmly and swiftly across the crest of the hills, throwing the destructive flame as he ran. When he reached the central peak, from which we had been attempting to lure him, he climbed to the surface of the broad flat stone that covers the cavern mouth, and flamed it clear.


  Then, despite the agony of his wounds, he lay down carefully and rolled slowly from face to back and then from back to face, pressing the inside of his fabrix suit between the weight of his body and the stone. In such manner he succeeded in crushing those of our troops who had penetrated to his skin. It was a cool device.


  Commander-lambda was rushing troops toward the stone in hopes of occupying the biped Reegan with another attack before he discovered the secret, when suddenly Reegan felt the stone shift on its pivots under his weight. He was the quickest, the most alert of the bipeds, and in little time he had swung the stone back, revealing the broad steps that led down into the cavern.


  Throwing the flame before him, Reegan descended slowly and curiously until at last he reached the foot of the steps. Commander-lambda had already telecast warnings, and fresh troops were massing along the floor of the cavern to await Reegan. The digger legions were rapidly boring passages down to the roof in hopes that our troops might be able to drop down on Reegan from above.


  Unfortunately he moved forward too rapidly for us. Keeping his torch in continual rotation from ceiling to floor and then to both sides, the biped Reegan, passed down the length of the vast cavern until he reached the heavy oak portal which barred the way to the machine room.


  This door he burned through, and as it sagged away, he kicked it down and passed into the great domed chamber where the machine lay.


  As your Imperil Maternity is no doubt aware, the machine room is a circular vault, the distance of ten bipeds across and almost as high. In the center is the machine itself. It is a structure so complicated that it defies description.


  All we know is that it is fed with ore from the pits around the chamber and secretes the gas that is our life and inspiration from crystal tubes which lead to the surface above.


  To one side of the machine are the two great masses of straw where the bipeds who made and now tend the machine, sleep. There is a great wooden chamber where their foodstuff is kept, and a high wooden structure where they eat. The chamber was at all times surrounded on the inside with thousands of our troops who, by the continual menace of their presence, kept the bipeds from escaping and forced them to continue the operation of the machine.


  These troops Reegan instantly flamed to death. As he was staring at the machine and listening to its soft hiss, he suddenly became aware of the bipeds lying on the straw masses. He emitted a peculiar sound and ran to them.


  “Dinah!” he cried. “In God’s name . . . I must be mad!”


  She raised her head and cried out. Then Reegan threw his arms about her and crushed her to him. The both of them emitted peculiar sobbing sounds continually and totally ignored the ancient biped with the hairless skull, who gazed at them in astonishment.


  As Commander-lambda received the reports of the biped’s peculiar actions, he deemed it wise to attempt a fresh attack. The cavern and steps were already choked with our troops, who were ready at all costs to prevent an escape.


  The biped Dinah said: “Wes, darling, this is Doctor Elmer Gropper.”


  Reegan nodded curtly and aided the ancient biped called Doctor Elmer Gropper to his feet. “There’s no time for talk,” Reegan said. “First let me get you back to the fort. I can hear all about everything there.”


  He rekindled his torch and flamed the broken chamber entrance. Then he swiftly removed the metal fabrix suit and forced the biped called Dinah to don it. The biped named Doctor Elmer Gropper was too weak to travel, and Reegan lifted him to his shoulder.


  Then the biped called Dinah said: “Wes . . . Please destroy the apparatus. You’ll find out why later. But do it . . .”


  Reegan . . . for although she named him “Wes” she spoke to him . . . turned and played the flame over the machine. It fused and exploded, filling the chamber with a maze of small broken parts. I fear, Imperial Maternity, that we shall never be able to reconstruct it, but in my subsequent report you will see that it is unimportant.


  Our troops charged valiantly as the three bipeds came through the cavern.


  Reegan, without the metal suit, was especially open to attack, but he moved with infinite caution, carefully flaming the four sides of the tunnel before he would advance a step. Despite our every effort he managed to reach the stairs and mount them.


  It was impossible to hold him back once he began descending the slope and we deemed it wiser to let him return to the citadel of the bipeds, where we could attack at our leisure. Our troops drew off and Commander-lambda telecast a message to Spy-zeta and Spy-zeta-prime. All of us caught their response, clear and calm. Zeta-prime was stationed in the council room of the bipeds; Zeta was trailing the biped Ivar, in an attempt to ferret out the new weapon he had spoken of.


  The destruction of the machine was a crushing blow to the morale of your Imperial Maternity’s troops. Commander-lambda sent out an inspiring message to all of us that victory would still be ours. He commanded us to realign in our old positions along the crest of the sickle of hills and await the arrival of the red armies from the south.


  Meanwhile Reegan had reached the citadel. We all tuned in on Spy-zeta-prime to see what future developments might impend. The three bipeds rushed up to the council room, where they were met by the biped Otis and others.


  As the biped Dinah removed her metal suit, Otis gasped and stared hard at her.


  “A woman!” he cried.


  Your Imperial Maternity is no doubt familiar with the anatomy of the male and female of the species. The bipeds discerned differences in sex by vision. The biped Reegan, for example, was tall and built in flat planes to the general outline of a wedge.


  The female named Dinah was somewhat shorter and built in curved planes. The shoulders were rounded, the thorax fuller than Reegan’s and divided into two upthrust mounds. The waist was extremely narrow but the hips were rounded and almost as wide as the shoulders. Altogether, our research legions believe the species of biped to be the ugliest lifeform our earth has produced.


  Spy-zeta-prime reported tremendous excitement at the appearance of the strange bipeds and especially at the appearance of the female. Then, as they calmed down, Reegan spoke.


  “Otis,” be said, “this is Dinah. Dinah Shaw. If I’ve acted like a fool in the past months, it was because I’d thought she was dead.”


  Otis said: “My God, Reegan, but you’re lucky, . . . To find your girl again; . . . To bring her back from the dead!”


  “Not as incredible as you think,” the biped named Doctor Elmer Gropper said.


  Spy-zeta-prime reported that he was extremely faint, and this was immediately corroborated by the chamber troops who had been guarding that ancient biped.


  “Before I tell my story,” Doctor Elmer Gropper said, “you’d better tell me yours. We’ve been pent up in that damned cavern for ten months.”


  “It’s a wonder you’re both so healthy looking,” Otis said. “Miss Shaw actually looks beautiful . . .”


  “You’ll understand when I tell you my story,” Gropper said. “For that matter, you’ve probably noticed by now that all of you are much healthier . . . handsomer and probably more acutely intelligent. Never mind that. Tell.”


  “It’s not much of a story,” Otis said. “Ten months ago, we began a war with the Asiaffs. I don’t mind saying that things were desperate for America. The Affs on one side and the Asians on the other were pressing us hard. We thought we’d been defeated when overnight every city in the Western Hemisphere was destroyed, down to the foundations. All of them simply dissolved and sank thundering into the earth. Millions were killed . . .


  “Then, slowly, the news began to filter through that the same thing had happened to Asia, Africa and Europe. Every city throughout the world had been destroyed.


  We began to realize that the same menace was striking at both war parties . . .


  Then the ants came. By the billions, they came. They swept over us, destroying food, supplies, communications . . . and lastly us.”


  “That’s all the story?” Gropper asked.


  “Enough of it. I don’t like to think of my wife . . . of my friends . . . “Otis shuddered. “It’s enough to say that the world banded together against the onslaught of the ants too late. We here are the last survivors of a murdered world . . .”


  There was a long silence while the bipeds reflected drearily on the swift, sure tactics of your Imperial Maternity’s troops that had brought them so low. At last the biped named Doctor Elmer Gropper spoke.


  “And I,” he said, “murdered your world. No . . . don’t interrupt. I want to tell you. It won’t be long before none of us are alive to care . . . Well . . . The story starts twenty years ago at the close of the Second World War. It seemed to me that nothing could ever prevent another war except rnan himself, and I thought that man was too underdeveloped to ever do that. I decided to help man develope . . .”


  “You’re crazy!” the red-haired biped, Ivar, said.


  “No,” Gropper answered. “In theory I was right. I reasoned that some time in the far future when man had advanced enough intellectually, he would give up killing. My attempt was to speed up this advancement . . . this artificial evolution of man . . .


  “Yes, it could be done. The history of the world bore me out. Evolution had not been a slow, steady progress. It had leaped forward in sudden advances . . . and I discovered what had caused those advances.”


  The biped Reegan said: “What did?”


  “Gas, strangely enough,” Gropper replied. “Radon gas. When it is present in the atmosphere in sufficient quantities, it acts as a catalyst on chromosomatic genes. It induces a chemical reaction in the molecules that are the characteristic carriers and causes those jumps in development that De Vries called mutations and Darwin called the Survival of the Fittest.”


  “Yes,” the precise biped, Chung, said. “That is more than possible.”


  “It’s a reality,” the female, Dinah, put in.


  “Altogether too real,” Gropper continued. “I built that cavern twenty years ago and constructed my apparatus there. Those hills are rich in pitchblende. Twenty years ago the Radon gas began to pour forth and I was jubilant. I knew that within a decade, perhaps two, evolution would strike at man and advance him far beyond war and the destructive arts. But last year, when I hired Miss Shaw as my assistant and we descended to the cavern to check the equipment that had been operating for two decades, I realized the horrible error I had made.”


  Reegan said: “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Evolution is mysterious,” Gropper said.” Some hundred and fifty million years ago the earth and the seas were dominated by the great reptiles. They were the masters of creation. But inhabiting the earth with them lived a small retiring rat-like creature, utterly insignificant in size. Yet in time . . . in evolution, that rat-like creature took over dominance from the reptiles . . .


  Became man . . . Became us.”


  “We all know that,” Otis put in.


  “But this you forget,” Gropper said. “Man conquered the reptiles because he had a quality they lacked. Intelligence. Intelligence conquered brawn, although brawn was more powerful. But intelligence is not the supreme goal of evolution; it is only one of its phases, and just as brawn gave way to intelligence, so our intelligence is giving way to a quality we don’t possess, but which is possessed by the species that will dominate the earth through it!”


  In precise tones Chung said: “Thought transference!”


  “That’s it,” Gropper cried. “Thought transference! The ants had it. Now, through artificial stimulation, it has been advanced and developed . . . Just as your own intelligence has been quickened noticeably. But though you become geniuses, all of you, you will not cope with the ants. That quality of thought-transferance will defeat you, just as our brains defeated the more powerful reptilian brawn.


  How will you fight an army of billions that think as one?”


  The biped with red hair said: “Take it easy. We can. Give intelligence just one more try and it may win out. Chung and I have finished our work. Come and see . . .”


  Followed by Spy-zeta-prime, the group of bipeds arose and left the council room.


  As they began to descend the vast ramp to the ground level, Spy-zeta-prime telecast to Spy-zeta to pick them up in the great square courtyard in the middle of the citadel. This was done and we tuned in on Spy-zeta.


  The bipeds were clustering around a structure of high-polished metal which the red-hair and slant-eye were demonstrating. It was of the shape of a short earthworm, very straight and the length of twenty bipeds.


  “Looks like a rocket,” Otis said.


  “Exactly what it is. Double-skinned walls so that the blasted lice can’t get through. Room inside for two, plus supplies. We can go out in this and swoop over the countryside and blast them to hell with the rocket discharges.”


  “What’s the fuel?” Gropper asked.


  “Uranium 235. It breaks down under a cyclotron cross-fire. Practically, I think we’ve got atomic power. All I know is that one gram of fuel burns for one hour, emitting about six billion calories of heat and exerting a constant pressure of twenty six point five tons per square inch. The rear half is filled with fuel . . . Enough to blow this baby to Andromeda and back . . . Enough to burn every lousy ant twice out of the earth!”


  At this message, Commander-lambda was extremely alarmed, and his unrest immediately permeated the rest of your Imperial Maternity’s troops. It would have been sheer folly for us to have waited sapiently for the attack of the bipeds, and consequently the Commander telecast orders for an immediate attack on the citadel. The red armies marching up from the south he ordered to attack as soon as they reached the citadel, without pause for rest.


  It was a glorious hour for your Imperial Maternity. Thirty billions of us marched down the slope toward the citadel of the bipeds. And so great was the interest of the bipeds in the infernal machine that we were not sighted until our first waves reached the water trap that ringed the Citadel.


  Without hesitation, our troops plunged into the deep ditches and swam toward the far side. Quickly, chains of living troops were made, and from these chains, living bridges were built. Across these bridges swarmed your Maternity’s loyal legions.


  The second water trap proved to be a trap indeed. Barely had we reached it when it flamed into the air to prodigious heights . . . a curtain of thick fire.


  Commander-lambda telecast the battle-word: “Forward” and so our troops moved. By the hundreds of thousands they threw themselves into the pool of flame, glorious sacrifices for your Imperial Maternity. Within a short space the fires were smothered by the countless numbers of blackened, charred bodies. The troops reached the citadel walls.


  They clambered up like a great rising black wave, directly in the face of the thundering torches which the bipeds wielded at the top. And though they fell backwards in a hail of infinite numbers, the commander knew we must break through this time or else fail forever.


  Then, faintly, we received vibrations from the red armies that they had sighted the citadel. Quick to seize on opportunities, Commander-lambda ordered the red armies to advance with all possible speed and show themselves as soon as possible to the bipeds. Our own troops he ordered to concentrate at the south side.


  As Commander-lambda planned, so it took place. Solid waves of our troops pressed at the south wall. The bipeds were forced to flame their torches incessantly without fail. Yet one looked up for an instant and saw the flashing approach of the red armies. He gasped and called to the biped next to him. Together they stared for less than a moment, yet in that time hundreds of our troops had passed the crest of the battlements.


  They died, Imperial Maternity, but in the moment when the bipeds were flaming them down along the wall-top, still other troops poured over the crest, and yet more and more until we had taken foothold at the parapet. We had forced a breach in the wall and from that moment, victory was ours.


  Steadily we forced the bipeds back from the walls, and our billions swarmed through the citadel, routing them out of their corners and chambers. They fought well, but they fell. All of them.


  It was when the bipeds were falling quickly and filling the citadel with their shrieks that Reegan and Dinah rushed to the lower courtyard. Spy-zeta was still there, reporting to us.


  “It’s all up, Wes!” Ivar cried. “We’re finished. Get into the rocket ship . . . you and Dinah. Get to hell out of here!”


  “Why us?” Reegan demanded. “Why not you and Chung? It’s your ship . . .”


  “Chung is dead!” Ivar panted. “Otis is up there, screaming on the wall. Do what I say, will you? Get in! I’ve shown you how to operate her. Rocket to Hawaii . . . To Mars . . . Anywhere, To Mars . . . Anywhere you like, only get only get away, Adam and Eve . . .”


  The red-haired Ivar snatched up a torch, slung it over his shoulder and began flaming us back.


  “For God’s sake!” he cried. “Will you go?”


  They leaped into the mechanism and the heavy portal clanged shut. For a time there was silence. Then suddenly the earth and air was filled with flame and roaring, and the very walls of the bipeds’ citadel cracked and crushed down over us.


  And when at last the dust and blackness were gone, the citadel was in ruins. The courtyard was merely overturned earth with fragments of broken stone protruding.


  Of the mechanism, of the biped Ivar, or the others there was no sign.


  Intelligence-mu of the Research Legions persists that the mechanism was a machine for piercing the skies to reach to the very light on high, and claims that it carried off the two bipeds and unfortunate Spy-zeta with it; but I cannot help believing that they have destroyed themselves.


  So, if it please your Imperial Maternity, the day is won. On all earth there is no living biped. The earth, the air and the waters . . . all there is in the world is yours. Everything is yours, Imperial Maternity, as am I also . . . Your most humble and very obedient servant . . .


  THE SUN AND I


  K.J. Parker


  I mean to rule the earth, as He the sky;


  We really know our worth, the Sun and I


  —W. S. Gilbert


  “We could always invent God,” I suggested.


  We’d pooled our money. It lay on the table in front of us; forty of those sad, ridiculous little copper coins we used back then, the wartime emergency issue—horrible things, punched out of flattened copper pipe and stamped with tiny stick-men purporting to be the Emperor and various legendary heroes; the worse the quality of the die-sinking became, the more grandiose the subject matter. Forty trachy in those days bought you a quart of pickle-grade domestic red. It meant we had no money for food, but at that precise moment we weren’t hungry. “What do you mean?” Teuta asked.


  “I mean,” I said, “we could pretend that God came to us in a dream, urging us to go forth and preach His holy word. Fine,” I added, “it’s still basically just begging, but it’s begging with a hook. You give money to a holy man, he intercedes for your soul, you get something back. Also,” I added, as Accila pursed his lips in that really annoying way, “it helps overcome the credibility issues we always face when we beg. You know, the College accents, the perfect teeth.”


  “How so?” Razo asked.


  “Well,” I said—I was in one of my brilliant moods, when I have answers for every damn thing; it’s as though some higher power possesses me and speaks through me—“it’s an established trope, right? Wealthy, well-born young man gets religion, he gives everything he owns to the poor, goes out and preaches the word. He survives on the charity of the faithful, such charity being implicitly accepted as, in and of itself, an act of religion entitling the performer to merit in heaven.”


  Accila was doing his academic frown, painstakingly copied from a succession of expensive tutors. “I don’t think we can say we gave all our money to the poor,” he said. “In my case, most of the innkeepers, pimps and bookmakers I shared my inheritance with were reasonably prosperous. Giving away all our money to the comfortably off doesn’t have quite the same ring.”


  I smiled. Accila had made his joke, and would now be quite happy for a minute or so. “Well?” I said. “Better ideas, anyone?”


  “I still think we should be war veterans,” Teuta said stubbornly. “I used to see this actress, and she showed me how to do the most appalling-looking scars with red lead and pig-fat. People love war veterans.”


  I had an invincible argument. “Have we got any red lead? Can we afford to buy any? Well, then.”


  Accila lifted the wine-jar. The expression on his face told me that it had become ominously light. We looked at each other. This was clearly an emergency, and something had to be done. The only something on offer was my proposal. Therefore—


  “All right,” Teuta said warily. “But let’s not go rushing into this all half-baked. You said, invent God. So—” Teuta shrugged. “For a start, which god did you have in mind?”


  “Oh, a new one.” Not sure to this day why I said that with such determined certainty. “People are hacked off with all the old ones. You ask my uncle the archdeacon about attendances in Temple.”


  “Precisely,” Razo said. “The public have lost interest in religion. We live in an enlightened age. Therefore, your idea is no bloody good.”


  I knew he’d be trouble. “The public have lost interest in the established religions,” I said. “They view them, quite rightly, as corrupt and discredited. Therefore, given Mankind’s desperate need to believe in something, the time is absolutely right for a new religion; tailored,” I went on, as the brilliance filled me like an inner light, “precisely to the needs and expectations of the customer. That’s where all the old religions screwed up, you see; they weren’t planned or custom-fitted, they just sort of grew. They didn’t relate to what people really wanted. They were crude and full of doctrinal inconsistencies. They involved worshipping trees, which no rational man can bring himself to do after the age of seven. We, on the other hand, have the opportunity to create the perfect religion, one which will satisfy the demands of every class, taste and demographic. It’s the difference between making a chair and waiting for a clump of branches to grow into a sort of chair shape.”


  “Not sure about that,” said Zanipulus; his first contribution to the discussion, since he’d been clipping his toenails and had needed to concentrate. “You walk around telling people that Bong just appeared to you in a dream. They give you a funny look and say, who’s Bong when he’s at home?” He sniffed; he had a cold. “There’s no point of immediate engagement, is what I’m saying. You need that instant of irresistible connection—”


  “Of course.” A tiny sunrise in the back of my head produced enough light for me suddenly to see clearly. “That’s why this idea of mine is so absolutely bloody inspired. Of course we can’t expect customers to believe in some nebulous entity that nobody’s ever heard of. We need to create a deity that everyone can see, plain as the noses on their faces, every day of their lives.”


  Silence, which I allowed to continue for a moment or so, during which Razo dribbled the last few drops out of the jar into his cup; drip-drip-drip. “Well?” Accila said.


  “Simple,” I told him. “We worship the sun.”


  Razo yawned. “Been done,” he said. “To death, in fact. If you’d been to Cartimagus’ lectures on recurring motifs in late Mannerist epic, you’d know that practically every hero in legend is your basic solar metaphor.”


  “Sure,” I said. He was starting to annoy me. “But not the big shiny yellow disc per se. I’m talking about the Sun with a capital S. One single supreme deity; no pantheon, no bureaucracy, no waiting. Someone you can look in the eye and talk to directly, man to God—”


  “Wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Zanipulus said with his mouth full. Apparently the treacherous bastard had a private reserve of cashew nuts he hadn’t seen fit to declare to the rest of the Commonwealth. “Makes you go blind.”


  “Metaphorically speaking. Come on, you know I’m right. That’s why the old religions fell apart, too many gods, too damn fussy. The old thing about government by committee. One god, it’s like monarchy, it’s the only way to get things done.”


  “The Divine Sun,” Accila said thoughtfully. “You know, he might just have something.”


  “Not the Divine Sun,” Teuta said. “No buzz. No snap. Also, there’s the redundancy. What’s the leading characteristic of our god? That he’s divine. Yawn.”


  “All right,” Accila said. “So, right now, what do people really want? Apart,” he added, “from money.”


  “Peace,” said Zanipulus. “An end to the war. That’s a no-brainer.”


  The word sort of catapulted itself into my mouth. “The Invincible Sun,” I said. “Well, how about it?”


  Razo wiped his mouth. “Actually,” he said, “that’s not bad.”


  “It’s magnificent,” I said. “Implied promise of victory followed by a sustained peace.”


  “Which isn’t going to happen any time soon,” Zanipulus pointed out.


  “No,” I rounded on him, “because Mankind is sinful and refuses to follow the path laid out for it by the Invincible Sun. As disclosed,” I went on, “by His true prophets. Us.”


  Another silence. Then Razo said, “We’ll need a list of thou-shalt-nots. People like those.”


  “And observances,” said Accila. “Top of the list, I would suggest, should be giving generously to the poor. Instant merit for doing that.”


  Pause. They were looking at Zanipulus, which offended me rather. Just because he doesn’t say much, people think he’s smart. Whereas I talk all the time, and you just have to listen to me for two seconds to realise how very clever I am. “Well,” Zanipulus said, “it’s got to be better than war veterans. For a start, there’s too many of the real thing.”


  At that moment, in the brief silence after those words were spoken, I believe that the Invincible Sun was born. And why not? After all, everything has to start somewhere.


  It was a real stroke of luck that general Mardonius contrived to wipe out the whole of the Herulian Fifth army at the battle of Ciota ten days after we took to the streets to preach the gospel of the Invincible Sun. I’m not inclined to give Mardonius all the credit for our success. Obviously we’d made some impression over the preceding nine days, or nobody at all would’ve known who we were, and nobody would’ve made the association between the latest street religion and the entirely unexpected, heaven-sent victory. We were helped enormously by the coincidence that one of us—I think it was me, but it’s so long ago I can’t be sure—had been predicting a mighty victory for the forces of light on the ninth day of Feralia, which just happened to be the day when the news of Ciota reached the city. Not, please note, the day of the battle itself; fortunately, nobody pointed that out at the time. Anyhow, that was our breakout moment. We were the crazy street preachers who’d predicted Ciota; and there’s a weird sort of pseudo-logic that operates in people’s minds. If you predict something, in some way or another you’re responsible for it, you made it happen. Suddenly, out of (no pun intended) a clear blue sky, the Invincible Sun was a contender.


  Forgive me, I’m forgetting my manners. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Eps. At least, that’s what it was then, before we started the whole names-in-religion thing, which we did basically so as to protect our real identities in the event that we made ourselves unpopular with the authorities and had to retire prematurely from the theology business. Of course, if you’re a cleric or come from a clerical family, the irony of the name I was born with won’t have been lost on you; eps is now, has become, the recognised shortening for episcopus, which is the word for high priest in Old Aelian, which we chose, more or less at random, as the language in which we were going to write our holy scriptures. Which would’ve made me Eps eps on official documents; quite, except that I adopted the name-in-religion Deodatus (yes, the Deodatus; that’s me) some time before we decided on Old Aelian. For what it’s worth, Eps is a traditional and not uncommon name on Scona, where my family originally came from. It means, so I’m told, the chosen one.


  And, I have to confess, I enjoyed preaching. At first, of course, it was horrendously scary and embarrassing. Nothing in my sheltered, privileged life had prepared me for opening my mouth in a public place and ranting at strangers. I managed to get over that by pretending I was doing something else; acting in a play, shouting to someone I knew on the far side of the square who happened to be invisible to everyone else. That worked surprisingly well; but the breakthrough came when I learned to convince myself that it wasn’t actually me doing this extraordinary thing. Instead (I pretended) some irresistible force had taken over my body and was using my lungs and lips. After that, it was no problem at all. And, as I said just now, I started to like it.


  In fact, I was far and away our best preacher, which was probably just as well. The other four all had skills and talents that were invaluable to the project. All I could claim to justify my involvement, and my share of the take, was that it had been my idea in the first place. That was starting to wear a bit thin when I discovered my latent talent for religious oratory; and, since the others could do it but hated it, I quickly assumed the role of Chief Celebrant.


  What skills and talents? Well; , Accila was our scholar, though you wouldn’t have thought it to look at him. Nevertheless, he actually did know his stuff. Before he was slung out of the Studium for gross moral turpitude, he’d been a rising star in the faculties of Literature and Logic, with four published dissertations on suitably obscure cruces in suitably obscure texts under his belt—not bad for a young man of twenty-four. Teuta was our scribe and copyist. He’d parted company from the Golden Spire after a spot inventory revealed the absence of some two dozen manuscripts. Teuta pointed out at the hearing that he’d had no intention of stealing them. He honestly and sincerely intended to put them back where he’d found them, once he’d finished making perfect copies to sell to wealthy Mezentines. That was a tactical error on his part, since theft is a civil crime, for which he could’ve claimed benefit of clergy, whereas forgery of sacred manuscripts is an ecclesiastical felony. Teuta accordingly spent two years in the penal monastery at Andrapoda, a section of his life he can never be induced to talk about. Razo was our poet; and before you say anything, yes, a poet is essential if you’re in the synthetic religion business. Religious poetry doesn’t have to be good, but it does have to be poetry, and the rest of us couldn’t scan a hendecasyllable or insert a caesura in a trochaic hexameter if our lives depended on it. So; : Razo wrote the holy scriptures, with Accila telling him what sort of thing he ought to include, and Teuta wrote them out in impeccably authentic Fourth Century hieratic-demotic script on three hundred year old property title deeds, which he stole (from the law office where he did copying work) and scraped down with pumice. The end result of their labours was the Book of the Sun—- a working title that got overtaken by events; we were expounding the damn thing in Cornmarket before we’d had a chance to think of a better one, and then of course it was too late; seventy closely-written, unimpeachably genuine pages of three-hundred-year old revelations of the divine that no scholar has ever been able to fault. Actually, that’s a terrible indictment of modern scholarship, since Teuta admitted he’d made a mistake—something to do with a shade of blue he used for an illuminated capital which wasn’t invented until fifty years later. Still, he was in a hurry, and the powdered oyster-shell he should have used was five tremisses for a tiny little jar, and at that stage we didn’t have five tremisses.


  And Zanipulus; well, he was in fact our star performer. Zanipulus’ father was a seriously wealthy and respectable man; councilman for a fashionable City ward, followed by a seat in the House, followed by the tribunate and two terms as assistant prefect for roads and waterways. How he found time, with all that on his plate, to indulge in the study of arcane and forbidden arts, I simply don’t know; but he did, and they found him out, and that was the end of him and the family fortune, which was confiscated and awarded to the informer who nailed him. What he’d been doing, it turned out, was researching and inventing new medicines, building on the work of the Mezentines (it’s perfectly legal over there). Zanipulus didn’t get on very well with his father when he was young; it was the old man’s brilliant idea that they should work together on the research, so as to have something in common which would draw them closer together. It didn’t, as it happened; but Zanipulus found the alchemy stuff quite fascinating, and the fact that it was illegal appealed to the perverse side of his nature, so that when they carted the old man off to the scaffold, Zanipulus resolved to continue his work as a gesture of defiance against the authorities, and because he reckoned he was really close to some breakthrough or other, and couldn’t bear to see all that work go to waste.


  Since we seem to be doing biographies, I might as well append mine. My great-grandfather was a shipowner on Scona. He made a good deal of money shipping tar and bitumen, which just sort of bubbles up out of the ground out there—you go along with barrels and just scoop it up, and suddenly you’ve got a valuable commodity for which foreigners will pay money. Anyway, his son, my grandfather, wasn’t keen on the bitumen trade—brought him out in a rash, my father told me—- so he branched out into general trading, did so well at it that he moved here, to the City, and quickly became significantly rich. Sadly, my father had two unfortunate defects when it came to commerce; he was no good at it, and he didn’t realise he was no good at it. The truth only finally sank in when the bailiffs came round and took away our remaining furniture in a small cart, about six months before this story begins. My father died in debtors’ prison two months after the business failed. I have no idea where my mother is; when the bailiffs came she announced that she’d had enough and was going home to Scona. I imagine she’s still there, and good luck to her.


  Anyway, that was us. Between us, we had what Teuta got paid by the lawyers, plus what we could get by begging and very small-scale confidence tricks. We hadn’t been caught yet, but we knew it was just a matter of time. Accordingly, when the Invincible Sun called us to His ministry, we had no hesitation. That or poverty and starvation, followed by a long career in rock-splitting in the slate quarries. Hallelujah.


  I know it sounds really horrible, but the outbreak of mountain fever was a real slice of luck. Even back then, it wasn’t necessarily a death sentence. About four victims in ten made it—not wonderful odds, but good enough to keep you from simply turning your face to the wall as soon as the symptoms became unambiguous. At the time, though, we thought it was a damned nuisance, possibly enough to put us out of business if we couldn’t cure it, which of course we couldn’t.


  The epidemic started when we’d been going for about six weeks, about a fortnight after the victory at Ciota got us noticed. By then we had premises; actually, a derelict lime kiln on the edge of town, where the North Road branches off from Underway. Not a bad place, in fact; the acoustics in a lime kiln are really rather good, and we got it for practically nothing. Anyway, the fever hadn’t been on for more than a day or two when people started turning up on our doorstep, visibly sick, expecting us to cure them. Razo took one look at them and bolted into the back room with his face muffled up in the hem of his cloak. Zanipulus told him not to be so stupid, you don’t catch mountain fever like that, but Razo wasn’t taking any chances. The pitiful moaning was starting to get on our nerves, so I went outside and did my best.


  I felt awful. It’s one thing handing out imaginary absolution in return for a sprinkling of low-value copper; quite another confronting a dying man and pretending that you can make him well again. People knew us by then, so they had their money ready. They were lying there, where their families had left them, reaching out to me with hands clenched around fistfuls of coins. I couldn’t bring myself to take them. This surprised and annoyed the customers—sorry, the sick and the dying; not customers, not in that state;——they wanted to know why I wasn’t prepared to intercede for them, as we were always promising to do. Some of them managed to struggle to their feet and lunge at me, trying to stuff money into my pockets or down my shirt. I managed not to panic. I said, of course I’ll intercede for you, and this time no payment is necessary. They didn’t like that. I guess I’d done my job too well. It was a fundamental tenet of the faith, as I’d been preaching it, that no prayer is audible to Him unless accompanied by clinking money. When I contradicted myself so blatantly, they didn’t believe me. Take the money, Father, please (I don’t know where father came from; they started calling me that at some point, and it sort of stuck)—what could I do? I had the feeling that if I didn’t take money off them, I’d be lucky to get out of there in one piece. What made it worse was the amounts. Typical. For their immortal souls, the most they were usually prepared to give was ten trachy, fifteen if they were being eaten alive by guilt and remorse. For their bodies, they were desperate to give me forty, fifty, sixty; fat pouches the size of cooking apples, and there was a terrified old woman who pleaded with me to accept a whole tremissis, your actual silver. I said the usual garbage—I have asked the Invincible Sun to consider your case; if you have truly repented and your sins have been forgiven, your prayers will be answered—then backed away, clanking slightly under the weight of all that coinage, and bolted.


  “You aren’t taking money off them, are you?” Accila said. “That’s sick.”


  “They’re insisting,” I tried to explain, but he just gave me that look.


  “I guess we brought it on ourselves,” Teuta said, helping me with the money before it burst its banks and flooded the building. “We made the poor devils believe, so what did we expect?”


  “I guess this is the end of the line,” Razo said gloomily. “Soon as they realise we can’t cure them, that’ll be it, we’ll be out of business. Just our bloody luck.”


  I noticed that Zanipulus wasn’t there. “Anyway,” I said. “I’m not going out there again. It’s definitely someone else’s turn.”


  Nobody was prepared to face the devoted mob, so we shot the bolts and hunkered down, from time to time peering out of the narrow slit of a street-front window to see if they were still there. Oh yes. In fact, the numbers grew, until the kettlehats came and moved them on for obstructing the traffic. An hour later they were back; in the meantime, I’d scribbled a note to the effect that we were engaged in holy rituals of intercession and were not to be disturbed, and nailed it to the door. I hoped that’d induce them to go away, but no chance. They settled down, in heartbreaking silence, and waited.


  About mid-afternoon, Teuta went to peer through the slit and called out, “There’s someone out there, walking up and down.”


  “There’s about six hundred people out there,” I told him. “Come away from the window before they see you.”


  “It’s Zanipulus. He’s giving them soup.”


  I shrugged. Guilt takes people different ways. “Fine,” I said. “So long as he’s paying for it, let him.”


  “That’s a really bad precedent.” Accila was sorting the coins into little towers. “Give them soup once, they’ll come to expect it.”


  “Those poor bastards will all be dead inside a week,” I growled. “Don’t worry about it.”


  Accila was all set to give Zanipulus a piece of his mind when he saw him next, but Zan didn’t show up next morning. Probably just as well; we still hadn’t opened the door. When I peeked out just before dawn, there was a huge mob of them out there. Different ones, though; yesterday’s crowd had gone home and been replaced by an even larger one. I wasn’t sure what to make of that.


  Just before midday, Zanipulus arrived and started doling out yet more soup. I watched him carefully. He had a big copper basin and a brass ladle, and everybody got two mouthfuls. If that was supposed to be a meal, it was a pretty sparse one. Then I realised. Not soup; medicine.


  Teuta was livid. “He can’t go trying out his stupid potions on real people,” he said, “even if they are sick. Suppose he poisons someone and they die. That could mean our necks.”


  I was watching the crowd. “Fine,” I said. “You go out there and tell him.”


  “You go. You’re the figurehead.”


  “No chance. They’d tear me to pieces. Whatever Zan thinks he’s doing, it’s going down really well.”


  There was, it turned out, a reason for that. The stuff he gave them worked. Later he explained that mountain fever was one of the family of diseases his father had been studying; as soon as he saw a crowd of victims assembled in one place, he’d scooted home, cooked up a big batch of the recipe (he had all the ingredients—mouldy bread, for crying out loud, and garlic juice—ready for just such an eventuality) and rushed over to try it out. He’d told them it was a gift from the Invincible Sun that would purge away their sins and leave them whole, and they swallowed it, literally and figuratively. And, would you believe, it actually worked. Twelve hours later, the symptoms started to fade; six doses of the stuff and you were right as ninepence. It was, Razo said, a miracle.


  “No it bloody well wasn’t,” Zanipulus replied angrily. “It was thirty years of painstaking research by a better man than you’ll ever be, so shut your face before I shut it for you.”


  Accila cleared his throat meaningfully—he’s six feet six and built like a carthorse, so he was our Justice of the Peace. “Actually, Zan,” he said, “you want to be a bit careful, bearing in mind what happened to your dad. If word gets about that his son’s handing out miracle cures for the fever, you’ll have the kettlehats after you. One martyr in the family is quite enough, I’ve always thought. Two in two generations is just showing off.”


  I guess that must’ve sunk in, because after a medium-length sulk, Zanipulus came sidling round us and asked if we wouldn’t mind handing out the rest of the magic goo, spiced up with some religious stuff to distract attention from the medicine side of things. Well, we couldn’t refuse, because there were thousands of the poor devils out there by then; so we let him out the back way, to go down to the bakers’ scrounging for mouldy bread, while we knocked up a quick liturgy for the healing of the sick.


  Muggins here got elected to perform it. Luckily I’m a quick learner. I was word perfect by the time we opened the door and processed out in our vestments (three tremisses for a big wicker hamper of surplus costumes from the Theatre; stank of moth and mildew, but washed up well). I did the words, the other three did the soup. We ran out twice, but fortunately Zan was back with all the stale bread he could carry, and was cooking up a storm in the back room. By nightfall we were all absolutely shattered, and we’d burnt a month’s charcoal in a day. We also took three hundred tremisses, nearly all in small change—we had to take it to the moneychangers in herring-barrels. Oh, and we cured the fever epidemic and saved something like two thousand lives. Just us.


  And pretty smug about it we were too, as you can imagine. It was the ascent to the next level we’d been praying for (so to speak), it was handed to us on a plate and it worked better than we could possibly have hoped for. Because of it, we made the jump from just-another-street-cult to serious mainstream religion in the course of a week. And, let’s not forget, we took a great deal of money. Vast amounts of money. Almost enough.


  Almost. None of us had said anything out loud, but the unspoken agreement had been; if this thing really takes off, we’ll run it until we’ve each got enough for a stake, the money we’d need to buy into some good, solid, reliable business, retire and be comfortable for life. That moment had very nearly come, but not quite. We counted it, and counted it again, and once more for luck. Split five ways, three hundred and twenty tremisses each. For which, in those days, you could buy a small farm or an established trade (but none of us wanted to be a cooper or a bootmaker) or four carts or a sixteenth share in a ship—a living, in other words, but lower middle class at the very best. That wasn’t quite enough, as far as we were concerned. We’d rather set our hearts on being gentlemen, for which we needed another one-seven-five each, minimum. We counted the fever takings one more time, and decide we were still in the faith business.


  We expected that, once the mountain fever was over, things would quieten down. Not so. We were now established as the go-to faith for healing the sick, and that was a real headache. Mountain fever was one thing; we had the recipe for that, but not for the million-and-one other horrible things that people waste away and die from. No way, of course, that we could explain that to the faithful; so we had to carry on, do the three services a day, and hope that in due course we’d become discredited and forgotten about (but not, hopefully, before we’d scooped in that extra one-seven-five a head).


  And wasn’t that the weirdest thing. We sang our psalms and intoned our meaningless prayers to our home-made god and ladled out our thin gruel of flour, water and rock salt, guaranteed no medicinal value whatsoever; and still they came, and still they got better. It was embarrassing. Recovered patients turned up, completely unsolicited, and told the crowd at our door that the Invincible Sun had cured them of this or that revolting disease, and that they should all have faith, give generously and believe. If I hadn’t known the truth, I’d have been convinced the whole thing was a fix and the happy beneficiaries of divine clemency were out-of-work actors we’d hired for thirty trachy a day in the Horsefair. Thousands of my fellow-citizens, however, weren’t so sceptical. They came, limping and groaning and seeping pus; they listened, they prayed; they got better.


  Zanipulus told us that such things had been known. Some Mezentine once did an experiment with a load of sick people; he gave half of them proper medicine and the rest of them some old rubbish, told them all it was the real stuff; of the half who got the rubbish, something like a fifth of them got well anyway. Well, fine; goes to show how gullible people really are. The thing was, the number of sick people apparently cured by us—by me, since the other four just handed out the wallpaper paste—was far more than in the Mezentine’s experiment. Furthermore, I’m not just talking about coughs and snuffles here. Genuine serious illnesses, the sort that kill you dead; we were curing those, with a success ratio of something like two-to-one.


  “I’ve had enough of this,” Razo announced. It was the day after he’d cured a leper. The experience had left him badly shaken. “It’s getting crazy and out of hand. I vote that we quit the business, divide up the proceeds and go our separate ways.”


  Two days previously, Accila, in his capacity as treasurer, had announced that he was switching his basis of account from silver to gold. That was when there were a hundred and six silver tremisses to the gold stamen. The net, he then informed us, stood at four hundred and ninety stamina; just ten more to go and the arithmetic would be really straightforward.


  “We can’t,” Teuta replied with his mouth full. “It’s gone too far. They know our names. We’re respectable. For crying out loud, we had the Secretary of War in here yesterday.”


  “We wouldn’t be able to stay in the City, agreed,” Razo said. “So what? The world’s a big place, especially if you’ve got a hundred stamina in your pocket. We could go anywhere.”


  “I’m not sure I want to give up,” Teuta said. “Whatever the hell it is we’re doing, it seems like it’s working. And I like having Cabinet ministers calling me your Grace. It sort of makes up for some of the other stuff, if you see what I mean.” He yawned, and swung round in his chair. “Zan? What do you think?”


  Zanipulus shrugged. “I agree, it makes a pleasant change being respectable, and the money’s nice. And I don’t think for one moment it’ll last forever. Sooner or later this weird run of luck’s going to peter out, people will stop curing themselves and saying it was us, and the whole thing will grind to a halt. Until then, I say we carry on milking it for everything we can. You only get something like this once in a lifetime. And it’s not like any of us have any other means of making a living.”


  Nobody, please note, seemed interested in what I’d got to say. My own fault, I guess. I’d spoken inadvisably a couple of times, and my opinion was no longer welcome. I gave it anyway.


  “I vote we carry on,” I said. “Yes, we’re making money. We’re also healing the sick. Don’t pull faces, Razo, you’ll stick like it. We’re healing the sick, or they’re healing themselves because of us, makes no real difference. What matters is, it’s happening. If we give up now—”


  “Don’t start,” Teuta said ominously.


  “Too late,” I shouted, and they all looked at me. “For pity’s sake,” I said, “can’t you see it? We’ve started something here. People believe in us. They believe so strongly that they’re curing themselves, like in that Mezentine’s experiment. Zan, you’re a scientist, aren’t you just the tiniest bit curious? It’s an extraordinary thing.”


  “No kidding,” Zanipulus said. “For one thing, it’s not possible. Therefore, it scares me. However—”


  “Impossible’s just a way of saying we haven’t figured out how it works yet,” I snapped at him. “You should be ashamed of yourself. For crying out loud, Zan, you cured the mountain fever, you saved hundreds, thousands of lives. It’s what your father died for. Doesn’t that mean more to you than just money?”


  “I proved that dad’s idea worked,” Zanipulus said. “That’s all I wanted to do. Other people’s problems are not my concern.”


  “You know what,” Teuta said. “He’s got religion. He’s starting to believe his own bullshit.”


  “You’re all mad,” Razo said. “We should pack it in now, before we get ourselves in deep trouble.”


  “One against four,” Accila said. “We keep going. After all,” he added, in a soothing voice that made me want to scream, “it’s not going to last for ever.”


  Razo’s attempt to kill the new religion was completely stupid and half-baked, exactly what anyone who knew him as well as we did would have expected. Three days later, at the end of morning prayers, he suddenly turned round, faced the crowd and called out, “The world will end at noon on the fourth of Vectigalia. You have been warned. Goodbye.” Then he walked past us very quickly into the Temple, ran upstairs and locked himself in the strongroom.


  We only just made it back inside ourselves—we’d moved, by the way, from the old lime kiln to what’s now the Silver Star in Westponds—and bolted the door and put the bars up. There was total chaos outside. Teuta was all for bashing the strongroom door down and cutting Razo’s throat; he and Zanipulus got hold of the long oak table in the exchequer room and tried to use it as a battering ram, but our strongroom was strong—we kept huge sums of money in there—and after a few minutes they gave up. Razo came out eventually. We just ignored him.


  The kettlehats came and broke up the riot. We were given an armed guard, two companies of regulars in shiny breastplates. Once the streets were quiet and they’d dragged away the bodies (three dead, fourteen badly injured) the guard captain came inside to tell us it was all right and his men would be staying there for the next three days, until the fourth.


  “Is it true?” he asked, in a quiet, terrified voice. “Is the world really about to end?”


  I took charge. “Bless you, my son,” I said. He was at least ten years older than me. The father thing is something I’ll never get used to. “Are you a member of our congregation?”


  The captain hesitated, then nodded shyly.


  “Have faith,” I said. “The world as we know it will end. The new world will begin. For those who have faith, this is a time of joy.”


  I’d said the right thing. He gave me a huge, childlike smile, saluted and went away. “Nicely done,” Zanipulus said, with grudging admiration. “We may get out of this after all.”


  There had, of course, been total eclipses of the sun before. Anaximander records one, in dry, impersonal detail, back in the second century; he watched the whole thing, making careful notes, and the last line of his account—thereafter, I became blind—is one of the most poignant lines in scientific literature. There have been others, though the only trace they’ve left is their imprint in various mythologies, vague and unsatisfactory. They’re rare, though; rare enough that by the time the next one comes along, the previous one’s become overgrown with legend and dumped in the place where facts go when people no longer really believe in them.


  So, except for the quarter-percent of the population who’d read Anaximander, the total eclipse that took place on the fourth Vectigalia, AUC 552, wasn’t a rare and fascinating scientific phenomenon. It was what I’d said it would be. They saw the Invincible Sun die and instantly be reborn, in fire and glory, beyond a shadow of a doubt the beginning of a whole new world.


  Oh boy, was that ever good for business. When we finally got the temple cleared and the gates shut, well after midnight, we had a very quick and perfunctory extraordinary general meeting, at which it was resolved that we needed to start hiring some staff, since there was no way in hell we’d be able to carry on running things at that pace all on our own. Razo—somehow in the confusion of that day he’d been completely forgiven and elevated to the status of hero—proposed the hierarchy that prevails in the Church to this day. I was to be the first High Priest; the other four were to be isangels (a term Razo coined on the spot, would you believe), and we’d hire ten full-time priests and fifty minimum-wage part-timers to do pastoral and missionary work, along with three clerks to help out with the books.


  Filling the vacancies wasn’t a problem. Actually, it was; we were deluged with applicants, ninety-nine per cent of whom we rejected out of hand on the grounds of excessive zeal. The candidates we finally chose were all, in fact, renegade priests from other religions. We wanted men who knew the score and understood the business, and I venture to suggest that we chose well, since of the original ten, eight are still in post and the other two died in harness. As for the part-timers, we went the opposite way and hired the frothing-at-the-mouthest zealots, in the interests of diversity and balance.


  The next phase began with our first purpose-built temple. You’ll know it as the Silent Rock, on the corner of Old Guard and Tanneries; we just called it The Temple, fondly believing that it’d be the only one. Note the location: We could have gone further into New Town, in pursuit of the carriage trade, but we decided the frontier between upmarket and the slums was a strategically better choice. Yes, the rich gave more, but there are an awful lot of the poor, and handfuls of trachy soon add up, so we weren’t inclined to turn our backs on the devoted unwashed. That was the mistake the Ephraists made, and the Poldarnians. They made it clear they weren’t interested in the common people, and where are they now? Nor did we want to go the way of the Blachernicans or the Ranting Friars and get closed down by the government as subversive and antisocial. A middle course, was what we decided on. A universal church, with every man contributing according to his means.


  The explosion in our income since the eclipse meant that we could hire the very best architect. It’s an indication of how our luck was running that when we approached Thalles with the commission, he turned round and told us he’d be delighted to do the job for free, as his personal offering to the Invincible Sun. Accila tried to insist on paying him—if you hire them, he said, you can also fire them if needs be, but volunteers can be a real pain to get rid of—but he simply wouldn’t hear of it; if we gave him money, he’d simply give it all back in the offertory, so where was the point? You can’t argue with that, or at least, we didn’t try.


  It was the same story when it came to buying building materials and hiring labour. If it was for the Temple, nobody wanted paying. That didn’t stop contributions to the building fund flooding in, although we made no secret of the fact that we were getting all this free stuff. We decided we had to spend some of the Fund or it’d look really bad, so we sent to Perimadeia for gold offertory plate and embroidered vestments. By the time the order was completed and delivered, there was already a small but thriving Church of the Invincible Sun in Perimadeia—what’s all this stuff for, the merchants there asked; gosh, that sounds like a good idea, let’s worship Him too. The same in Aelia and the Vesani Republic. I’m not making this up. It really was happening that fast. For example; the first we knew about the Church in Scona was when a ship’s captain arrived with three hundred stamina in a goatskin bag; offerings from the faithful to the Mother Church. Honestly, we didn’t know what to say.


  The night before we broke ground on the Temple foundations, I had a dream. Well, of course you did, I hear you say, what sort of a high priest would you be if you didn’t? Indeed; : but I did actually have a dream, and unlike most of my dreams, which I forget within a few heartbeats of opening my eyes, this one’s stayed with me ever since.


  I was inside the Temple—I recognised it, even though I’d only seen it as straight lines on a sheet of parchment—and it was beautiful. The walls were a kind of dark red marble, and the ceiling was a vast golden mosaic of the ascent of the Invincible Sun, surrounded on all sides by saints, angels, apostles and other glorious beings—I recognised them all, though I couldn’t remember all their names. In the chancel a choir was singing (and I remember thinking; that’s a point, we ought to get some religious music written, it goes down really well) and the air smelt wonderful; roses and lavender and some deep, rich scent I couldn’t identify. I was on my knees, wearing vestments of plain black wool, and I think my feet were bare.


  I remember looking up and meeting the eye of the beautiful golden Sun in the mosaic. I felt no hesitation, no shame; and then he spoke to me:;


  “Peace be with you,” I think he said. “You are my one true prophet. Go out and do my work.”


  And then (in the dream) I remembered; it was all fake, nonsense, garbage; I’d invented the whole thing; it was all lies and deceit, to get money.


  “Blessed are those who believe,” he said, “for in my name they will heal the sick and feed the hungry. Blessed are those who show others the golden path to faith, for they shall see me face to face.”


  At which point Anaximander, painted over the door to one of the side chapels, muttered, “Thereafter, I became blind,” but the Sun didn’t seem to have heard him. He raised his right hand in benediction, and said, “Blessed are those who build, for they shall receive the great gift. Blessed are those who make new things, for everything they make shall come from me. Blessed are those who write, for their words shall be my words. Blessed are those who pray, for I shall hear them.”


  While he was saying all that, I remember, I was trying to shout—no, no, I’m sorry, it’s all lpretend—but for some reason my mouth wouldn’t open. And then he said, “Blessed are those who lie, for they shall speak the truth.” And then I woke up.


  Paint fumes, I told myself when I opened my eyes. They’d only just painted my room a couple of days before, and the place reeked of whatever that foul stuff is that they use as a base. Paint fumes and a ticklish conscience, and I’d been talking to the interior designer about mosaics for the ceiling, and there was a long list of beatitudes in the phoney gospel we’d cooked up. Nothing to worry about. Tomorrow night, sleep with the window open and you’ll be fine.


  They found it about four feet down, in the trench they were digging to connect the latrine (we may have been men of God but we were practical) to the brook. The first I knew of it was when a crowd started to gather; a silent crowd, which is always the most ominous sort. My first thought was that some poor devil had had an accident, and I hurried over to see if anyone had thought to send for a doctor.


  They’d uncovered a box. So far, they’d cleared the dirt away from the lid. It was about three feet by one, and it shone like gold.


  It took me about half a second to think; it’s been buried in the ground God knows how long, and it shines like gold. Therefore—


  I found that I’d shoved my way to the front of the crowd. Naturally, people made way for the high priest. Some workman looked up at me, as if asking what he should do. “Don’t just stand there,” I yelled at him. “Get it out.”


  Once they’d scrabbled away the rest of the dirt, they tried to lift it. Too heavy. I jumped down into the trench, cassock-tails flying. The bloody thing was solid gold. At times like this, there’s a part of my brain that works independently, regardless of context or propriety. It reported; a thousand stamina, and that’s just the box. “Open it,” I said.


  There was no lock, and gold hinges don’t seiieze. They swung open the lid.


  My first reaction, I’m sorry to have to tell you, was, shit, it’s just old parchment. Then the better part of me thought to inquire as to what sort of document you’d bother burying in an airtight solid gold box. I shoved someone out of the way. They were rolled up, in scrolls. I grabbed one and pulled down. Miraculously, it didn’t tear, disintegrate, come apart in my hands. It was just writing, no pictures, in a script I didn’t recognise.


  But I knew a man who knew about this sort of thing. “Where’s Accila?” I called out. Blank faces. Then I remembered. “Father Chrysostomus,” I translated. “Go and find him, now.”


  The scrolls—there were nine of them—were in Old Middle Therian, a language that hasn’t been spoken for a thousand years. Only about six people in the world can read it. Fortuitously, Accila was one of them. “It’s some sort of religious text,” he told us, as we gathered in secret session in some storage hut, with the door wedged shut with a pickaxe handle. “I’m a bit rusty, so you’ll have to—”


  He went quiet. Not like him at all. We indulged him for about ten seconds, and then Razo said, “Well?”


  Accila looked up. He had the strangest look on his face.


  “You’re not going to believe this,” he said.


  Later, when Accila had transcribed and translated all nine scrolls, and we’d all sat down, with the new texts on one hand and the Gospel we’d concocted on the other, we tried to convince ourselves that there were differences, significant ones; some key words were ambiguous, there was a sprinkling of hapax legomena which could mean anything, translation is at best an imprecise science. We were kidding ourselves. To all intents and purposes, the scrolls we’d found in the box and the gospel we’d made up out of our heads were the same.


  I had another dream. It wasn’t on the same sumptuous, no-expense-spared scale as the previous one, so maybe my dream budget had all been spent. All it was, I was looking in a mirror and the face I saw there wasn’t mine.


  “This is all wrong,” I said.


  “Why do you say that?” he said.


  “It’s wrong.” He just looked at me. “It’s wrong because you’re not real. I made you up. You aren’t even my imaginary friend, it was deliberate. You’re a forgery.”


  He smiled beautifully. “You made me up.”


  “Yes. For money. To defraud poor, weak-minded people out of money they couldn’t afford.”


  “For money.” He shrugged. “Well, you need to live. And it’s not like you’re indulging in extravagant luxuries. Apart from the vestments, which are badges of office, like a uniform, you dress in simple clothes, you mostly eat bread and cheese, you’ve practically stopped drinking wine, you sleep on a mattress in an attic—”


  “Only because I’m too busy.”


  “Too busy. Doing my work. You are my good and faithful servant.”


  I wanted to hit him. “Cheating people. Deceiving them. And I did make you up. You’re a lie.”


  “You made me up.”


  “Will you stop repeating everything I say?”


  “You made me up,” he said firmly. “Let’s just think about that. You were trying to find a way to feed yourself and your friends when you were poor and hungry, and an idea came into your head.” He smiled. “Where do you think that idea came from?”


  “I made you up.” I couldn’t seem to get him to understand. “I invented you as part of a criminal conspiracy.”


  He shrugged again. “You gave me life,” he said. “Like Maxentius.”


  Good reference. Maxentius was the son of a prostitute, engendered as part of a routine commercial transaction. His military coup overthrew the cruellest tyrant in history, and his welfare reforms led to his reign becoming known as the Golden Age. “If I gave you life, you can’t be God,” I pointed out. “And if you’re not God, you can’t exist in this form. Therefore you don’t exist.”


  He shook his head. “If I’m God I can do anything,” he said, “and that includes being born of a fallible human. Besides, it’s not so hard to believe in, is it, that I should choose to come into existence through you. Seeds grow best when they’re planted in rotting shit. No offence,” he added gravely.


  “None capable of being taken,” I replied. “But in that case, why me? Why not be made up by a holy man, a true holy man? There’s plenty of those.”


  “A holy man wouldn’t stoop to fraud and deceit. Therefore he wouldn’t have made me up, therefore I could never have been made.”


  “Ah,” I said, “you’ve contradicted yourself. A moment ago, you could do anything.”


  He nodded. “Once I exist, of course I can. Before I existed, I was nothing.”


  “Then you can’t be God,” I cried in triumph. “God must be eternal, in existence for ever since the beginning.”


  “Must I?” He gave me a mock frown. “I’m God, there’s no must about it. I can do anything I like.”


  “Fine,” I said. “Then who created the world?”


  “I did. Retrospectively.”


  “You can’t—”


  “Of course I can. I can do anything. Once I exist.”


  “I’d like to wake up now, please.”


  “In a moment,” he said. “I’m going to teach you some doctrine. Are you listening carefully?”


  “Go on,” I said.


  He looked me straight in the eye. “There is no right or wrong,” he said, “there is only good and bad. Starvation is bad; feeding the hungry is good. But it’s not right to feed the hungry, because you might easily do so through vanity, which is bad, or because you want to build up a political power-base in order to launch a coup, which is bad, unless you’re Maxentius, in which case it’s good. Killing someone is wrong, unless you’re Maxentius killing the Emperor Phocas, in which case it’s entirely right. Do you understand?”


  “Not really.”


  “And you’re supposed to be so bright,” he said. “Very well,” he said. “Let’s try again. Motive is irrelevant. The best things have been done for the worst motives, the worst things have been done for the best motives. Lusaeus the Slaughterer started the Fifth Social War because his people were oppressed by the Empire and he wanted the best for them. But Maxentius started a civil war because his people were oppressed and he wanted the best for them. The Fifth Social War was bad, because two million people died needlessly and countless more were left in hunger and misery. Maxentius’ war was good, because it freed the people and led to the Golden Age. Hunger is bad, freedom is good. Motive is irrelevant.”


  “There’s nothing good about greed for money.”


  “Tell that to Peregrinus, who discovered the north-east passage to Ceugra, bringing cheap food and full employment to Mezentia. On the other hand, consider Artabazus, who sailed from Perimadeia to the Anoge with a quarter million sacks of grain to feed the famine victims, and carried the plague with him. Outcomes are good or bad. Motive is irrelevant. This,” he added, “is the word of the Lord. It’s not open to debate.”


  “You can’t just say—”


  “Of course I can. Now wake up and believe.”


  The Temple was a great success. We had full congregations every day, tremendous enthusiasm, full offertory-boxes. Three weeks after we held our first Intercessionary Mass for Peace, the Herulians surrendered unconditionally and the war was finally over. We held a special service of thanksgiving; we couldn’t fit them all in the Temple, so we borrowed the Artillery Fields. Almost all the Cabinet attended, along with most of the City nobility and everyone who was anyone from society, commerce and the arts. The take for that service alone was 16,000 stamina.


  Winning the war was the last straw, as far as I was concerned. I had to do something. But I didn’t want to rush into it blindly and screw everything up; so I suggested to the others, quite casually at the end of a routine meeting, that it’d save on accountancy time and paperwork if the Church gave me a discretionary budget, so I could pay for everyday maintenance and procurements without having to bother anyone else. Fine, they said, how much do you need? Not quite sure yet, I said; just give me a drawing facility on Number Two account for now, and when I know how it pans out, we can establish a figure.


  With unlimited access to Church funds—a licence to embezzle, if you prefer to look at it in those terms—I really got going. I funnelled out money into fake corporations, lost fortunes in imaginary fires and shipwrecks, filtered vast sums through four sets of books, and used it all to feed the war refugees at Blachissa. There were something like a hundred thousand of the poor devils stranded there, fugitives from three major cities burnt down by the enemy during the war, and since their cities no longer existed, they had no governors, therefore there was nobody to petition the government for relief on their behalf, therefore they were nobody’s problem, therefore they were left to starve. I bought grain from the farmers in the Mesoge—when Taraconissa was destroyed they lost their principal market and had no -one to sell to, so they were in pretty dire straits—and employed discharged veterans to cart and distribute the supplies. I made a special effort to ensure that at every stage in the process, I was helping someone who badly needed help. I was so pleased with myself.


  There was so much money, of course, that for a long time nobody noticed. It was, though, simply a matter of time. When, sooner or later, my colleagues realised what I was up to, I anticipated harsh words, bitter accusations and a great deal of bad feeling. What I didn’t expect—


  “You can’t do this,” I roared.


  They looked at me.


  “You can’t,” I repeated. “I invented this religion, it was my idea, I created it. I’m the high priest. You can’t excommunicate me.”


  “Actually,” Accila said quietly, “we can. It says so in the constitution.”


  “What constitution?”


  “The one we just made up,” Accila replied. “And submitted to a general synod for ratification, passed unanimously. And it says, the ecumenical council—that’s the four of us—can dismiss the high priest on grounds of heresy or gross moral turpitude. We’re going with heresy as an act of kindness, so we don’t have to go public with the news that you’ve been stealing from the Church. That’s provided you go quietly and don’t make trouble.”


  “You can’t adopt a constitution without my agreement.”


  “Yes we can,” Accila said. “Retrospectively. Since there is currently no high priest, you having been dismissed, the ecumenical council is us. And we can do anything we like.”


  The others just sat there, grim-faced, hiding behind Accila. “I’ll have the lot of you for this,” I shouted. “I’ll expose you. I’ll tell everything. I’m I’ll tell them it’s all a fraud.”


  Accila sighed. “Please don’t,” he said. “You’ll just embarrass yourself. After all, nobody’s going to believe you, are they? They’ve seen us curing the sick, they saw the miracle of the reborn sun, they saw us end the war. They’ll just think, here’s a man who lost a power struggle and wants to make trouble. Politics. The people understand about politics. And then,” he added with a sad smile, “we’ll tell them how you defrauded the Church of a quarter of a million stamina. Or we can do it our way. Up to you entirely.”


  I was breathing rapidly, and my palms were sweating. “Heresy,” I said. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Razo cleared his throat. “We’ll put out a statement saying that you object to the doctrine of vicarious absolution. The doctrine having been upheld by the ecumenical council, you’re a heretic.”


  I blinked. “What,” I demanded, “is the doctrine of—- ?”


  “Vicarious absolution.” Teuta steepled his fingers. “My idea. In exchange for a substantial offering, you can ensure the salvation of someone else’s soul, even if he’s not actually a believer himself. He doesn’t have to know about it, if that’s what you want. For double the money, you can even save someone’s soul against his will. We think it’ll be very popular.”


  I tried. I went to the magistrates and swore a complaint, but the chief justice was a believer and threw the case out for lack of evidence. I went to the chief archimandrite of the Fire Temple, who told me that the last thing he wanted to do, in the present circumstances, was pick a fight with a much bigger, richer church. I tried to see the emperor, but the chamberlain wouldn’t even take my money. There are more important things, he said, with a sanctimonious scowl, and sent me away.


  I preached in the market-place. The first time, I drew a good crowd. I hadn’t lost my touch. I told them; the Gospel of the Invincible Sun is a fake, written by five poor rich boys to make money. The so-called ancient scrolls dug up in the Temple foundations were fakes, made by a skilled forger with a criminal record for falsifying religious texts. The miracle of the Reborn Sun was no miracle at all; my former colleagues had started with Anaximander, carefully studied the other records, and accurately predicted a natural phenomenon that would have happened anyway. The cure for the mountain fever was just mouldy bread beaten up in garlic juice—a wonderful thing, granted, but no miracle. The other cures could all be explained by the scientifically-documented phenomenon of mass hysteria; it was all there in the Mezentine books, I told them, all we did was read and repeat. The Herulian war was almost over anyway, so we hadn’t ended that. As for the Church, it was nothing more than a mechanism for sucking in unearned wealth, which the five of us had always intended from the start to keep for ourselves.


  My second street corner sermon drew about a dozen people, five of whom jeered and threw apples. On the third occasion, I was arrested by the kettlehats for disturbing the peace.


  They kept me in for a week, in a dark, tiny cell along with two thieves, a wife-killer and a rapist. I preached to them, expounding the doctrine of right and wrong that I’d been given in my dream. I think the rapist was interested, but on the fourth day the wife-killer, a believer, hit me so hard I passed out, and when I came round, a lot of the evangelical zeal seemed to have faded.


  On the seventh day, two kettlehats came and pulled me out of there. I was being transferred, they said, to the ecclesiastical courts. What ecclesiastical courts, I asked.


  “They’re new,” Accila explained. He’d come to see me in my cell. “Very new.”


  “How new?”


  “Actually, we got the whole thing set up in six days. Soon as we heard you’d been arrested.”


  I stared at him. “What?”


  “In your honour,” he said grimly. “On account of, there wasn’t really anything in ordinary criminal law we could get you for, apart from disturbing the peace and criminal slander, maybe just possibly incitement to riot. At best, those would get you put away for two years. So, we created an entirely new jurisdiction, just for you. They had to rush an emergency enabling bill through the House; quickest piece of legislation this century, apparently. The emperor signed it yesterday, so it’s now the law. And of course it’s—”


  “Let me guess. Retrospective.”


  He grinned. “Not much point otherwise.” He sighed, a reasonable man brought to the limits of his patience. “Eps, you bloody fool, why can’t you just drop it and shut your face? You’ve lost, accept it, move on.” He hesitated, then added,; “They’ve authorised me to make you an offer. One million stamina, provided you leave the country and never come back. That’s for old time’s sake, we don’t have to pay you anything. Well? What about it?”


  “And if I won’t?”


  He looked very sad and grave. “Well,” he said, “I don’t see where you leave us much choice. But for pity’s sake, Eps, you’re a sensible man, there’s absolutely no reason why we can’t sort this out in a reasonable, businesslike fashion. Damn it, we used to be friends.”


  I just looked at him. “You’re the ones who had me locked up,” I said. “You threw me out of my own Church. I’m sorry, but I can’t see how it’s my fault.”


  He shrugged. “You don’t want money,” he said. “You don’t want a quiet, prosperous life. For crying out loud, Eps, what do you want? A martyr’s crown?”


  So they were going to kill me. Oh, I thought. “If the crown fits,” I heard myself say.


  “You bloody idiot,” Accila said, and left.


  The trial was short and, as I understand, very orderly and efficient. I wasn’t actually there, having been ejected for gross contempt about ten seconds after they put me in the dock. They sent some clerk down to the cells to tell me the verdict. Guilty of blasphemy, twelve counts, fraud and embezzlement, ninety-six counts, other offences, a hundred and four counts. Sentence; : death by fire. I’d pleaded guilty, apparently.


  “Death by fire?” I asked.


  The clerk nodded briskly. “Only the refining power of flame,” he told me, “can purge the taint of blasphemy, which would otherwise form a miasma and lead to plague.”


  “Is that right?”


  “That’s what it says here,” he said. “Tomorrow morning, at dawn. Sorry,” he added, which was nice of him.


  “I’d like to see a priest,” I said.


  “Sorry.”


  I spent the night on my knees, in prayer. Sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it, but you do that sort of thing in a condemned cell. After all, why not? Not as if there’s anything better to do, sleeping would be a sinful waste, and—well. If it was true, and I really had invented God, brought him in to existence—I thought about that. Why not? There are innumerable examples of sons who turn out to be a thousand, a million times better, cleverer, stronger than their fathers. If I really had invented God, then I reckoned he owed me; a vision, a visitation, a sign or portent at the very least. No dice. I fell asleep kneeling.


  I woke up, and it was still dark. The floor was shaking.


  We don’t get earthquakes in the City. If you want to experience that sort of thing, you have to go to Permia, or up North. It’s the weirdest feeling. It’s like being on a ship in a storm. You have to keep moving your feet just to stand still, and the vibration goes right down and through you, till you can feel your bones moving. Everything blurs, as though you’ve just had a bang on the head, and there’s this noise like nothing else, a sort of deep rumbling purr, as though you’re a flea on the back of a cat the size of Scheria. I jumped up, promptly fell over, got up again; I was trying to learn how to stand upright on a moving surface when the floor split, right between my feet, and a huge gap appeared—a great big slice of nothing, with a foot on either side of it. I yelped like a dog, and then a chunk of the roof came down, missing me by a whisker. I could feel pee running down the inside of my leg. Then there was this extraordinary singing, moaning noise, which later on I was able to rationalise as the sound of steel under intolerable tension, and the doorframe burst. The cell door actually flew open—it swished past me, if I’d been a hand’s breadth closer, it’d have swatted me like a fly. A head-sized chunk of roof bashed me on the shoulder; it hurt like buggery, I staggered and nearly went down the hole in the floor. The hell with this, I thought, and I did a sort of standing jump through the open doorway.


  I landed on my bruised shoulder, which really didn’t improve matters, and sat up. One end of the corridor was blocked with chunks and slabs of fallen roof. The other end was clear. I scrambled to my feet and ran. The floor played funny games with me, ; I ended up flat on my back three times before I reached the stairs. They’d pulled away from the wall on one side, but I was in no mood to be fussy. When I was a few steps from the top, I felt the whole lot give way under the pressure of my heel; I sprang, like a cat, as the staircase just sort of fell away, and landed in a ball on something relatively solid.


  It was a miracle that I got out of there. About ten seconds after I burst out through a shattered window into fresh air, the whole prison sort of folded in on itself and subsided into a heap of stones. How come I wasn’t squashed by any of the huge slabs of flying rubbish, I simply don’t know. All I remember was how hard it was to breathe, because I couldn’t stop running, even though my legs were jelly and my lungs stabbed like knives; I ran, dodging falling trees and collapsing buildings, jumping over dead people and people trapped under things, I ran and ran until a particularly violent tremor swept me off my feet and I fell down and no effort on my part could make me get up again. Then, I guess, I went to sleep, or something like that.


  I woke up in a weird landscape; masonry trash, blocks of stone, as far as the eye can see; I remember thinking, whatever possessed me to spend the night in a quarry? But then I caught sight of a building I knew; the Integrity Rewarded, in Sheep Street, except that Sheep Street wasn’t there; just the Integrity, taken out of context, floating serenely on a sea of rubble.


  I limped over and banged on the door, but it was bolted shut. Pity. I could really have done with a drink (except I had no money, and they don’t do credit at theIntegrity.) I wandered away and just sort of drifted for a while. It was a very long time before I saw anyone, but when I did, it was a patrol of kettlehats. They looked at me and shouted, You there, stop where you are. So, naturally, I ran.


  The great earthquake of AUC 552 was exceptionally violent but extremely localised. It shook down the whole of the Potteries district, so that only a handful of buildings were left standing, but was hardly felt at all in Cornmarket, East Hill or the Grand Crescent. Remarkably, given the scope of the destruction, only about two dozen people were killed, and eight of those were prisoners in the gaol awaiting execution.


  I holed up in the Charity & Austerity in Pigmarket; a haunt of my youth, where nobody ever asks you anything so long as you have at least ninety trachy. I had considerably more than that, courtesy of some poor dead man whose pocket I picked on my way out of the ruins. I could have afforded enough of the house red to kill a regiment of dragoons, but oddly enough I didn’t touch a drop; I had a bowl of soup and half a loaf of grindstone bread, and that was all I wanted. I think I coped really rather well with the realisation—it came up on me like a sunrise—that the earthquake had been for me—an intervention by my God, the Invincible Sun, to get me out of prison and save me from the flames. Well? What other possible explanation can you think of?


  I could have been horrified, torn apart by guilt at the thought of the deaths and the damage. Or I could’ve been really, really, really smug; God loves me so much, He shook down a quarter of the City just for me. I was neither. I accepted what had happened; not my fault, not a victory or a vindication. He knows best, I told myself; if that’s what He felt needed to be done, who am I to question?


  Have you ever been to Eremia? I thought not. If you were thinking of making the trip, take my advice, don’t bother. There’s nothing there except sand, rocks, murderous heat, biting winds, freezing cold at night. I can only think of one man in the history of the world who wanted to go there, and I have a shrewd suspicion that at the time, he wasn’t quite right in the head.


  Looking back, I can’t understand how I survived. I was out in the desert, just walking. I had nothing, no shoes, not even a water-bottle. On the third, or was it the fourth day, I stumbled across an oasis. I call it that; there was this brown puddle, fringed with tall, thin trees. There was a rock with a sort of ledge, you couldn’t call it a cave; under the ledge, I found a dead man. He must’ve been there for a long time. His skin was brown and hard, like rawhide. His eyes had gone, but his hair was mostly still there; thin, wispy, like the strands of wool you find caught on brambles. He was curled up, asleep. When I moved him, he was as light as a log of rotten wood.


  We had many long conversations, the dead man and me. He told me he was a pilgrim, on his way to the celebrated desert oracle at Cocona. He’d gone there to get the answer to a very important question which had subsequently slipped his mind; the answer, though, was, Yes, but it will not end well. Looks like they were right, I told him. Well, of course, he said, it’s a very reliable oracle.


  I did most of the talking. I told him my story; how I’d created God, how He’d outgrown me, moved away from me, how He’d rescued me from prison and fire; but these days he never comes to see me, he doesn’t even write—that’s how it is, the dead man said, they have lives of their own, what do you expect? Of course, I said, and I know how busy He is, but it’d be nice if he could spare me just five minutes once in a while.


  “Here I am,” the dead man said. “What can I do for you?”


  I looked at Him. “Sorry,” I said, “I didn’t recognise You there for a minute.”


  “That’s all right,” He said.


  “Well?” I asked Him. “Are You keeping well? Are You eating properly?”


  “I am the Invincible Sun,” He said. “I don’t eat.”


  Fair point. At that moment He was everywhere around me, burning, a white heat blazing down from the sky, rising up from the hot sand. “What do You want me to do?” I asked.


  “You’ve done so much,” Hhe said.


  “That’s not an answer.”


  He had no eyes, but they were filled with pity. “I want you to go to the City,” Hhe said. “Give yourself up. Submit to the cruelty and hatred of our enemies. They will put you in prison and they will hang you, and when you die, all the sins of the world will die with you. You don’t mind, do you?” He added. “If you’d rather not, I’ll understand.”


  “No, that’s fine,” I said. “Is there anything You want me to say?”


  “Tell them that you were wrong,” he said. “Tell them that the miracles were true miracles, that it was I who cured the sick and ended the war, that the scriptures are My holy word, that I saved you from the prison and I sent you back. Tell them everything is true, and everything is good, and that motive is irrelevant, only the outcome matters. It’s essential that you tell them, and that they understand. Will you do that for Me?”


  “Of course,” I said. “Anything else?”


  He smiled. “I think that’s quite enough to be going on with. I will send others, later, to do the rest.”


  “It doesn’t seem very much,” I said. “Go home, give up, tell a few lies, get killed. Are you sure there isn’t more I can do to help?”


  “Nothing that you’re capable of doing,” He replied, not unkindly.


  “Well, if you’re sure,” I said. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Fire away.”


  “Why me?”


  He smiled. “Why did I choose you as my high priest, out of all the people in all the world?”


  “Yes.”


  “You mean you haven’t—” He stopped, grinned, composed His face. “Your name, of course.”


  “My name?”


  “That’s right. Eps eps. Joke.”


  I looked Him in the eye. “I don’t believe it.”


  His gaze rested on me like the noonday sun, bright and intolerable, so that I couldn’t help remembering Anaximander. “Are you seriously suggesting,” He said, “that God has no sense of humour? Now, there’s blasphemy.”


  “But it’s not even particularly funny—”.—.” I stopped. I was talking to a dessicated desiccated corpse. Ah well, I thought.


  Later that day, a caravan of salt traders on their way to the coast stopped at the oasis. They were amazed to find anyone there. They said they ought to kill me, for stealing their water, but since I was a lunatic and a holy man, they’d overlook it just this once. I explained that I had to get to the coast as quickly as possible; I have a message from God, I told them. Of course you have, they said.


  I didn’t feel much like talking on the long walk to the coast, but they wouldn’t leave me alone. How did you survive, they asked; how did you manage for food? I told them I had a vague memory of eating beetles, or something of the sort. They laughed and shook their heads; no beetles in the desert, they said. I shrugged. The Invincible Sun must have sent them, I said, so that I wouldn’t starve. They gave me an odd look. Your god sent you beetles to live on, they said, that’s pathetic. Would it have killed Him to send you sausages and honey-cakes? I thought about that for a moment and said, I think He must have sent the beetles, because clearly there weren’t any living there under normal circumstances. I saw no sign that insects had attacked the dead body. What dead body, they said.


  Two kettlehats were waiting for me at the quay. For some reason, I was in ridiculously high spirits, that end-of-term feeling I hadn’t felt since I’d walked out into the sunlight after six days in the Examination Halls, at the end of my last year at the Studium. I waved to the kettlehats as I walked down the gangplank. They looked at me.


  “I’m Eps,” I said, before they had a chance to open their mouths. “Sorry, Father Deodatus, if that’s the name on the warrant. Are you here to arrest me?”


  “No talking,” they said. “You’re with us.”


  They had one of those closed carriages; a pity, because I’d have liked to look out of the window. It was a bright, sunny day, and the City is always at its best in sunshine; it brings out that deep honey yellow in the stonework, and sparkles on the copper roofs of the temples. I’ve always admired it; that day, knowing what I did about the Sun, I could understand. It was because He loved the City so much, the buildings and the people looking at them. I was proud of Him for that.


  They must have known well in advance that I was coming, because everything was ready. They’d built the scaffold in the Golden Square, presumably so that the nobility could watch from the windows of their town houses without having to come down and mingle with the common people. For them, the imperial carpenters had built seventeen (I counted them) rows of bleachers, which only goes to show that the moaners are quite wrong and the government can get things done quickly and well if it sets its mind to it. On the outskirts there were the usual mulled wine and hot sausage stalls, quite a few other traders—I noticed a man selling quality imported textiles, and another doing a brisk trade in commemorative pottery figurines. Three squadrons of the Household Cavalry added a touch of that colour and pageantry we’ve always done so well in the City. I couldn’t tell from where I was whether they were charging people for admission, but I’d be surprised if they weren’t.


  A kettlehat captain in a magnificent gilded breastplate took charge of me and led me through a cordon of dismounted guardsmen to the scaffold steps. I asked him, “Will I have a chance to make a speech?” He shook his head. I was disappointed. I had a message to deliver, after all, and I was surprised to find that no opportunity had been provided. How about a priest, I asked. Shake of the head. But I want to confess my sins, I told him (we were getting closer and closer to the scaffold), I want to tell the people that I’ve seen the error of my ways and urge them to love and obey the Ecumenical Council. Sorry, he said, and then we were there.


  I was starting to panic. I had, after all, been sent there to pass on the word of the Invincible Sun; my death was merely ancillary to that, and there was a terrible risk of missing the point of the exercise. I tried to protest, but the kettlehats proved to be very skillful at moving a person who didn’t want to be moved, efficiently and unobtrusively. Mostly it was done by judicious barging and blocking, with firm but gentle pressure from a hand in the small of the back; you have to go where you’re nudged, or you lose your balance and fall over. I guess they’d had the practice, but still, I was impressed.


  “Gentlemen, be reasonable,” I said. We were at the foot of the steps. “A few last words, is that too much to ask? I just want to—”


  “Sorry.” A knee pressed the back of my knee, and somehow I was standing on the first step. If I’d been ten times stronger and trained from boyhood in the secret arts of the warrior, I don’t think there was anything I could’ve done. I could see the hangman waiting for me at the top of the steps. He had a sort of black bag over his head. This was all wrong. I had to deliver my message, but time was running out. I thought; if He could be bothered to level the Potteries with an earthquake to let me escape the first time, surely He can do something, some little thing, to give me a chance to carry out His explicit instructions. Made no sense. I’d done exactly what I’d been told, so what had gone wrong?


  I looked up and there He was, a round white eye in a sea of clear blue, watching, not doing anything. I let them nudge me up the steps, and the hangman grabbed me and put the noose round my neck. “Excuse me,” I started to say, but he tightened the knot so I couldn’t speak. He trod on my toe, making me step back so I was properly centred on the trapdoor. “Just a—” I croaked, and he pulled the lever.


  Now then, let’s see.


  Motivation, we have been taught, doesn’t matter. All that counts is the outcome, the end result. Therefore, it didn’t matter that my colleagues and I had started the Church as a criminal conspiracy to cheat gullible people out of money. Clear away the nettles and brambles of motive, and underneath them you find a set of circumstances capable of producing the desired result. You find a group of people with a unique combination of talents and abilities—the scientist, the poet, the skilled forger, the scholar and the preacher. Driven by, motivated by, an urgent need of their own, they set about the task of bringing a god to the attention of the public. Consider how many religions, how many gods, show up on our streets in any twelve-month period; scores, hundreds even, and how many of them make it to mainstream acceptance? Quite. But, I dare say, a fair proportion of those religions, those gods, have perfectly viable doctrines, sufficient to serve as the basis for a thoroughly satisfactory Church. The margin, is what I’m trying to say, the edge, the difference between the three hundred failures and the one success, is tiny; but it’s real, it’s there. It’s not just a matter of luck. To succeed, you need the perfectly pitched message, the unforgettably phrased scriptures, the eye-catching iconography, the significant moments indelibly etched on the public consciousness. The trouble with most religions is the people who propound them. They may be charismatic and inspirational, but they’re not quite charismatic and inspirational enough. Also, they’re deficient in those core skills we’ve just examined. Their scriptures are written in a pedestrian style. They’re too new, without the sanctity of ancientness. They’re internally inconsistent, or they ask people to believe stuff that ordinary folk can’t quite stomach. Their preachers lack that certain indefinable but absolutely indispensable something. They are, in other words, amateurs. They lack the professional touch.


  We, by contrast—well. Think about it. Suppose you were the Invincible Sun, with the whole human race to choose from. We were conmen, whose business was getting sceptical people to believe us. Would you really select a bunch of unskilled nobodies—farm workers, fishermen, carpenters—or would you insist on nothing but the best; well-born, university-educated, intelligent and naturally articulate, and motivated (I’m repeating that word so you’ll notice it) by ferociously intense self-interest. Well, wouldn’t you? If you want a house built, you hire builders. If you want a gallstone taken out, you pay the best doctor you can afford. So, if you want people persuaded, you enlist the best persuaders in the business.


  Once you realise the simple truth that motive is irrelevant, it all makes sense. Really, you don’t need a special flash of insight direct from the lips of the Invincible Sun to figure that one out. There is no right and wrong, only good and bad. Faith is good; it’s essential, if you want to survive in a perverse and gratuitously cruel universe. Nihilism is bad; it deprives the world of meaning, so why the hell bother with anything? Anything that can induce people to have faith, have hope, believe that there is meaning, is good. Motive is irrelevant.


  I woke up.


  Later, I figured out that I must’ve banged my head on the gallows frame or the edge of the trap, which made me pass out. I had a lump the size of an egg and a splitting headache. I was lying on a bed. It hurt when I breathed in. There was someone sitting looking down at me. It was Zanipulus.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  “Awful,” I said. Then I frowned. “Zan?”


  “Hello, Eps.”


  “Sorry,” I said. Talking hurt. “I was expecting someone else.”


  He laughed. “No doubt you were,” he said. “But you’ll have to make do with me. Now then, you’ve probably got a bad head and a hell of a stiff neck, but basically you’re fine. You should be up and about in no time.”


  “You—” I paused. “For God’s—for pity’s sake. What happened?”


  He smiled. “Exactly what we wanted to happen,” he said. “Just for once, everything went according to plan, no balls-ups, no hitches. It was a complete success.”


  I frowned at him. “I don’t think so,” I said. “I’m still alive.”


  He stared at me; then he burst out laughing. “Eps, you idiot,” he said. “You didn’t seriously believe we actually wanted to kill you? Oh come on. We’re yourfriends.”


  “But—”


  He shook his head in disbelief. “We staged your execution,” he said. “We made a martyr of you. Well? Isn’t that what you told Accila you wanted?”


  A martyr’s crown. “I thought—”


  “For crying out loud, Eps.” He was amused, but also a little bit hurt, a little bit angry. “Obviously, when we realised you had issues with the direction we were going in, we knew it was time for you to go your separate way. And, equally obviously, we couldn’t have you wandering off making a nuisance of yourself. So, we thought about it and decided that the best thing would be to stage your death, in public, so everyone could see, so there’d be no chance of you making a comeback and being a pain in the bum for the rest of us. Also, there was a fantastic opportunity to move the business up to the next level, by making you the Church’s first martyr. Which has worked,” he added, “beyond our wildest dreams. Where before we had one thrivingly successful Church, we now have two, in a state of perfect schism, the Orthodox and the Deodatists. Overall attendances are up twenty-one per cent. And,” he added with a grin, “the Deodatists—your lot, I guess; our wholly owned subsidiary—are particularly generous with their donations. At this rate, we should be in a position to retire by the end of the current financial year.” He stopped and frowned. “Hang on,” he said. “Didn’t Accila explain all this to you, the night before the—- ?”


  Earthquake. I winced. I could see precisely what had happened. In our brief conversation in my cell, I’d so annoyed Accila that he’d flounced off in a huff—intending, no doubt, to come back later and try again when he’d had a chance to simmer down. But then the earthquake happened, I vanished; Accila either neglected to mention to the others that he hadn’t had a chance to fill me in on the plan, or else was ashamed of having flown off the handle and cocked it up, so kept quiet. Bloody fool. Next time I saw him, I’d kick his arse.


  “Of course he did,” I said. “Sorry, I’m being a bit slow. I think I may have banged my head.”


  Zanipulus relaxed and grinned at me. “That’s all right,” he said. “For a moment there, I was really worried. I thought, what must he be thinking of us? He must reckon we’re horrible.”


  “You might have warned me,” I said, “about the hanging thing. It was really convincing. If I hadn’t known—”


  “Oh, that.” He tried not to look smug. “Basically, just a really carefully padded noose and a precisely calculated drop, though there’s a bit more to it than that, obviously. I’ll draw it out for you some day, if you’re interested.”


  “So,” I said. “I’m dead. What now?”


  He shrugged. “Up to you entirely,” he said. “We’ve worked out your share.” He named a figure, which made my head swim. “Accila was all for deducting the money you took from us with all those weird schemes of yours, but the rest of us managed to calm him down, make him see it was ultimately good for business—laying the foundations for the Deodatist schism, that sort of thing—and he came round in the end and he’s fine about it now.” He grinned. “If it’s all right with you, we’ll pay you half now in cash and the balance in instalments over, say, ten years, to save us from liquidity problems. Or if you prefer, we can give you rentcharges, the reversions on Church properties, it’s entirely up to you. After all, we owe you a great deal. We’d never have maintained and increased our rate of exponential growth without you.”


  “Cash and instalments will be just fine,” I told him.


  “Splendid.” He sat up a bit straighter. “So,” he said, “any idea what you’re going to do next? The world, as they say, is your oyster.”


  “I hate oysters.”


  “So you do, I’d forgotten. Any plans? Or are you just going to bugger off to the sun and enjoy yourself?”


  Interesting choice of words. Deliberate? Who gives a shit? Motive is irrelevant. “I think that’s what I’ll do,” I said. “Looking back, I never enjoyed my life particularly much. So I’m hoping my death will be one long giggle.”


  As part of my severance package, I received a one-fifth share in the net profits of Officina Solis Invicti, a wholly-owned trading consortium with interests in, among other things, shipbuilding and arms production. That has proved to be a real slice of luck—heaven-sent, you might say—what with the dreadful wars we’ve been having lately, between the Orthodox empire and the Deodatist Aelians and Vesani. As I write this, Zanipulus is in the process of setting up a chain of arm’s-length offshore subsidiaries so that OSI can open factories in Aelia and the Vesani republic, and we can start selling ships and weapons to both sides. And why not? It’s only fair; last I heard, the Vesani had taken a hell of a beating from the empire, on account of their vastly superior military technology. It wouldn’t do for God to be seen to be taking sides.


  Motive is irrelevant. The war is a terrible thing, but it was coming anyway, it was inevitable; once the empire had sorted out its traditional enemy the Herulians, it was only a matter of time before it picked a fight with the Vesani, the Aelians, anyone else it could find. By having the war now, and over religion rather than trade or boundaries, we limit the damage. It’s highly unlikely that the empire will win, particularly if OSI arms the opposition. Defeat, or a stalemate, will put a limit on imperial expansionism for a century or more. As a result, tens of thousands of soldiers won’t die, millions of civilians won’t be enslaved. History will thank us, I have absolutely no doubt.


  Meanwhile, every trachy I get from OSI, my estates in the Mesoge, my mercantile and other investments, goes to feed the war refugees. I live here among them in the Chrysopolis camp, sharing their bad water and their plain, barely sufficient food, and I have to say, it’s pretty horrible. We live in tents, or shacks built out of scrap packing cases. The refugees are surly and miserable, they yell at me and sometimes throw stones, because they have no idea what I’m doing there. Their idea of hygiene is rudimentary at best. I’ve nearly given up trying to keep them from slaughtering each other over trivial disputes (nearly)—beyond keeping them alive, I can’t say I’ve done very much for them. But there’s so many of them, a hundred, hundred and fifty thousand; all rabid Deodatists. Really, the only thing that keeps them going is their faith, which got them into this dreadful state in the first place and sustains them in the face of the torments of hell. The Invincible Sun, and the glorious example of His true prophet Deodatus, who died for them that they might live; except he didn’t, but I wouldn’t dream of telling them that.


  In fact, I don’t dream of anything. At first, I was bitterly disappointed. I felt I was owed, at the very least, a well-done-my-good-and-faithful-servant, followed by a long overdue explanation and, just possibly, an apology. I’d have liked something, rather than complete and impenetrable silence. But there; they say that up in the Calianna mountains there’s an ancient Velitist monastery whose monks have spent the last two thousand years waiting for their gods to apologise for the Creation. They’re hopeful, so reports say, but they aren’t holding their breath.


  THE WAITING STARS


  Aliette de Bodard


  The derelict ship ward was in an isolated section of Outsider space, one of the numerous spots left blank on interstellar maps, no more or no less tantalising than its neighbouring quadrants. To most people, it would be just that: a boring part of a long journey to be avoided—skipped over by Mind-ships as they cut through deep space, passed around at low speeds by Outsider ships while their passengers slept in their hibernation cradles.


  Only if anyone got closer would they see the hulking masses of ships: the glint of starlight on metal, the sharp, pristine beauty of their hulls, even though they all lay quiescent and crippled, forever unable to move—living corpses kept as a reminder of how far they had fallen; the Outsiders’ brash statement of their military might, a reminder that their weapons held the means to fell any Mind-ships they chose to hound.


  On the sensors of The Cinnabar Mansions, the ships all appeared small and diminished, like toy models or avatars—things Lan Nhen could have held in the palm of her hand and just as easily crushed. As the sensors’ line of sight moved—catching ship after ship in their field of view, wreck after wreck, indistinct masses of burnt and twisted metal, of ripped-out engines, of shattered life pods and crushed shuttles—Lan Nhen felt as if an icy fist were squeezing her heart into shards. To think of the Minds within—dead or crippled, forever unable to move . . .


  “She’s not there,” she said, as more and more ships appeared on the screen in front of her, a mass of corpses that all threatened to overwhelm her with sorrow and grief and anger.


  “Be patient, child,” The Cinnabar Mansions said. The Mind’s voice was amused, as it always was—after all, she’d lived for five centuries, and would outlive Lan Nhen and Lan Nhen’s own children by so many years that the pronoun “child” seemed small and inappropriate to express the vast gulf of generations between them. “We already knew it was going to take time.”


  “She was supposed to be on the outskirts of the wards,” Lan Nhen said, biting her lip. She had to be, or the rescue mission was going to be infinitely more complicated. “According to Cuc . . .”


  “Your cousin knows what she’s talking about,” The Cinnabar Mansions said.


  “I guess.” Lan Nhen wished Cuc was there with them, and not sleeping in her cabin as peacefully as a baby—but The Cinnabar Mansions had pointed out Cuc needed to be rested for what lay ahead; and Lan Nhen had given in, vastly outranked. Still, Cuc was reliable, for narrow definitions of the term—as long as anything didn’t involve social skills, or deft negotiation. For technical information, though, she didn’t have an equal within the family; and her network of contacts extended deep within Outsider space. That was how they’d found out about the ward in the first place . . .


  “There.” The sensors beeped, and the view on the screen pulled into enhanced mode on a ship on the edge of the yard, which seemed even smaller than the hulking masses of her companions. The Turtle’s Citadel had been from the newer generation of ships, its body more compact and more agile than its predecessors: designed for flight and manoeuvres rather than for transport, more elegant and refined than anything to come out of the Imperial Workshops—unlike the other ships, its prow and hull were decorated, painted with numerous designs from old legends and myths, all the way to the Dai Viet of Old Earth. A single gunshot marred the outside of its hull—a burn mark that had transfixed the painted citadel through one of its towers, going all the way into the heartroom and crippling the Mind that animated the ship.


  “That’s her,” Lan Nhen said. “I would know her anywhere.”


  The Cinnabar Mansions had the grace not to say anything, though of course she could have matched the design to her vast databases in an eyeblink. “It’s time, then. Shall I extrude a pod?”


  Lan Nhen found that her hands had gone slippery with sweat, all of a sudden; and her heart was beating a frantic rhythm within her chest, like temple gongs gone mad. “I guess it’s time, yes.” By any standards, what they were planning was madness. To infiltrate Outsider space, no matter how isolated—to repair a ship, no matter how lightly damaged . . .


  Lan Nhen watched The Turtle’s Citadel for a while—watched the curve of the hull, the graceful tilt of the engines, away from the living quarters; the burn mark through the hull like a gunshot through a human chest. On the prow was a smaller painting, all but invisible unless one had good eyes: a single sprig of apricot flowers, signifying the New Year’s good luck—calligraphied on the ship more than thirty years ago by Lan Nhen’s own mother, a parting gift to her great-aunt before the ship left for her last, doomed mission.


  Of course, Lan Nhen already knew every detail of that shape by heart, every single bend of the corridors within, every little nook and cranny available outside—from the blueprints, and even before that, before the rescue plan had even been the seed of a thought in her mind—when she’d stood before her ancestral altar, watching the rotating holo of a ship who was also her great-aunt, and wondering how a Mind could ever be brought down, or given up for lost.


  Now she was older; old enough to have seen enough things to freeze her blood; old enough to plot her own foolishness, and drag her cousin and her great-great-aunt into it.


  Older, certainly. Wiser, perhaps; if they were blessed enough to survive.


  There were tales, at the Institution, of what they were—and, in any case, one only had to look at them, at their squatter, darker shapes, at the way their eyes crinkled when they laughed. There were other clues, too: the memories that made Catherine wake up breathless and disoriented, staring at the white walls of the dormitory until the pulsing, writhing images of something she couldn’t quite identify had gone, and the breath of dozens of her dorm-mates had lulled her back to sleep. The craving for odd food like fish sauce and fermented meat. The dim, distant feeling of not fitting in, of being compressed on all sides by a society that made little sense to her.


  It should have, though. She’d been taken as a child, like all her schoolmates—saved from the squalor and danger among the savages and brought forward into the light of civilisation—of white sterile rooms and bland food, of awkward embraces that always felt too informal. Rescued, Matron always said, her entire face transfigured, the bones of her cheeks made sharply visible through the pallor of her skin. Made safe.


  Catherine had asked what she was safe from. They all did, in the beginning—all the girls in the Institution, Johanna and Catherine being the most vehement amongst them.


  That was until Matron showed them the vid.


  They all sat at their tables, watching the screen in the centre of the amphitheatre—silent, for once, not jostling or joking among themselves. Even Johanna, who was always first with a biting remark, had said nothing—had sat, transfixed, watching it.


  The first picture was a woman who looked like them—smaller and darker-skinned than the Galactics—except that her belly protruded in front of her, huge and swollen like a tumour from some disaster movie. There was a man next to her, his unfocused eyes suggesting that he was checking something on the network through his implants—until the woman grimaced, putting a hand to her belly and calling out to him. His eyes focused in a heartbeat, and fear replaced the blank expression on his face.


  There was a split second before the language overlays kicked in—a moment, frozen in time, when the words, the sounds of the syllables put together, sounded achingly familiar to Catherine, like a memory of the childhood she never could quite manage to piece together—there was a brief flash, of New Year’s Eve firecrackers going off in a confined space, of her fear that they would burn her, damage her body’s ability to heal . . . And then the moment was gone like a popped bubble, because the vid changed in the most horrific manner.


  The camera was wobbling, rushing along a pulsing corridor—they could all hear the heavy breath of the woman, the whimpering sounds she made like an animal in pain; the soft, encouraging patter of the physician’s words to her.


  “She’s coming,” the woman whispered, over and over, and the physician nodded—keeping one hand on her shoulder, squeezing it so hard his own knuckles had turned the colour of a muddy moon.


  “You have to be strong,” he said. “Hanh, please. Be strong for me. It’s all for the good of the Empire, may it live ten thousand years. Be strong.”


  The vid cut away, then—and it was wobbling more and more crazily, its field of view showing erratic bits of a cramped room with scrolling letters on the wall, the host of other attendants with similar expressions of fear on their faces; the woman, lying on a flat surface, crying out in pain—blood splattering out of her with every thrust of her hips—the camera moving, shifting between her legs, the physician’s hands reaching into the darker opening—easing out a sleek, glinting shape, even as the woman screamed again—and blood, more blood running out, rivers of blood she couldn’t possibly have in her body, even as the thing within her pulled free, and it became all too clear that, though it had the bare shape of a baby with an oversized head, it had too many cables and sharp angles to be human . . .


  Then a quiet fade-to-black, and the same woman being cleaned up by the physician—the thing—the baby being nowhere to be seen. She stared up at the camera; but her gaze was unfocused, and drool was pearling at the corner of her lips, even as her hands spasmed uncontrollably.


  Fade to black again; and the lights came up again, on a room that seemed to have grown infinitely colder..


  “This, ” Matron said in the growing silence, “is how the Dai Viet birth Minds for their spaceships: by incubating them within the wombs of their women. This is the fate that would have been reserved for all of you. For each of you within this room.” Her gaze raked them all; stopping longer than usual on Catherine and Johanna, the known troublemakers in the class. “This is why we had to take you away, so that you wouldn’t become brood mares for abominations.”


  “We”, of course, meant the Board—the religious nuts, as Johanna liked to call them, a redemptionist church with a fortune to throw around, financing the children’s rescues and their education—and who thought every life from humans to insects was sacred (they’d all wondered, of course, where they fitted into the scheme).


  After the class had dispersed like a flock of sparrows, Johanna held court in the yard, her eyes bright and feverish. “They faked it. They had to. They came up with some stupid explanation on how to keep us cooped here. I mean, why would anyone still use natural births and not artificial wombs?”


  Catherine, still seeing the splatters of blood on the floor, shivered. “Matron said that they wouldn’t. That they thought the birth created a special bond between the Mind and its mother—but that they had to be there, to be awake during the birth.”


  “Rubbish.” Johanna shook her head. “As if that’s even remotely plausible. I’m telling you, it has to be fake.”


  “It looked real.” Catherine remembered the woman’s screams; the wet sound as the Mind wriggled free from her womb; the fear in the face of all the physicians. “Artificial vids aren’t this.. messy.” They’d seen the artificial vids; slick, smooth things where the actors were tall and muscular, the actresses pretty and graceful, with only a thin veneer of artificially generated defects to make the entire thing believable. They’d learnt to tell them apart from the rest; because it was a survival skill in the Institution, to sort out the lies from the truth.


  “I bet they can fake that, too,” Johanna said. “They can fake everything if they feel like it.” But her face belied her words; even she had been shocked. Even she didn’t believe they would have gone that far.


  “I don’t think it’s a lie,” Catherine said, finally. “Not this time.”


  And she didn’t need to look at the other girls’ faces to know that they believed the same thing as her—even Johanna, for all her belligerence—and to feel in her gut that this changed everything.


  Cuc came online when the shuttle pod launched from The Cinnabar Mansions—in the heart-wrenching moment when the gravity of the ship fell away from Lan Nhen, and the cozy darkness of the pod’s cradle was replaced with the distant forms of the derelict ships. “Hey, cousin. Missed me?” Cuc asked.


  “As much as I missed a raging fire.” Lan Nhen checked her equipment a last time—the pod was basic and functional, with barely enough space for her to squeeze into the cockpit, and she’d had to stash her various cables and terminals into the nooks and crannies of a structure that hadn’t been meant for more than emergency evacuation. She could have asked The Cinnabar Mansions for a regular transport shuttle, but the pod was smaller and more controllable; and it stood more chances of evading the derelict ward’s defences.


  “Hahaha,” Cuc said, though she didn’t sound amused. “The family found out what we were doing, by the way.”


  “And?” It would have devastated Lan Nhen, a few years ago; now she didn’t much care. She knew she was doing the right thing. No filial daughter would let a member of the family rust away in a foreign cemetery—if she couldn’t rescue her great-aunt, she’d at least bring the body back, for a proper funeral.


  “They think we’re following one of Great-great-aunt’s crazy plans.”


  “Ha,” Lan Nhen snorted. Her hands were dancing on the controls, plotting a trajectory that would get her to The Turtle’s Citadel while leaving her the maximum thrust reserve in case of unexpected manoeuvres.


  “I’m not the one coming up with crazy plans,” The Cinnabar Mansions pointed out on the comms channel, distractedly. “I leave that to the young. Hang on—” she dropped out of sight. “I have incoming drones, child.”


  Of course. It was unlikely the Outsiders would leave their precious war trophies unprotected. “Where?”


  A translucent overlay gradually fell over her field of vision through the pod’s windshield; and points lit up all over its surface—a host of fast-moving, small crafts with contextual arrows showing basic kinematics information as well as projected trajectory cones. Lan Nhen repressed a curse. “That many? They really like their wrecked spaceships, don’t they.”


  It wasn’t a question, and neither Cuc nor The Cinnabar Mansions bothered to answer. “They’re defence drones patrolling the perimeter. We’ll walk you through,” Cuc said. “Give me just a few moments to link up with Great-great-aunt’s systems . . .”


  Lan Nhen could imagine her cousin, lying half-prone on her bed in the lower decks of The Cinnabar Mansions, her face furrowed in that half-puzzled, half-focused expression that was typical of her thought processes—she’d remain that way for entire minutes, or as long as it took to find a solution. On her windshield, the squad of drones was spreading—coming straight at her from all directions, a dazzling ballet of movement meant to overwhelm her. And they would, if she didn’t move fast enough.


  Her fingers hovered over the pod’s controls, before she made her decision and launched into a barrel manoeuvre away from the nearest incoming cluster. “Cousin, how about hurrying up?”


  There was no answer from Cuc. Demons take her, this wasn’t the moment to overthink the problem! Lan Nhen banked, sharply, narrowly avoiding a squad of drones, who bypassed her—and then turned around, much quicker than she’d anticipated. Ancestors, they moved fast, much too fast for ion-thrust motors. Cuc was going to have to rethink her trajectory. “Cousin, did you see this?”


  “I saw.” Cuc’s voice was distant. “Already taken into account. Given the size of the craft, it was likely they were going to use helicoidal thrusters on those.”


  “This is all fascinating—” Lan Nhen wove her way through two more waves of drones, cursing wildly as shots made the pod rock around her—as long as her speed held, she’d be fine . . . She’d be fine . . . . “—but you’ll have noticed I don’t really much care about technology, especially not now!”


  A thin thread of red appeared on her screen—a trajectory that wove and banked like a frightened fish’s trail—all the way to The Turtle’s Citadel and its clusters of pod-cradles. It looked as though it was headed straight into the heart of the cloud of drones, though that wasn’t the most worrying aspect of it. “Cousin,” Lan Nhen said. “I can’t possibly do this—” The margin of error was null—if she slipped in one of the curves, she’d never regain the kinematics necessary to take the next.


  “Only way.” Cuc’s voice was emotionless. “I’ll update as we go, if Great-great-aunt sees an opening. But for the moment . . .”


  Lan Nhen closed her eyes, for a brief moment—turned them towards Heaven, though Heaven was all around her—and whispered a prayer to her ancestors, begging them to watch over her. Then she turned her gaze to the screen, and launched into flight—her hands flying and shifting over the controls, automatically adjusting the pod’s path—dancing into the heart of the drones’ swarm—into them, away from them, weaving an erratic path across the section of space that separated her from The Turtle’s Citadel. Her eyes, all the while, remained on the overlay—her fingers speeding across the controls, matching the slightest deviation of her course to the set trajectory—inflecting curves a fraction of a second before the error on her course became perceptible.


  “Almost there,” Cuc said—with a hint of encouragement in her voice. “Come on, cousin, you can do it—”


  Ahead of her, a few measures away, was The Turtle’s Citadel: its pod cradles had shrivelled from long atrophy, but the hangar for docking the external shuttles and pods remained, its entrance a thin line of grey across the metallic surface of the ship’s lower half.


  “It’s closed,” Lan Nhen said, breathing hard—she was coming fast, much too fast, scattering drones out of her way like scared mice, and if the hangar wasn’t opened . . . “Cousin!”


  Cuc’s voice seemed to come from very far away; distant and muted somehow on the comms system. “We’ve discussed this. Normally, the ship went into emergency standby when it was hit, and it should open—”


  “But what if it doesn’t?” Lan Nhen asked—the ship was looming over her, spreading to cover her entire windshield, close enough so she could count the pod cradles, could see their pockmarked surfaces—could imagine how much of a messy impact she’d make, if her own pod crashed on an unyielding surface.


  Cuc didn’t answer. She didn’t need to; they both knew what would happen if that turned out to be true. Ancestors, watch over me, Lan Nhen thought, over and over, as the hangar doors rushed towards her, still closed—ancestors watch over me . . .


  She was close enough to see the fine layers of engravings on the doors when they opened—the expanse of metal flowing away from the centre, to reveal a gaping hole just large enough to let a small craft through. Her own pod squeezed into the available space: darkness fell over her cockpit as the doors flowed shut, and the pod skidded to a halt, jerking her body like a disarticulated doll.


  It was a while before she could stop shaking for long enough to unstrap herself from the pod; and to take her first, tentative steps on the ship.


  The small lamp in her suit lit nothing but a vast, roiling mass of shadows: the hangar was huge enough to hold much larger ships. Thirty years ago, it had no doubt been full, but the Outsiders must have removed them all as they dragged the wreck out there.


  “I’m in,” she whispered; and set out through the darkness, to find the heartroom and the Mind that was her great-aunt.


  “I’m sorry,” Jason said to Catherine. “Your first choice of posting was declined by the Board.”


  Catherine sat very straight in her chair, trying to ignore how uncomfortable she felt in her suit—it gaped too large over her chest, flared too much at her hips, and she’d had to hastily readjust the trouser-legs after she and Johanna discovered the seamstress had got the length wrong. “I see,” she said, because there was nothing else she could say, really.


  Jason looked at his desk, his gaze boring into the metal as if he could summon an assignment out of nothing—she knew he meant well, that he had probably volunteered to tell her this himself, instead of leaving it for some stranger who wouldn’t care a jot for her—but in that moment, she didn’t want to be reminded that he worked for the Board for the Protection of Dai Viet Refugees; that he’d had a hand, no matter how small, in denying her wishes for the future.


  At length Jason said, slowly, carefully—reciting a speech he’d no doubt given a dozen times that day, “The government puts the greatest care into choosing postings for the refugees. It was felt that that putting you onboard a space station would be—unproductive.”


  Unproductive. Catherine kept smiling; kept her mask plastered on, even though it hurt to turn the corners of her mouth upwards, to crinkle her eyes as if she were pleased. “I see,” she said, again, knowing anything else was useless. “Thanks, Jason.”


  Jason coloured. “I tried arguing your case, but . . .”


  “I know,” Catherine said. He was a clerk; that was all; a young civil servant at the bottom of the Board’s hierarchy, and he couldn’t possibly get her what she wanted, even if he’d been willing to favour her. And it hadn’t been such a surprise, anyway. After Mary and Olivia and Johanna . . .


  “Look,” Jason said. “Let’s see each other tonight, right? I’ll take you someplace you can forget all about this.”


  “You know it’s not that simple,” Catherine said. As if a restaurant, or a wild waterfall ride, or whatever delight Jason had in mind could make her forget this.


  “No, but I can’t do anything about the Board.” Jason’s voice was firm. “I can, however, make sure that you have a good time tonight.”


  Catherine forced a smile she didn’t feel. “I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks.”


  As she exited the building, passing under the wide arches, the sun sparkled on the glass windows—and for a brief moment she wasn’t herself—she was staring at starlight reflected in a glass panel, watching an older woman running hands on a wall and smiling at her with gut-wrenching sadness . . . She blinked, and the moment was gone; though the sense of sadness, of unease remained, as if she were missing something essential.


  Johanna was waiting for her on the steps, her arms crossed in front of her, and a gaze that looked as though it would bore holes into the lawn.


  “What did they tell you?”


  Catherine shrugged, wondering how a simple gesture could cost so much. “The same they told you, I’d imagine. Unproductive.”


  They’d all applied to the same postings—all asked for something related to space, whether it was one of the observatories, a space station; or, in Johanna’s case, outright asking to board a slow-ship as crew. They’d all been denied, for variations of the same reason.


  “What did you get?” Johanna asked. Her own rumpled slip of paper had already been recycled at the nearest terminal; she was heading north, to Steele, where she’d join an archaeological dig.


  Catherine shrugged, with a casualness she didn’t feel. They’d always felt at ease under the stars—had always yearned to take to space, felt the same craving to be closer to their home planets—to hang, weightless and without ties, in a place where they wouldn’t be weighed, wouldn’t be judged for falling short of values that ultimately didn’t belong to them. “I got newswriter.”


  “At least you’re not moving very far, ” Johanna said, a tad resentfully.


  “No.” The offices of the network company were a mere two streets away from the Institution.


  “I bet Jason had a hand in your posting,” Johanna said.


  “He didn’t say anything about that—”


  “Of course he wouldn’t.” Johanna snorted, gently. She didn’t much care for Jason; but she knew how much his company meant to Catherine—how much more it would come to mean, if the weight of an entire continent separated Catherine and her. “Jason broadcasts his failures because they bother him; you’ll hardly ever hear him talk of his successes. He’d feel too much like boasting.” Her face changed, softened. “He cares for you, you know—truly. You have the best luck in the world.”


  “I know,” Catherine said—thinking of the touch of his lips on hers; of his arms, holding her close until she felt whole, fulfilled. “I know.”


  The best luck in the world—she and Jason and her new flat, and her old haunts, not far away from the Institution—though she wasn’t sure, really, if that last was a blessing—if she wanted to remember the years Matron had spent hammering proper behaviour into them: the deprivations whenever they spoke anything less than perfect Galactic, the hours spent cleaning the dormitory’s toilets for expressing mild revulsion at the food; or the night they’d spent shut outside, naked, in the growing cold, because they couldn’t remember which Galactic president had colonised Longevity Station—how Matron had found them all huddled against each other, in an effort to keep warm and awake, and had sent them to Discipline for a further five hours, scolding them for behaving like wild animals.


  Catherine dug her nails into the palms of her hands—letting the pain anchor her back to the present; to where she sat on the steps of the Board’s central offices, away from the Institution and all it meant to them.


  “We’re free,” she said, at last. “That’s all that matters.”


  “We’ll never be free.” Johanna’s tone was dark, intense. “Your records have a mark that says ‘Institution’. And even if it didn’t—do you honestly believe we would blend right in?”


  There was no one quite like them on Prime, where Dai Viet were unwelcome; not with those eyes, not with that skin colour—not with that demeanour, which even years of Institution hadn’t been enough to erase.


  “Do you ever wonder . . .” Johanna’s voice trailed off into silence, as if she were contemplating something too large to put into words.


  “Wonder what?” Catherine asked.


  Johanna bit her lip. “Do you ever wonder what it would have been like, with our parents? Our real parents.”


  The parents they couldn’t remember. They’d done the maths, too—no children at the Institution could remember anything before coming there. Matron had said it was because they were really young when they were taken away—that it had been for the best. Johanna, of course, had blamed something more sinister, some fix-up done by the Institution to its wards to keep them docile.


  Catherine thought, for a moment, of a life among the Dai Viet—an idyllic image of a harmonious family like in the holo-movies—a mirage that dashed itself to pieces against the inescapable reality of the birth vid. “They’d have used us like brood mares,” Catherine said. “You saw—”


  “I know what I saw,” Johanna snapped. “But maybe . . .” Her face was pale. “Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad, in return for the rest.”


  For being loved; for being made worthy; for fitting in, being able to stare at the stars without wondering which was their home—without dreaming of when they might go back to their families.


  Catherine rubbed her belly, thinking of the vid—and the thing crawling out of the woman’s belly, all metal edges and shining crystal, coated in the blood of its mother—and, for a moment she felt as though she were the woman—floating above her body, detached from her cloak of flesh, watching herself give birth in pain. And then the sensation ended, but she was still feeling spread out, larger than she ought to have been—looking at herself from a distance and watching her own life pass her by, petty and meaningless, and utterly bounded from end to end.


  Maybe Johanna was right. Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad, after all.


  The ship was smaller than Lan Nhen had expected—she’d been going by her experience with The Cinnabar Mansions, which was an older generation, but The Turtle’s Citadel was much smaller for the same functionalities.


  Lan Nhen went up from the hangar to the living quarters, her equipment slung over her shoulders. She’d expected a sophisticated defence system like the drones, but there was nothing. Just the familiar slimy feeling of a quickened ship on the walls, a sign that the Mind that it hosted was still alive—albeit barely. The walls were bare, instead of the elaborate decoration Lan Nhen was used to from The Cinnabar Mansions—no scrolling calligraphy, no flowing paintings of starscapes or flowers; no ambient sound of zither or anything to enliven the silence.


  She didn’t have much time to waste—Cuc had said they had two hours between the moment the perimeter defences kicked in, and the moment more hefty safeguards were manually activated—but she couldn’t help herself: she looked into one of the living quarters. It was empty as well, its walls scored with gunfire. The only colour in the room was a few splatters of dried blood on a chair, a reminder of the tragedy of the ship’s fall—the execution of its occupants, the dragging of its wreck to the derelict ward—dried blood, and a single holo of a woman on a table, a beloved mother or grandmother: a bare, abandoned picture with no offerings or incense, all that remained from a wrecked ancestral altar. Lan Nhen spat on the ground, to ward off evil ghosts, and went back to the corridors.


  She truly felt as though she were within a mausoleum—like that one time her elder sister had dared her and Cuc to spend the night within the family’s ancestral shrine, and they’d barely slept—not because of monsters or anything, but because of the vast silence that permeated the whole place amidst the smell of incense and funeral offerings, reminding them that they, too, were mortal.


  That Minds, too, could die—that rescues were useless—no, she couldn’t afford to think like that. She had Cuc with her, and together they would . . .


  She hadn’t heard Cuc for a while.


  She stopped, when she realised—that it wasn’t only the silence on the ship, but also the deathly quiet of her own comms system. Since—since she’d entered The Turtle’s Citadel—that was the last time she’d heard her cousin, calmly pointing out about emergency standby and hangar doors and how everything was going to work out, in the end . . .


  She checked her comms. There appeared to be nothing wrong; but whichever frequency she selected, she could hear nothing but static. At last, she managed to find one slot that seemed less crowded than others. “Cousin? Can you hear me?”


  Noise on the line. “Very—badly.” Cuc’s voice was barely recognisable. “There—is—something—interference—”


  “I know,” Lan Nhen said. “Every channel is filled with noise.”


  Cuc didn’t answer for a while; and when she did, her voice seemed to have become more distant—a problem had her interest again. “Not—noise. They’re broadcasting—data. Need—to . . .” And then the comms cut. Lan Nhen tried all frequencies, trying to find one that would be less noisy; but there was nothing. She bit down a curse—she had no doubt Cuc would find a way around whatever blockage the Outsiders had put on the ship, but this was downright bizarre. Why broadcast data? Cutting down the comms of prospective attackers somehow didn’t seem significant enough—at least not compared to defence drones or similar mechanisms.


  She walked through the corridors, following the spiral path to the heartroom—nothing but the static in her ears, a throbbing song that erased every coherent thought from her mind—at least it was better than the silence, than that feeling of moving underwater in an abandoned city—that feeling that she was too late, that her great-aunt was already dead and past recovery, that all she could do here was kill her once and for all, end her misery . . .


  She thought, incongruously, of a vid she’d seen, which showed her great-grandmother ensconced in the heartroom—in the first few years of The Turtle’s Citadel’s life, those crucial moments of childhood when the ship’s mother remained onboard to guide the Mind to adulthood. Great-grandmother was telling stories to the ship—and The Turtle’s Citadel was struggling to mimic the spoken words in scrolling texts on her walls, laughing delightedly whenever she succeeded—all sweet and young, unaware of what her existence would come to, in the end.


  Unlike the rest of the ship, the heartroom was crowded—packed with Outsider equipment that crawled over the Mind’s resting place in the centre, covering her from end to end until Lan Nhen could barely see the glint of metal underneath. She gave the entire contraption a wide berth—the spikes and protrusions from the original ship poked at odd angles, glistening with a dark liquid she couldn’t quite identify—and the Outsider equipment piled atop the Mind, a mass of cables and unfamiliar machines, looked as though it was going to take a while to sort out.


  There were screens all around, showing dozens of graphs and diagrams, shifting as they tracked variables that Lan Nhen couldn’t guess at—vital signs, it looked like, though she wouldn’t have been able to tell what.


  Lan Nhen bowed in the direction of the Mind, from younger to elder—perfunctorily, since she was unsure whether the Mind could see her at all. There was no acknowledgement, either verbal or otherwise.


  Her great-aunt was in there. She had to be.


  “Cousin.” Cuc’s voice was back in her ears—crisp and clear and uncommonly worried.


  “How come I can hear you?” Lan Nhen asked. “Because I’m in the heartroom?”


  Cuc snorted. “Hardly. The heartroom is where all the data is streaming from. I’ve merely found a way to filter the transmissions on both ends. Fascinating problem . . .”


  “Is this really the moment?” Lan Nhen asked. “I need you to walk me through the reanimation—”


  “No you don’t,” Cuc said. “First you need to hear what I have to say.”


  The call came during the night: a man in the uniform of the Board asked for Catherine George—as if he couldn’t tell that it was her, that she was standing dishevelled and pale in front of her screen at three in the morning. “Yes, it’s me,” Catherine said. She fought off the weight of nightmares—more and more, she was waking in the night with memories of blood splattered across her entire body; of stars collapsing while she watched, powerless—of a crunch, and a moment where she hung alone in darkness, knowing that she had been struck a death blow—


  The man’s voice was quiet, emotionless. There had been an accident in Steele; a regrettable occurrence that hadn’t been meant to happen, and the Board would have liked to extend its condolences to her—they apologised for calling so late, but they thought she should know . . .


  “I see,” Catherine said. She kept herself uncomfortably straight—aware of the last time she’d faced the board—when Jason had told her her desire for space would have been unproductive. When they’d told Johanna . . .


  Johanna.


  After a while, the man’s words slid past her like water on glass—hollow reassurances, empty condolences, whereas she stood as if her heart had been torn away from her, fighting a desire to weep, to retch—she wanted to turn back time, to go back to the previous week and the sprigs of apricot flowers Jason had given her with a shy smile—to breathe in the sharp, tangy flavour of the lemon cake he’d baked for her, see again the carefully blank expression on his face as he waited to see if she’d like it—she wanted to be held tight in his arms and told that it was fine, that everything was going to be fine, that Johanna was going to be fine.


  “We’re calling her other friends,” the man was saying, “but since you were close to each other . . .”


  “I see,” Catherine said—of course he didn’t understand the irony, that it was the answer she’d given the Board—Jason—the last time.


  The man cut off the communication; and she was left alone, standing in her living room and fighting back the feeling that threatened to overwhelm her—a not-entirely unfamiliar sensation of dislocation in her belly, the awareness that she didn’t belong here among the Galactics; that she wasn’t there by choice, and couldn’t leave; that her own life should have been larger, more fulfilling than this slow death by inches, writing copy for feeds without any acknowledgement of her contributions—that Johanna’s life should have been larger . . .


  Her screen was still blinking—an earlier message from the Board that she hadn’t seen? But why—


  Her hands, fumbling away in the darkness, made the command to retrieve the message—the screen faded briefly to black while the message was decompressed, and then she was staring at Johanna’s face.


  For a moment—a timeless, painful moment—Catherine thought with relief that it had been a mistake, that Johanna was alive after all; and then she realised how foolish she’d been—that it wasn’t a call, but merely a message from beyond the grave.


  Johanna’s face was pale, so pale Catherine wanted to hug her, to tell her the old lie that things were going to be fine—but she’d never get to say those words now, not ever.


  “I’m sorry, Catherine,” she said. Her voice was shaking; and the circles under her eyes took up half of her face, turning her into some pale nightmare from horror movies—a ghost, a restless soul, a ghoul hungry for human flesh. “I can’t do this, not anymore. The Institution was fine; but it’s got worse. I wake up at night, and feel sick—as if everything good has been leeched from the world—as if the food had no taste, as if I drifted like a ghost through my days, as if my entire life held no meaning or truth. Whatever they did to our memories in the Institution—it’s breaking down now. It’s tearing me apart. I’m sorry, but I can’t take any more of this. I—” she looked away from the camera for a brief moment, and then back at Catherine. “I have to go.”


  “No,” Catherine whispered, but she couldn’t change it. She couldn’t do anything.


  “You were always the strongest of us,” Johanna said. “Please remember this. Please. Catherine.” And then the camera cut, and silence spread through the room, heavy and unbearable, and Catherine felt like weeping, though she had no tears left.


  “Catherine?” Jason called in a sleepy voice from the bedroom. “It’s too early to check your work inbox . . .”


  Work. Love. Meaningless, Johanna had said. Catherine walked to the huge window pane, and stared at the city spread out below her—the mighty Prime, centre of the Galactic Federation, its buildings shrouded in light, its streets crisscrossed by floaters; with the bulky shape of the Parliament at the centre, a proud statement that the Galactic Federation still controlled most of their home galaxy.


  Too many lights to see the stars; but she could still guess; could still feel their pull—could still remember that one of them was her home.


  A lie, Johanna had said. A construction to keep us here.


  “Catherine?” Jason stood behind her, one hand wrapped around her shoulder—awkwardly tender as always, like that day when he’d offered to share a flat, standing balanced on one foot and not looking at her.


  “Johanna is dead. She killed herself.”


  She felt rather than saw him freeze—and, after a while, he said in a changed voice, “I’m so sorry. I know how much she meant . . .” His voice trailed off, and he too, fell silent, watching the city underneath.


  There was a feeling—the same feeling she’d had when waking up as a child, a diffuse sense that something was not quite right with the world; that the shadows held men watching, waiting for the best time to snatch her; that she was not wholly back in her body—that Jason’s hand on her shoulder was just the touch of a ghost, that even his love wasn’t enough to keep her safe. That the world was fracturing around her, time and time again—she breathed in, hoping to dispel the sensation. Surely it was nothing more than grief, than fatigue—but the sensation wouldn’t go away, leaving her on the verge of nausea.


  “You should have killed us,” Catherine said. “It would have been kinder.”


  “Killed you?” Jason sounded genuinely shocked.


  “When you took us from our parents.”


  Jason was silent for a while. Then: “We don’t kill. What do you think we are, monsters from the fairytales, killing and burning everyone who looks different? Of course we’re not like that.” Jason no longer sounded uncertain or awkward; it was as if she’d touched some wellspring, scratched some skin to find only primal reflexes underneath.


  “You erased our memories.” She didn’t make any effort to keep the bitterness from her voice.


  “We had to.” Jason shook his head. “They’d have killed you, otherwise. You know this.”


  “How can I trust you?” Look at Johanna, she wanted to say. Look at me. How can you say it was all worth it?


  “Catherine . . .” Jason’s voice was weary. “We’ve been over this before. You’ve seen the vids from the early days. We didn’t set out to steal your childhood, or anyone’s childhood. But when you were left—intact . . . accidents happened. Carelessness. Like Johanna.”


  “Like Johanna.” Her voice was shaking now; but he didn’t move, didn’t do anything to comfort her or hold her close. She turned at last, to stare into his face; and saw him transfixed by light, by faith, his gaze turned away from her and every pore of his being permeated by the utter conviction that he was right, that they were all right and that a stolen childhood was a small price to pay to be a Galactic.


  “Anything would do.” Jason’s voice was slow, quiet—explaining life to a child, a script they’d gone over and over in their years together, always coming back to the same enormous, inexcusable choice that had been made for them. “Scissors, knives, broken bottles. You sliced your veins, hanged yourselves, pumped yourselves full of drugs . . . We had to . . . we had to block your memories, to make you blank slates.”


  “Had to.” She was shaking now; and still he didn’t see. Still she couldn’t make him see.


  “I swear to you, Catherine. It was the only way.”


  And she knew, she’d always known he was telling the truth—not because he was right, but because he genuinely could not envision any other future for them.


  “I see,” she said. The nausea, the sense of dislocation, wouldn’t leave her—disgust for him, for this life that trapped her, for everything she’d turned into or been turned into. “I see.”


  “Do you think I like it?” His voice was bitter. “Do you think it makes me sleep better at night? Every day I hate that choice, even though I wasn’t the one who made it. Every day I wonder if there was something else the Board could have done, some other solution that wouldn’t have robbed you of everything you were.”


  “Not everything,” Catherine said—slowly, carefully. “We still look Dai Viet.”


  Jason grimaced, looking ill at ease. “That’s your body, Catherine. Of course they weren’t going to steal that.”


  Of course; and suddenly, seeing how uneasy he was, it occurred to Catherine that they could have changed that, too, just as easily as they’d tampered with her memories; made her skin clearer, her eyes less distinctive; could have helped her fit into Galactic society. But they hadn’t. Holding the strings to the last, Johanna would have said. “You draw the line at my body, but stealing my memories is fine?”


  Jason sighed; he turned towards the window, looking at the streets. “No, it’s not, and I’m sorry. But how else were we supposed to keep you alive?”


  “Perhaps we didn’t want to be alive.”


  “Don’t say that, please.” His voice had changed, had become fearful, protective. “Catherine. Everyone deserves to live. You especially.”


  Perhaps I don’t, she thought, but he was holding her close to him, not letting her go—her anchor to the flat—to the living room, to life. “You’re not Johanna,” he said. “You know that.”


  The strongest of us, Johanna had said. She didn’t feel strong; just frail and adrift. “No,” she said, at last. “Of course I’m not.”


  “Come on,” Jason said. “Let me make you a tisane. We’ll talk in the kitchen—you look as though you need it.”


  “No.” And she looked up—sought out his lips in the darkness, drinking in his breath and his warmth to fill the emptiness within her. “That’s not what I need.”


  “Are you sure?” Jason looked uncertain—sweet and innocent and naïve, everything that had drawn her to him. “You’re not in a state to—”


  “Ssh,” she said, and laid a hand on his lips, where she’d kissed him. “Ssh.”


  Later, after they’d made love, she lay her head in the hollow of his arm, listening to the slow beat of his heart like a lifeline; and wondered how long she’d be able to keep the emptiness at bay.


  “It goes to Prime,” Cuc said. “All the data is beamed to Prime, and it’s coming from almost every ship in the ward.”


  “I don’t understand,” Lan Nhen said. She’d plugged her own equipment into the ship, carefully shifting the terminals she couldn’t make sense of—hadn’t dared to go closer to the centre, where Outsider technology had crawled all over her great-aunt’s resting place, obscuring the Mind and the mass of connectors that linked her to the ship.


  On one of the screens, a screensaver had launched: night on a planet Lan Nhen couldn’t recognise—an Outsider one, with their sleek floaters and their swarms of helper bots, their wide, impersonal streets planted with trees that were too tall and too perfect to be anything but the product of years of breeding.


  “She’s not here,” Cuc said.


  “I—” Lan Nhen was about to say she didn’t understand, and then the true import of Cuc’s words hit her. “Not here? She’s alive, Cuc. I can see the ship; I can hear her all around me . . .”


  “Yes, yes,” Cuc said, a tad impatiently. “But that’s . . . the equivalent of unconscious processes, like breathing in your sleep.”


  “She’s dreaming?”


  “No,” Cuc said. A pause, then, very carefully: “I think she’s on Prime, Cousin. The data that’s being broadcast—it looks like Mind thought-processes, compressed with a high rate and all mixed together. There’s probably something on the other end that decompresses the data and sends it to . . . Arg, I don’t know! Wherever they think is appropriate.”


  Lan Nhen bit back another admission of ignorance, and fell back on the commonplace. “On Prime.” The enormity of the thing; that you could take a Mind—a beloved ship with a family of her own—that you could put her to sleep and cause her to wake up somewhere else, on an unfamiliar planet and an alien culture—that you could just transplant her like a flower or a tree . . . “She’s on Prime.”


  “In a terminal or as the power source for something,” Cuc said, darkly.


  “Why would they bother?” Lan Nhen asked. “It’s a lot of power expenditure just to get an extra computer.”


  “Do I look as though I have insight into Outsiders?” Lan Nhen could imagine Cuc throwing her hands up in the air, in that oft-practised gesture. “I’m just telling you what I have, Cousin.”


  Outsiders—the Galactic Federation of United Planets—were barely comprehensible in any case. They were the descendants of an Exodus fleet that had hit an isolated galaxy: left to themselves and isolated for decades, they had turned on each other in huge ethnic cleansings before emerging from their home planets as relentless competitors for resources and inhabitable planets.


  “Fine. Fine.” Lan Nhen breathed in, slowly; tried to focus at the problem at hand. “Can you walk me through cutting the radio broadcast?”


  Cuc snorted. “I’d fix the ship, first, if I were you.”


  Lan Nhen knelt by the equipment, and stared at a cable that had curled around one of the ship’s spines. “Fine, let’s start with what we came for. Can you see?”


  Silence; and then a life-sized holo of Cuc hovered in front of her—even though the avatar was little more than broad strokes, great-great-aunt had still managed to render it in enough details to make it unmistakably Cuc. “Cute,” Lan Nhen said.


  “Hahaha,” Cuc said. “No bandwidth for trivialities—gotta save for detail on your end.” She raised a hand, pointed to one of the outermost screens on the edge of the room. “Disconnect this one first.”


  It was slow, and painful. Cuc pointed; and Lan Nhen checked before disconnecting and moving. Twice, she jammed her fingers very close to a cable, and felt electricity crackle near her—entirely too close for comfort.


  They moved from the outskirts of the room to the centre—tackling the huge mount of equipment last. Cuc’s first attempts resulted in a cable coming loose with an ominous sound; they waited, but nothing happened. “We might have fried something,” Lan Nhen said.


  “Too bad. There’s no time for being cautious, as you well know. There’s . . . maybe half an hour left before the other defences go live.” Cuc moved again, pointed to another squat terminal. “This goes off.”


  When they were finished, Lan Nhen stepped back, to look at their handiwork.


  The heartroom was back to its former glory: instead of Outsider equipment, the familiar protrusions and sharp organic needles of the Mind’s resting place; and they could see the Mind herself—resting snug in her cradle, wrapped around the controls of the ship—her myriad arms each seizing one rack of connectors; her huge head glinting in the light—a vague globe shape covered with glistening cables and veins. The burn mark from the Outsider attack was clearly visible, a dark, elongated shape on the edge of her head that had bruised a couple of veins—it had hit one of the connectors as well, burnt it right down to the colour of ink.


  Lan Nhen let out a breath she hadn’t been aware of holding. “It scrambled the connector.”


  “And scarred her, but didn’t kill her,” Cuc said. “Just like you said.”


  “Yes, but—” But it was one thing to run simulations of the attack over and over, always getting the same prognosis; and quite another to see that the simulations held true, and that the damage was repairable.


  “There should be another connector rack in your bag,” Cuc said. “I’ll walk you through slotting it in.”


  After she was done, Lan Nhen took a step back; and stared at her great-aunt—feeling, in some odd way, as though she were violating the Mind’s privacy. A Mind’s heartroom was their stronghold, a place where they could twist reality as they wished, and appear as they wished to. To see her great-aunt like this, without any kind of appearance change or pretence, was . . . more disturbing than she’d thought.


  “And now?” she asked Cuc.


  Even without details, Lan Nhen knew her cousin was smiling. “Now we pray to our ancestors that cutting the broadcast is going to be enough to get her back.”


  Another night on Prime, and Catherine wakes up breathless, in the grip of another nightmare—images of red lights, and scrolling texts, and a feeling of growing cold in her bones, a cold so deep she cannot believe she will ever feel warm no matter how many layers she’s put on.


  Johanna is not there; beside her, Jason sleeps, snoring softly; and she’s suddenly seized by nausea, remembering what he said to her—how casually he spoke of blocking her memories, of giving a home to her after stealing her original one from her. She waits for it to pass; waits to settle into her old life as usual. But it doesn’t.


  Instead, she rises, walks towards the window, and stands watching Prime—the clean wide streets, the perfect trees, the ballet of floaters at night—the myriad dances that make up the society that constrains her from dawn to dusk and beyond—she wonders what Johanna would say, but of course Johanna won’t ever say anything anymore. Johanna has gone ahead, into the dark.


  The feeling of nausea in her belly will not go away: instead it spreads, until her body feels like a cage—at first, she thinks the sensation is in her belly, but it moves upwards, until her limbs, too, feel too heavy and too small—until it’s an effort to move any part of her. She raises her hands, struggling against a feeling of moving appendages that don’t belong to her—and traces the contours of her face, looking for familiar shapes, for anything that will anchor her to reality. The heaviness spreads, compresses her chest until she can hardly breathe—cracks her ribs and pins her legs to the ground. Her head spins, as if she were about to faint; but the mercy of blackness does not come to her.


  “Catherine,” she whispers. “My name is Catherine.”


  Another name, unbidden, rises to her lips. Mi Chau. A name she gave to herself in the Viet language—in the split instant before the lasers took her apart, before she sank into darkness: Mi Chau, the princess who unwittingly betrayed her father and her people, and whose blood became the pearls at the bottom of the sea. She tastes it on her tongue, and it’s the only thing that seems to belong to her anymore.


  She remembers that first time—waking up on Prime in a strange body, struggling to breathe, struggling to make sense of being so small, so far away from the stars that had guided her through space—remembers walking like a ghost through the corridors of the Institution, until the knowledge of what the Galactics had done broke her, and she cut her veins in a bathroom, watching blood lazily pool at her feet and thinking only of escape. She remembers the second time she woke up; the second, oblivious life as Catherine.


  Johanna. Johanna didn’t survive her second life; and even now is starting her third, somewhere in the bowels of the Institution—a dark-skinned child indistinguishable from other dark-skinned children, with no memories of anything beyond a confused jumble . . .


  Outside, the lights haven’t dimmed, but there are stars—brash and alien, hovering above Prime, in configurations that look wrong; and she remembers, suddenly, how they lay around her, how they showed her the way from planet to planet—how the cold of the deep spaces seized her just as she entered them to travel faster, just like it’s holding her now, seizing her bones—remembers how much larger, how much wider she ought to be . . .


  There are stars everywhere; and superimposed on them, the faces of two Dai Viet women, calling her over and over. Calling her back, into the body that belonged to her all along; into the arms of her family.


  “Come on, come on,” the women whisper, and their voices are stronger than any other noise; than Jason’s breath in the bedroom; than the motors of the floaters or the vague smell of garlic from the kitchen. “Come on, great-aunt!”


  She is more than this body; more than this constrained life—her thoughts spread out, encompassing hangars and living quarters; and the liquid weight of pods held in their cradles—she remembers family reunions, entire generations of children putting their hands on her corridors, remembers the touch of their skin on her metal walls; the sound of their laughter as they raced each other; the quiet chatter of their mothers in the heartroom, keeping her company as the New Year began; and the touch of a brush on her outer hull, drawing the shape of an apricot flower, for good luck . . .


  “Catherine?” Jason calls behind her.


  She turns, through sheer effort of will; finding, somehow, the strength to maintain her consciousness in a small and crammed body alongside her other, vaster one. He’s standing with one hand on the doorjamb, staring at her—his face pale, leeched of colours in the starlight.


  “I remember,” she whispers.


  His hands stretch, beseeching. “Catherine, please. Don’t leave.”


  He means well, she knows. All the things that he hid from her, he hid out of love; to keep her alive and happy, to hold her close in spite of all that should have separated them; and even now, the thought of his love is a barb in her heart, a last lingering regret, slight and pitiful against the flood of her memories—but not wholly insignificant.


  Where she goes, she’ll never be alone—not in the way she was with Jason, feeling that nothing else but her mattered in the entire world. She’ll have a family; a gaggle of children and aunts and uncles waiting on her, but nothing like the sweet, unspoiled privacy where Jason and she could share anything and everything. She won’t have another lover like him—naïve and frank and so terribly sure of what he wants and what he’s ready to do to get it. Dai Viet society has no place for people like Jason—who do not know their place, who do not know how to be humble, how to accept failure or how to bow down to expediency.


  Where she goes, she’ll never be alone; and yet she’ll be so terribly lonely.


  “Please,” Jason says.


  “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’ll come back—” a promise made to him; to Johanna, who cannot hear or recognise her anymore. Her entire being spreads out, thins like water thrown on the fire—and, in that last moment, she finds herself reaching out for him, trying to touch him one last time, to catch one last glimpse of his face, even as a heart she didn’t know she had breaks.


  “Catherine.”


  He whispers her name, weeping, over and over; and it’s that name, that lie that still clings to her with its bittersweet memories, that she takes with her as her entire being unfolds—as she flies away, towards the waiting stars.


  ADRENOTROPIC MAN


  Keith Brooke


  They assassinated me at about midday on 22nd June, 1997. I was on my way for a working lunch with a regional director, in the city for a few days for what we called “consultations”—his private bank account was too fat for his salary and I was having him checked out. I paused in New Carnaby Street to look in a window at the closing down sale of the Macco Man’s Boutique. I grinned. My shares in Macco had gone for a good price only weeks before; my little push had apparently sent their whole house of cards tumbling and I planned to pick up the pieces in a month or two at a knock-down price. But that was before my assassination.


  My reflection grinned back at me from the window. Thirty-six, but I still looked mid-twenties; no sign of businessman’s spread, I kept in good shape. Control your body and you can control your mind. Since early teens I had disciplined myself to a strict regime of exercise and healthy eating—I attribute much of my later success to the resulting strength of mind and body. I turned from the window and set out along the sidewalk. My reflection followed me, leaping from window to window.


  A jolt, and someone had walked into me. A small guy in pin-stripes, ferret-faced, silvered hair held in place by a mixture of Brylcream and natural grease. “What the fuck are you at?” I yelled, staggering away from the unexpected force of the little man. “Sorry, guvnor,” he muttered and disappeared into the crowd of lunchtime shoppers. Our eyes met for an instant during his mumbled apology and I knew. I just knew. This was the guy they had sent to kill me. Mow me down with an automatic from a black Cadillac, blow up my apartment. Do it with style. But no, they send a small, aging Cockney, more at home on a market stall than as an assassin. My exposed forearm tingled momentarily and I rubbed at it anxiously.


  Max Riesling, young American entrepreneur, founder and managing director of GenGen. I knew they were after me, they put a notice on me in late May, and still I let them at me in the open. Not even any muscle to look after my interests. No, I let them right at me.


  I must stay cool, all this excitement will do me no good at all. Yeah, all this excitement. Relax. Slow the pace.


  They sent my notice by old-fashioned mail. No vidphone, no ‘lecmail, just a piece of paper in an envelope, delivered by Pronto Postal Co. Second class.


  
    Mr Riesling,


    Your actions leave us no alternative. Discussion is pointless with you people. You won’t live to speak at the Inquiry. Details are attached.


    Love and best wishes,


    Green Action Group.

  


  Details were not attached, but a paper clip was. I looked in the envelope and found the detached document, an old advertising circular for one of our more lucrative ventures. The leaflet had been altered to fit the present situation.


  I spent most of my youth in the States, mainly in the cities of Washington and New York, but then Rick, my father, landed a big industrial job and we moved to Chicago. The Windy City can be a tough place to grow up. Our apartment was in a glitzy condo development on the Southside, a rough neighbourhood to grow up in but the streets provided some good schooling. I had a few jobs in the States working my way up the corporations, but when the opportunity came I moved to London. I had spent two years here as a boy, while Rick was on the diplomatic staff at the Embassy. I liked it and always tried to keep up with happenings in England. In early ‘89 the Evening Post, which I had mailed to me from London, ran a story on Biobuilders, a small biotech firm close to bankruptcy.


  I called my bank but they didn’t want to know. I visited Rick’s bank in person. “Maxwell Riesling. Son of Mister Riesling? Why, of course we’ll help you, sir.” I bought Biobuilders, secured the lease of an apartment in Chelsea, and moved the firm from Ealing out to rural Dorset, picking up several government development grants on the way. New staff, new location, new management, all I had really bought was some obsolete equipment and a company name. I changed the name.


  General Genetics Research had humble beginnings but we soon shrugged them off. Biobuilders had specialised in mass production of medical products, their engineered microrgs produced blood plasma, insulin, all the basic medical products. Minimum effort, minimum skill, zero innovation. They were a second rate outfit. GenGen clung onto the medical contracts at first but we quickly dropped them for more adventurous schemes. We extended ourselves to medical research rather than just production, we entered agricultural development, we created a new range of degradable cosmetics that dissolve overnight.


  What pushed us to the top of the field was a product of our times. AIDS was still rife at the turn of the decade and we cashed in on the accompanying commercial boom. It was a simple matter with the available technology to splice up a few microrgs with the appropriate gene complex and select the best latex producers. Further manipulations produced a reliable neolatex. A few alterations to the traditional aerosol can, rigorous testing and GenGen held patents to the world’s first spray-on condom, trade-named the Come On. Organic, usually non-allergenic, just spray it on and peel it off when your passion is spent. We sealed our success by booking Anita Alveaux for the commercials. Anita, pouting out of the screen and saying, “Give him the Come On and see what he gives you,” was just too much for the punters and the sales secured GenGen’s future for years to come. To say “Come On,” carefully stressing the capitals became the joke-cliché of the early ’90s.


  GenGen’s only commercial failure was next off the production line. The mindless masses just didn’t like the idea of microrgs built for personal hygiene. No more hair washing, no more brushing of the teeth, the microrgs would do it all. But it didn’t sell.


  No-Cee foods, our next major product, were a massive success. Again, they weren’t a great technological innovation—all it took was the idea and then development and production were relatively straightforward. All organic molecules have a certain bias. Simple sugars, for example, tend to be right-handed or dextrorotatory; most amino acids, on the other hand, are left-handed or laevorotatory; it’s all a matter of three dimensional molecular structure. As digestive enzymes work on a structural basis they cannot latch onto wrong-handed molecules: left-handed sugars, right-handed proteins, anything that doesn’t fit goes right through the system, undigested. Zero calories.


  In ‘96 Mel Slaney, one of our Bright Young Brains at the new Buxton plant, started a whole new line of development. Infusers had been around for a while but they had never been practical for large-scale use. Mel changed all that. Her version was a bit like a ballpoint pen with a pad, about one cee-em square, at one end. The drug cartridge was inserted at the other end and the pad was pressed against the appropriate body surface; a minor electric jolt transferred the drug across the skin and into the body. Injections became a thing of the past and the Third World.


  Mel and her newly allocated team followed up this success with a variety of infusible drugs. Perhaps appropriately, after GenGen’s earlier success with the Come On, we began to market an infusible female contraceptive, Ovoidance, which cornered the market, now growing again after the demise of AIDS.


  Another of our infusibles was produced under government contract, although it also found a large market overseas. The Disciplinfuser is a masterpiece of biotechnology. It infuses adrobate, an adrenotropic drug developed by Mel and her team. Adrobate lies dormant in the blood until adrenalin reaches a certain level, then the drug steps in, negates the effects of the adrenalin and returns the body to a normal, calm state. National Prisons Incorporated were quick to see the potential of the Disciplinfuser and their clients were soon unable to have violent outbursts. The Disciplinfuser also became a standard part of the psychiatric ward’s medical cabinet. Pressure groups caused a few problems when the use of the Disciplinfuser was publicised. They argued that adrenalin surges were not only the result of anger; a valid, although irrelevant, point. These groups had little influence; some of the more vociferous protesters were arrested and given a first-hand taste of the Disciplinfuser. The protests died down.


  The advertising circular the Green Action Group sent me was for the Disciplinfuser. Their alterations to the leaflet made the point that it was me who was to be infused. But they had removed all references to adrobate. They did not name the substance that they would use, they just described it in scrawled handwriting in the top margin:


  
    Our drug will kill you. Adrenalin above a Fulvian concentration of 0.36 will trigger a chain reaction. Adrenalin production will increase at an exponential rate. You will overdose on Adrenalin. Stay cool, brother.

  


  All because of that time-wasting length of red tape, the Public Inquiry. Actually, I know that sentence to be untrue. My situation is the inevitable result of years of battle between Industry and the eco-freaks. Eco-fascists, I’ve heard them called: they have The Answer and we must all do as they say. Fuck. They just don’t like change, don’t like progress.


  Cool it. Will you just fucking cool it?


  This is no good. I must not get excited. I must stay calm. Control of the body is control of the mind. That’s been my mantra since the 22nd. Control of the body is control of the mind.


  That’s better. I’m not going to let them beat me. It’s now 27 hours since my assassination and I have stayed in control. My mind is relaxed. My adrenalin has not reached that fatal level. I am in command.


  My first reaction was that I must get revenge, but I now know that would be fatal. Too much excitement. My first taste of revenge was enough to warn me against such a course of action. I missed my meeting with the regional director, but later I was informed that his bank balance had been fattened by a certain wealthy individual known to have strong connections with environmental groups. My ex-employee has been disciplined. Or perhaps I should say disciplinfused. But the stimulation of instigating such action was too much for me. My pulse quickened, my scalp tightened, my adrenalin was flowing. It took me several minutes to regain full control, the problem exacerbated by the fear that I had gone too far. But I stayed within the limit. I live.


  That experience taught me that a level of 0.36 is high. They didn’t want me to drop dead in the street from the adrenalin flow caused by bumping into the assassin. I have some leeway.


  I now plan the sweetest form of revenge: I am going to defeat them. I am going to survive until the Inquiry and I am going to win at the Inquiry. I’m lucky that my attendance is only required for one short session. I can make it.


  The Inquiry is only a testing ground. They’ve been after it for a long time. Confrontation. The Inquiry itself is only a standard release-of-genetically-engineered-organisms-into-the-environment case. It has an amusing irony that our engineered algae are intended to process sewage and then be harvested and turned into paper. This one is to clean up the environment. But the greens don’t see it like that. They claim that the algae may take a fancy to other things, we may be releasing some unstoppable menace into our fragile world. The end is nigh! (Cool it, just cool it.)


  But there’s more to it than just the GenGen algae. If they can stop this one they can stop anything. They have been building up to this one for a long time. They will take some stopping. But I can do it. The judge told me so.


  All the pressure groups may be lining up against me but I have some very powerful people on my side. People with connections. We are too big for the greens. All the judge wants is for there to be good reason to decide in our favour. That is understandable. All he is asking for is that there must be a strong speech from the GenGen camp. One to put the people—or at least some of them—behind us. That duty has fallen on my shoulders. I am the obvious choice. Apart from being managing director I am good at what I do. I have been advised to go into politics, they say I have the sort of charisma that comes across on TV. In all honesty I must agree. I can talk the pants off anyone and I spent my teens doing just that. My speech at the Inquiry will be recorded and transmitted into millions of homes, prime time news bulletins, everything in my favour. All I have to do is sell GenGen to the public and I have been doing that for years. The greens don’t stand a chance.


  All I have to do is survive. I stay indoors, in my apartment. No one can get to me. I have always had good security, but now I have the added comfort of hired muscle at the entrance to my apartment and at the entrance to the building. I have set Mel and her team to work on a remedy and they’ve multiplied samples of my blood so they can test their potions. Mel told me that I should just infuse some adrobate to keep the levels down, but I said, “No”. I don’t play hunches per se, but I always check them out. This time I was right. Adrobate produced bubbles of nitrogen in my contaminated blood. I saw the sample: it fizzed. The prospects are not bright for a cure. Certainly nothing before the Inquiry.


  I stay here. I am learning to meditate. It is easy when you have as much control over your body as I do over mine. Control the body and you control the mind.


  I have now been in my apartment for five days. I am getting good at this meditating business. Control the body and you control the mind.


  My existence has changed remarkably since the 22nd. I used to be the classical high-powered businessman: sleep five hours, working breakfast, work, business lunch, more work, evening meal with clients and then catch up on my schedule before my next five hours sleep. Now I cannot risk such activities. The stimulation might be too much for me, too much adrenalin. And I would be leaving myself exposed to the Green Action Group. There is a lot of work I could do by computer, my console is before me. But somehow it would be wrong, I can’t only work part-time. I am too isolated to fiddle about at my computer, knowing that the real world of GenGen is beyond my grasp.


  Still little prospect of a cure for my condition. I must stay calm. Breathe deeply. Sometimes I find it getting too much for me. Constant relaxation can cause a great deal of tension. I find my pulse racing, sweat prickling the surface of my skin; I have to relax.


  I read a lot. Call them up on the console and run off a hard copy, fuck the expense. Pushkin, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, I like the old Russians, they’re so heavy, so distant from my experience. I listen to music, too, called up on the console again. I’m working my way through the classics, something I’d never have done before. Mozart’s best so far, I find his melodies strangely haunting for some reason, eerie. As though they are calling to me. Softly.


  Sometimes I am struck by moods of blackness. Once I called up a medical encyclopedia. Adrenalin. Stimulant hormone secreted by the adrenal glands, sympathomimetic action. Also known as epinephrine. Quickens the heart, dilates the blood vessels of the heart and muscles, constricts all others; hence the increased blood pressure. Raises blood sugar, produces heat (calorigenic is the term), dilates the pupils. Increased sweat and saliva production, the smooth muscle of the skin contracts. That’s enough, I must stay calm.


  What would be the result of an overdose? Overheating, oversweating, would I drown in my own saliva? Would my skin tighten too much and strangle me to death? High blood pressure, increasing exponentially. Visions of bursting veins, popping capillaries. Or would the strain be too much for me, a simple heart attack as my exit from life? Relax. Pulse quickening, skin tight, such thoughts come close to self-fulfilment. I worry too much.


  “Om mane padme hum.” A phrase I have picked up from my reading. Used in meditation, it helps focus the mind on nothingness. It is good. It relaxes me.


  Om mane padme hum.


  I see birds through my bullet-proof glass. There’s one in particular with a mud-nest near to my window, under an overhang. Hard blue-black with crisp white underparts, dashing about in the late June sky. My console tells me it’s a House Martin. Dull name for such a striking creature. I sit and watch.


  A knock on my door and one of the muscles comes in with a piece of paper. I easily stifle the upsurge of anger at his lack of manners. He cannot be using my condition to exert power over me, none of them know of my condition. That is a well kept secret. He hands me the paper—I now see it’s an envelope—and says, “Pronto Postal delivered this.” Then he turns and walks out. The letter was sent second class.


  Om mane padme hum. Control the body and you control the mind. All the mantras at my command. Relax.


  Forcing calmness to wash over my actions I open the envelope and unfold the single sheet of paper that is inside.


  
    Mr Riesling,


    Congratulations. You are still alive. You must have a strong will. But the excitement of the Inquiry will kill you. If we don’t get there first.


    Love and best wishes,


    Green Action Group.

  


  No attached details this time. I am scaring them. I am winning.


  The Inquiry starts tomorrow, but that’s just the introductory stuff. My speech is the following day. I am looking forward to it. Until then, I wait.


  Om mane padme hum.


  Tomorrow I give my speech. I am thoroughly rehearsed. My adrenalin flow is increasing, as would be expected. But I am learning to control it. I meditate, let the world just spin while I focus on nothing. Om mane padme hum. The essence of meditation is to let yourself be at one with the world. With the Cosmos. You just let things be. Turn off your mind, relax and float downstream. It is not dying. It is not dying. My range of music has expanded. Lennon knew what it was all about. Lay down all thoughts, surrender to the void. It is shining. Man, I’ve found it and I tell you it shines.


  It all seems meaningless. All these people running around as if it all means something. I used to think I had everything. But I had nothing. All you can do is go with the drift, let things go as they will. My meditations have revealed the void that was once my life. It is a truly transcendental experience. Om mane padme hum.


  Time is irrelevant in meditation. I look up and it’s dark outside. Tomorrow. Tomorrow I have to . . . to what?


  The darkness is a curious pattern of shadow upon shadow. It wasn’t dark a minute ago.


  Must have been a long minute.


  Noises outside disturb me. The sky is shading itself a delicate early-morning blue. Muscle comes in and he is followed by a smaller man. Ferret. Still in his pin-stripes, and carrying—of all things—a plastic bag from Harrods. I smile. “This gentleman says he has some unfinished business with you, Mr Riesling.” Muscle cannot resist a grin of achievement, power. He leaves. I pity him.


  The world keeps spinning.


  “You received our letter?”


  I smile at Ferret and he seems unsettled. I am happy, content. I am at peace with the world for the first time. I am ready for the shining void. Om mane padme hum.


  Ferret settles on one knee and fumbles in his green plastic bag. I wonder how he’ll kill me this time.


  CITIZEN-ASTRONAUT


  David D. Levine


  I was trying to fix my kitchen garbage disposal when my phone trilled. I put it on speaker. “Gary Shu,” I said, wiping my hands on a rag.


  “Mr. Shu, this is Nnamdi Okonkwo from UNSA.” A low voice, cultured.


  “UNSA? Really?” Why would anyone from the UN Space Agency be calling me? I was just a second-string newsblogger.


  “Really. This concerns your application for the Citizen-Astronaut Program.”


  “Oh, that.” I’d made it as far as the semifinals, but when the finalists had been announced my name hadn’t been on the list. That had been over a year ago. I picked up my screwdriver and resumed poking at the clog. “What about it?”


  “You have probably heard the terrible news about Kim Yeun-ja.”


  “Yeah.” She was the Korean painter who’d been selected as the first Citizen-Astronaut. Two weeks ago, less than two months before her scheduled launch, she’d broken her neck on a recreational hike in the Alps. She’d recover, but she wouldn’t be up for a trip to Mars any time soon. A tragic story, and an excellent hook for a fundraising call. I kept trying to pry the whatever-it-was out of the disposal’s blades.


  “You are probably also aware of the difficulties we’ve been having with funding and public opinion.” We’d had people on Mars continuously for over eight years now. The initial discoveries of water and life—frozen, sub-surface water and fossils of microscopic, long-extinct life—had been newsworthy, but after that interest had declined steadily. And with declining public interest came a declining willingness by the UN’s various governments to fund the ongoing mission.


  “Uh-huh,” I said, squinting down the disposal’s throat. By now I was just waiting for the pitch so I could hang up on the guy in good conscience. “So what’s the purpose of this call?”


  “My superiors have decided that the loss of Ms. Kim provides an opportunity for us to . . . reprioritize the Citizen-Astronaut Program. Rather than call on Ms. Kim’s backup, we have been instructed to bring in someone who is in a better position to influence public opinion. Someone such as yourself.”


  The screwdriver clattered to the floor. “Guh?” I managed.


  “Can you come to Geneva right away?”


  “Uh?” I swallowed. “Uh, for how long?”


  He chuckled. “In Geneva? Thirty-seven days. But after that it might be quite a bit longer . . .”


  Thirty-seven days? I checked my phone’s calendar.


  Thirty-seven days was the time until the Kasei 18 spacecraft launched for Mars.


  The sixty-five-day voyage to Mars was about as exciting as a long bus trip, bracketed by the thundering, shuddering terrors of launch and aerobraking. Though I did what I could to make the trip interesting to my viewers, my ratings dropped steadily the whole time. I was handicapped by limited bandwidth—I couldn’t embed even a single Spin or Jumbo3D frame in my reports, and was reduced to plain text and flat, still images—and by the fact that every day was the same. Although we were going almost two hundred thousand kilometers per hour, from inside the ship there was no way to tell we were moving at all.


  But as I lay on my back after touchdown, heart pounding and sweat pooling in the small of my space-suited back, I knew everything had changed. I was on Mars! I couldn’t wait to step out of the lander, to see the endless red desert spread out before me, to feel the dry lifeless dust crunch under my boots.


  The exit protocol was one of the things we’d had plenty of time to negotiate during the long trip out. The commander of our craft, the American-born Flemish climatologist Lynne Ann Morse, had graciously ceded her commander’s prerogative to me as Citizen-Astronaut. I would be the first one out of the lander: the sixty-seventh person to set foot on Mars.


  But before I could even unstrap myself, the hatch clanged open and Nam Dae-jung’s scratched helmet poked in. I recognized his face immediately—he was one of the three members of the current crew who would be staying on, and with our arrival he was now commander of Expedition 18. A Korean geochemist, he was a small man, built like a fireplug, and his face was just about as red as one. “Get your butts out here,” he shouted. “We’ve got a leak.”


  We four new arrivals got ourselves unstrapped and tumbled out of the hatch as quickly as we could, bouncing and stumbling in our haste. We immediately saw the problem: a pipe on the lander’s underside had split open, and a white jet of steam and ice crystals was spewing out into the thin Martian atmosphere. Frost was already building up around the gap. I activated the camera in my helmet and began snapping pictures of the dramatic scene for my blog. Finally some excitement!


  “That’s just water,” said Kabir Abuja, our Nigerian engineer, and scuttled to the back of the lander where the main valve panel was located. A moment later the stream of vapor cut off.


  Kabir, Lynne Ann, and Dae-jung ducked under the lander to inspect the damage. I joined them, mindful of the descent engine’s bell-shaped nozzle, which was still nearly red-hot.


  I saw a dusty red streak leading up to the damaged pipe. “Look at that,” I said, pointing. “Looks like a rock got kicked up by the descent engine.” I took pictures of that too.


  “Easily repaired,” said Kabir, and started backing out of the confined space. “It’s only water anyway. No shortage of that.” Even through his faceplate I could see the confident smile that almost never left his dark handsome face.


  We’d brought a stock of liquid hydrogen and a cunning little chemical plant that would combine it with carbon dioxide from Mars’s atmosphere to produce the methane rocket fuel we’d eventually use to leave the planet. This chemical process threw off water as a byproduct, some of which was cracked into oxygen and more hydrogen.


  “Don’t be so sure,” said Dae-jung.


  We all looked at him. My breath was loud in my helmet, which was beginning to fog up.


  Dae-jung looked right back at us, his flat face defiant. “We’ve been having some plumbing problems.”


  Lynne Ann stepped up to him, their faceplates practically touching. “There was nothing about that in the daily reports.”


  Dae-jung turned away from her. “There are things we don’t tell Mission Control. Come on now, let’s get you unloaded. We’ve only got a few hours of daylight left.”


  While Kabir and Suma Handini, the current crew’s Pakistani engineer, set up the insulated hoses to pipe our hydrogen into the habitat’s buried tanks, the rest of us set up a bucket brigade to transfer the tonnes of food and other supplies from the lander’s cargo bay. Our lander had set down right between the current crew’s four-person lander and the two-person emergency ascent vehicle, less than fifty meters from the hab, and the boxes and canisters weighed only a third what they would on Earth, but their mass was unchanged so it was still a lot of work to move them around. By the time we got everything shifted my space-adapted muscles were screaming with fatigue. “Why do we have to get all this stuff inside so quickly anyway?” I asked Li Huang, the current crew’s Chinese climatologist, as we struggled with a case of dehydrated meats. “It was fine in hard vacuum for the last two months.”


  “They used to leave everything in the landers,” he said, “to save space in the hab. But a couple of expeditions ago a lander fell over right after landing, and all the supplies were inaccessible until they could get it jacked up again.”


  “The lander fell over?!”


  “Subsidence under the landing pad, I think it was.”


  That hadn’t been in the official reports either.


  We got everything shifted inside, took off and stowed our suits, and gathered in the wardroom. This half-circular room, eight meters in diameter, took up half of deck 2 of the cylindrical hab. The largest enclosed space on Mars, it would serve as our meeting room, work room, dining room, and living room. It had one long table and with ten people seated around it we were all bumping elbows. We knew we’d have to get used to the crowding, though, as it wasn’t going to change for the next 107 days.


  Each new ship from Earth brought four new crew. The usual procedure was that four of the old crew would depart almost immediately, leaving a crew of six: four new crew members, and two experienced ones to provide continuity. But the inexorable mathematics of orbital mechanics dictated that on this particular rotation the old crew could not depart until 107 days after the new crew had arrived. This 107-day period, long for a turnaround but short for an expedition, was my personal territory—I had arrived with the new crew and would be departing with the old crew. Until then, ten people would have to share a space designed for six.


  The ten of us introduced ourselves around the table—purely for etiquette’s sake, of course, as we were all familiar with each other’s dossiers. When it came to me, I told them how much I looked forward to posting my first blog from the surface of Mars, and showed off some of the exciting photos I’d gotten after the landing.


  “You can’t post those,” Dae-jung said.


  I stared at him. “Doesn’t the habitat have at least as much communications bandwidth as the ship?”


  “Not bandwidth,” he said, raising one finger. “Politics. We don’t let the public know about small problems that don’t seriously impact the mission.” All of the current crew nodded their heads in agreement.


  I wasn’t happy about the situation, but rather than provoke a conflict in my first day on Mars, I acquiesced. That night I posted a blog about our aerobraking, descent, and landing, emphasizing the noise and vibration; it wasn’t bad, but I really felt that it lacked something.


  It wasn’t until hours later, lying on my hard narrow bunk with a gluey rehydrated meal in my belly, that I realized I had no idea who had wound up being the sixty-seventh person to set foot on Mars.


  The next day, once we had breakfasted and unpacked our few personal items into our tiny, Spartan quarters, we found out we had a lot to learn.


  It turned out that all the training we had received before departure, and the manuals we had read on the trip out, were almost completely worthless. Just about every system in the habitat, from the surface suits to the sinks, had been repaired, modified, or updated. “Do not under any circumstances touch this button,” Dae-jung said, pointing to the toilet’s FLUSH button, which was crossed with an X of tape. He and the four new kids—as he called us—were all crammed into the habitat’s one tiny bathroom. “We don’t flush urine at all, and when it’s time to flush feces you wash it down with one liter of gray water.” On a shelf glued to the wall stood a scarred plastic pitcher, above which a tap hand-labeled GRAY WATER protruded from a hole that looked like it had been melted through the plastic wall with a soldering iron.


  “What happens if we push the button?” Lynne Ann asked, quite reasonably.


  “We call it the Blue Spew. And whoever pushes the button has to clean up the mess.”


  Kabir looked dubious. “So why don’t you just disconnect it?”


  Dae-jung gave a little smirk and pulled a panel off of the wall, revealing a disordered nest of variously-colored wires, conduits, and pipes. It didn’t look a thing like the tidy pictures in the training manuals. “The last time we tried it, we lost power in the kitchen for half a week. Best to leave well enough alone.”


  Despite the close quarters and hassles of the hab, I was excited by actually being on Mars after the boring months of travel. Just about every day I got to put on my surface suit and tromp around on the surface of Mars—Mars! Lifeless and airless though it might be, it had a desolate beauty to it; the low-gravity mineral formations were spectacular and their colors changed from hour to hour as the sun passed across the sky. We’d brought a supply of new weather balloons, ultra-light hydrogen-filled spheres that carried tiny instrument packages high into Mars’s thin atmosphere, and they brought back more great pictures and interesting scientific data. I supplemented the limited number of photographs I could post each day with text: moments of personal drama and exciting new findings in biology, climatology, paleontology, and geology. My blog’s ratings started to climb.


  You might think that science is inherently dull, but personally I was fascinated by the question of why Mars’s climate had changed from hospitable to inhospitable all those millions of years ago. I agreed with Secretary-General Zirinowski, who’d declared over twenty years ago that only through study of our dead sister planet could we find a way to reverse the climate change that was threatening to kill our own. I was thrilled by the opportunity to share my enthusiasm with the public, and I think that passion came through in my blog.


  We new kids made a lot of mistakes in our first few weeks in the habitat, though. Lynne Ann forgot to plug in her backpack after her first EVA, so the battery ran down overnight and she couldn’t go out at all the next day. (We called our outings EVAs because the hab was, technically, a vehicle—the first crewed vehicle to land on Mars, in fact—even though it wasn’t going anywhere any more.) Audra Miskinis, our Lithuanian paleobiologist, was the first of us to do a Blue Spew, but all four of us made the same mistake at least once in the first two weeks. Even Kabir the engineer managed to mess up, damaging the pressurized rover’s gearbox the first time he tried to shift it into reverse.


  I managed not to break any of the hab’s systems, but the error I made was much worse.


  The day Kabir stripped the rover’s gears, I was riding in the shotgun seat. When the horrendous grinding noise came vibrating through the rover’s frame, we looked at each other in horror, but it soon became clear what had happened—the exact same kind of boneheaded mistake any teen-aged driver might make with the family car. The necessary parts were just steps away in the hab, Kabir and I worked together to repair the damage, and by dinner that day the rover was again ready to go and we were both laughing our heads off at the whole incident. It made such a good story that I led off with it in my daily blog that evening, and I was still chuckling about it when my head hit the pillow.


  Nobody was laughing the next morning, though. While we’d slept, my humorous blog story had turned into a political scandal. A US Senator, one who’d been opposed to the Kasei program since its inception, had seized on the incident as yet another example of waste and mismanagement, with a racial slur for Kabir thrown in for good measure. Mission Control had managed to blunt the public-relations damage, but they were none too pleased with Kabir for breaking the rover or with me for mentioning it in my post.


  Dae-jung’s face was dark as a storm cloud when he came thundering into my narrow little room. “Give me one good reason not to shut you out of the network right now,” he said through clenched teeth.


  I looked him straight in the eye. “I was just doing my job!” I said. “I’m here to represent the average citizen and increase public interest in the mission. All I did was report a minor incident in a humorous way.”


  He didn’t back down. “I told you there are things we don’t share with Mission Control, never mind blabbing it all over the public nets! Your little blog has undone years of careful political maneuvering in the UNSA Council.”


  “It’s not my fault some senator used my blog to grind his own well-worn axe!”


  “It’s your fault for not thinking!” He slammed his fist against the cracked plastic wall. “Everything we do is being analyzed by people who want to shoot us down, and we can’t hand them any ammunition!”


  I had to look away. He was right—I’d been foolish to forget about how many political enemies the program had. “I’ll be more careful in the future.”


  “You’ll be more than careful,” Dae-jung said. “From now on, you will not mention anything in your blog that could cast this program in a negative light.”


  “Now wait just a—”


  “I will review your blogs before they are posted.”


  “You can’t do that!”


  He straightened, and even though he was at least ten centimeters shorter he managed to look down his nose at me. “I am the commander of this expedition,” he said. “You will obey my orders or you will be subject to discipline.”


  “I’ll go over your head!”


  In reply he gave me a smug little grin. “I’m sure Mission Control will give your protests the full attention they deserve.”


  I matched his grin with a level stare, jaw clenched and breathing hard through my nose. But he had the authority, he had the administrative passwords, and I was as certain as he was that in case of a dispute our superiors would side with him. They were already upset with me, and insubordination wouldn’t help my case. “All right,” I said after I had gotten my temper under control, “I’ll let you review my blogs. For a while.”


  “We will see,” was all he said. He shut the door behind himself, leaving me seething in my narrow little stall like an angry bull with no rider.


  I came back to my quarters after a grueling geological EVA to find a blinking video-message indicator on my display. Even though I had red dust caked in every crease of my body, I played it right away—it wasn’t often anyone back home cared enough to spend the money on sending a video all the way to Mars.


  It was my agent. “I’ll get right to the point,” she said. “The syndicate isn’t happy.”


  Of course they weren’t. Dae-jung insisted that anything negative, controversial, or unprofessional—in other words, anything of interest to the average viewer—be removed from my blogs, and that the scientific content be accurate and complete. Thanks to his careful editing, my blogs had turned into the same snooze-inducing stream of technical bafflegab that all the non-Citizen Astronauts had produced before I’d come along. After almost two months of this, my ratings were in the toilet.


  “They’re giving you three weeks. If your ratings don’t improve substantially by the fifteenth of next month, they’re moving you off the front page.”


  I sighed and put my head in my hands. They couldn’t drop me completely—I had a contract through the end of my mission—but if my blog didn’t appear on the syndicate’s front page my already-puny ratings would vanish off the bottom of the chart. I’d come home to a tiny paycheck and a smoking hole where my career used to be. I’d have to start over from scratch.


  I sent my agent a text message reminding her of the censorship I was facing—not that it should be a surprise to her; I’d kept her in the loop all along—and promising that I’d do everything I could to make my blog more interesting. But after I’d sent the message I found myself sitting and staring disconsolately at the blank screen.


  I’d said I would do everything I could. But I’d already tried everything I could think of, including arguing with both Dae-jung and Mission Control, and nothing had helped.


  Just then came a knock on the door. It was Kabir. “Hey, can you give me a hand with something here?”


  I was still grimy and exhausted from my EVA, as well as depressed, but I knew Kabir wouldn’t ask for help unless he really needed it. “Yeah, sure,” I said.


  It was the electrical system again, of course.


  The small nuclear plant on the other side of Bathtub Ridge provided more than enough power for our needs. But the omnipresent dust, ultraviolet light, and extreme temperatures made insulation crack, switches short, fuses blow, and backup batteries fail, adding up to a rickety mess that could barely meet our needs on a good day.


  And today was not looking to be one of the good days. We’d lost power in half of deck 2 and none of the usual tricks had brought it back.


  Kabir’s legs protruded from an access panel in the ceiling of deck 1. “Try again,” came his muffled voice.


  I flipped the circuit breaker. It immediately tripped again. “Nope.”


  Kabir cursed and squirmed around, still looking for the short circuit. While he searched, I peered at the tangle of conduits leading upwards from the panel. I was trying to figure out where the problem wire came from and where it went, but they were all the same color and it was almost impossible to trace each one visually. “Hang on,” I said.


  “Mmph?”


  I ran my eyes along the wire again. “That wire you’re looking at isn’t even connected to anything. It just loops around.”


  Kabir pulled his upper torso out of the access panel. His hair was filthy with red dust. “So where’s the short?”


  “I don’t know, but . . .” If that wire was just a dead loop, then the short had to be on this one. I followed it away from the panel, peering closely as it snaked along where the wall met the floor.


  Then something caught at the back of my throat. “Huh.” I closed my eyes and sniffed.


  Yep. Burnt insulation.


  “Here it is.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “No. Look.” I pulled the conduit away from the wall, revealing a blackened spot and exposed wires.


  “How the hell . . .?”


  I smiled and tapped my nose.


  Kabir shook his head in admiration.


  Now that we’d found the short, fixing it only took about ten more minutes. Everyone cheered as the lights and fans came back on.


  But what we’d learned disturbed me. “If that whole conduit is just a dead loop,” I said, pointing, “that means the main and backup power systems are both routed through the main panel. Single point of failure.”


  Kabir shrugged. “Dae-jung told me the secondary panel blew out a couple years ago and they had to rewire it. But the systems are still completely separate . . . they’re just in the same place.”


  I sighed. Just another one of those things we didn’t tell Mission Control about. “It’ll have to do, I guess. Let’s get everything closed up.”


  After we finished, everyone who happened to be in the wardroom when we reported our achievement toasted us with tea, heated up with the newly-restored power.


  “Gary’s got the Magic Nose,” Kabir said.


  I waved a hand dismissively. “I was the ‘super’ of my apartment building for a few years in grad school. I didn’t get a lot of sleep, but the rent was cheap. I never dreamed I’d be using those same skills on Mars!”


  Just then Dae-jung came in, and we told him we’d fixed the electrical failure. He humphed and nodded. “Good work.”


  I decided to press my advantage, small though it was. “So can I blog about it?”


  He stared at me across the scuffed plastic table, while Suma and Kabir and the others looked on. Finally he blinked. “Very well. But you must emphasize the solution, not the problem, and I will still review your work before submission.”


  “Of course,” I said, and tried to be glad of the small victory. It wasn’t much, but it was a small note of human interest that I could use to leaven the usual scientific blah-blah-blah.


  It helped, but not as much as I’d hoped. Three weeks went by—twenty-one days, twenty-four-and-a-half hours each, filled with clambering over rocks in my sweaty space suit, sifting through endless samples looking for microfossils, and constant battles with balky, malfunctioning equipment—and though I emphasized the positive enough to get some of the interesting bits past Dae-jung my ratings remained less than stellar.


  At least I’d been able to make myself useful. After the incident of the Magic Nose I’d gradually taken over more and more of the small repair and maintenance tasks that took up so much of Kabir’s and Suma’s time, leaving them free to perform some major system upgrades that had been put off for far too long. It wasn’t how I’d planned to spend my time on Mars, but I found it more satisfying than working on blogs that I knew were going to get edited into mush and then ignored by most of my potential audience.


  On Monday night, washing dishes after yet another bland rehydrated meal, I reflected that when I woke up I would probably find my blog pulled from the front page and my ratings reduced to the low single digits. “I’m going out for a walk,” I said to Suma and Audra after I’d dried and put away the last plate.


  Technically, we weren’t supposed to go out on EVA alone, for safety’s sake. But that rule had been relaxed to the point that you could solo as long as you didn’t get out of sight of the hab. I suited up, got Suma to check me out, and cycled out to the surface.


  The thing about being on the surface of Mars is that it’s quiet. I’d grown accustomed to the many sounds of the hab, from the whir of fans to the hammering thud of the water pump; in fact, I’d gotten to the point that I noticed immediately if the sound changed, indicating that something wasn’t working the way it should. But out on the surface, even with the echo of my breath and the soft clack of valves in my helmet, I felt something relax in my neck and jaw and I realized just how badly I’d needed to get away from the constant barrage of noise.


  It was dark out there, too. I climbed a slight rise a couple hundred meters from the hab, switched off my headlamp, and looked up at stars scattered thick as salt spilled on a dark tablecloth. Twinkling just slightly in the thin atmosphere, they burned bright against a background blacker than any on Earth. Even through my scuffed faceplate they were awe-inspiring.


  Then, as I turned back to the hab, it struck me hard that the few dim lights that shone from its windows were the only lights on the entire planet. We were alone here, entirely alone, and farther from home than any human beings had ever been before.


  That’s when I saw the flash.


  It was brief and silent, but quite bright, and for a moment afterwards I couldn’t see anything at all. But then the stars gradually reappeared, and I realized what I was seeing . . . or, more to the point, what I wasn’t seeing.


  The hab’s lights had gone out. There was nothing but blackness below the horizon.


  “Hello?” I called. Suma was on comms duty.


  No response came on the radio.


  I switched to channel 8. “This is Gary, on EVA, to anyone in the hab. Do you copy?”


  Nothing. Not even static. Digital comms give you perfection or nothing at all.


  I stood blinking into the endless dark. Heart pounding. Waiting.


  Communications on channel 8 were automatically routed to the main speakers. Everyone in the hab—every single human being on Mars—should have heard my call. If no one was responding . . .


  I switched on my headlamp and headed down the slope toward the hab, moving in a tiny rust-colored ellipse of illuminated soil. My breath was very loud in my helmet and I had to remind myself to take it slow and careful. Tripping and cracking my helmet would only make the problem worse. Whatever it was.


  When I got close enough to illuminate the hab with my headlamp, I couldn’t see any damage. The lights were still out, but as I walked around to the side where the main airlock was I could see flashlights moving around inside. That simultaneously reassured me and deepened my fears—some people at least were still alive, but what kind of failure could knock out both the primary and backup power systems?


  Then the answer appeared around the curve of the hull.


  A big elliptical hole, two or three meters long and maybe half a meter wide, slashed diagonally across the hab’s skin and part of the airlock door, ending in a fresh one-meter crater in the dirt. Meteorite strike.


  Jets of gas spewed silently in several directions from the edges of the gash, showing where the meteorite’s grazing path had cut through pipes carrying water, air, and other fluids and gases. Nothing came out of the gaping void in the middle of the hole, though, indicating that whatever compartments the damage had breached had already lost all their air.


  Fighting down panic, I forced myself to focus on the problem at hand. Which compartments were behind the damaged sections of wall? The main airlock, of course, and the EVA prep room next to it. What was on the other side of the prep room’s back wall?


  Aw, crap. The engineering workroom.


  No wonder the power was out. The damage cut right through the main power panel. Where the main and secondary systems came together.


  Single point of failure.


  As I tried to visualize the deck 1 floor plan, I realized the problem was even worse than I’d thought. If the EVA prep room and engineering workroom had both lost pressure, anyone left alive inside would be cut off from both the main airlock and the engineering airlock—and those were where the space suits were stored.


  The two upper decks were equipped with survival balls, airtight spheres that could keep one or two people alive for a few days. But once you crawled into one of those you were dependent on someone in a full-service space suit to fix the problem or haul you to safety.


  And that came down to me.


  I realized I was hyperventilating. I adjusted my air mix and bent down, hands on knees, until I got my breathing under control.


  Okay. Priority one was to assess the situation. Did that. Priority two was to ensure my own safety, then that of others. Priority three was to prevent further damage, then initiate repairs.


  I was in no immediate danger. My suit had power, air, and water for almost seven hours, though heavy physical activity would reduce that. How about the rest of the crew?


  I peered up at the windows in decks 2 and 3. Flashlights still moved there. At least two, maybe three, maybe more.


  There were handheld radios in the same emergency kits as the flashlights. I called all the handheld frequencies but got no response. Why?


  After I gave up on that, I stepped back and waved, but got no reaction—probably nobody was looking out the window at the moment. Even throwing small rocks at the windows didn’t prompt a response.


  Well, they’d be okay for a few hours at least. Even if there were nine survivors and they were restricted to the top deck, that was still over a hundred cubic meters of air. Without power that air would get cold and stale pretty quickly, but the gouts of steam from the meteorite scar had slowed and stopped—they weren’t losing any more of it.


  The situation was stable, but it wouldn’t improve by itself. After one more radio call—still no response—I headed back to the hab to see what I could do.


  The main airlock’s outer door was too damaged to open.


  The gash made by the meteorite was too narrow and ragged to risk slipping through.


  The engineering airlock door, around the back of the hab, appeared undamaged but wouldn’t open. I hauled at the handle but it simply refused to budge. I peered through the small porthole in the outer door with my headlamp. Nobody was in the airlock that I could see.


  I stopped to think. If both airlock doors had been closed at the time of impact, and the engineering workroom was open to Mars’s near-vacuum, then the engineering airlock would be an island of air between the vacuums of the exterior and the interior. That air was doing nobody any good, and preventing me from opening the door.


  I pried open the emergency manual depressurization panel and opened the valve I found there. Air jetted out—I regretted the loss but couldn’t think of an alternative—and soon the pressure was equalized; I was able to open the door with no problem.


  A long, hard look through the porthole in the inner door showed nothing moving inside the hab. There wasn’t any visible damage, though papers and other lightweight objects were scattered everywhere. After a reflexive check to make sure the outer door was shut—probably pointless, but by now it was a deeply ingrained habit—I tried the inner door. The handle moved easily, indicating no pressure differential, but the door itself met some kind of resistance.


  I pushed against the resistance and felt something fall away with a soft thud that reverberated through my feet. With a sense of dread I pushed the door the rest of the way open and stepped through.


  Oh God. It was Suma. She’d made it as far as the airlock door. Now she lay still, eyes open and blood-red, dark skin peppered with red blotches.


  “I’m sorry,” I said aloud. The sound of my own shaking voice in my helmet made hot tears spring to my eyes, but I blinked hard and tried to sniff them back. I had no way to wipe my eyes.


  I checked out the rest of the lower deck as quickly as I could. All the airtight doors had sprung shut as the pressure dropped, but with the hole slashing across so many compartments there was no air on either side of any of them. The main power panel was as badly damaged as I’d feared. And in the EVA prep room I found Audra halfway into her suit. She’d managed to get the helmet on her head and the air turned on full, but it hadn’t been enough.


  Damn. Damn, damn, damn.


  The only good news was that all eight remaining suits were in their racks and appeared undamaged.


  Okay. Time to head upstairs.


  The airtight hatch at the top of the ladder was sealed and wouldn’t budge. That was good news—it meant there was pressure on the other side. But there was no window in that hatch and I still had no radio communication with the survivors for reasons unknown. I tried pounding on the hatch but got no response; even when I pressed the top of my helmet against the hatch I heard nothing. That didn’t mean too much, though. The hatch was heavily padded on both sides—I myself had bashed my elbows and knees against it many times and welcomed the padding—so the sound might not be audible.


  How to get them out, or get the suits to them, with no airlock? How to even let them know I was here and trying to help?


  I clung to the ladder, breathing hard. The indicator on my wrist said I had enough air for another four hours at this rate. Damn.


  Okay. Think, think.


  From the top of the ladder I looked down, passing my headlamp beam over scattered papers and equipment and . . . oh God, Suma’s body. I swallowed. Think. From the bottom of the ladder it was just ten or twelve steps to the engineering airlock and its emergency suits. Not far, but too far to walk in vacuum, and donning the suits would take much too long.


  But still . . . it wasn’t far to walk. In fact, it wasn’t a very large space at all.


  If I could force open the hatch, air would flood down from the upper deck. Shared between the upper and lower decks it would thin out dramatically, but might still support life, at least long enough to get to the suits and don them.


  The claustrophobic tightness of the hab might save us all.


  I scanned my headlamp around the space, considering my plan . . . but no, damn it, it wouldn’t work. There was still a huge hole in the wall behind the damaged power panel.


  I climbed down the ladder and examined the hole. It was about one and a half square meters all told, with ragged edges of torn metal and plastic. Heavy power cables and conduits crossed the gap, blocking easy access. Some of them might still be live.


  How to seal it? Even temporarily?


  We had expanding foam for small holes. This was far beyond what that could cover.


  But we also had something else that expanded . . .


  I let myself out through the engineering airlock and ran to the rover. The box still held six weather balloons. I grabbed three, just in case, put them in my thigh pockets, and ran back inside.


  I put one of the folded packages on the floor about two meters from the damaged power panel and pulled the inflation tab. It inflated rapidly, and in less than a minute it had nearly filled the space, bulging out tautly between floor and ceiling.


  It wasn’t a clean seal by any means. The taut plastic film was tough, but far from immune to punctures. The balloon was full of potentially explosive hydrogen.


  It would have to do.


  I went to the EVA prep room and hauled all eight suits to the base of the ladder.


  There was just one more thing to do.


  I went back outside and flung a few rocks at the windows, then inflated another weather balloon. As it rose gently into the black sky I played a flashlight beam across it, hoping someone inside would notice.


  It worked. A flashlight from one of the deck 2 windows caught me in the eyes. Behind it I saw a waving hand. Still nothing on the radio, though. At least they knew I was here.


  I ran back inside. I checked that the balloon was still in place. I made absolutely sure that every airtight door on the lower deck was closed and sealed. I climbed the ladder.


  And then I put my shoulder against the hatch and pushed.


  A hundred kilopascals of air pressure pushed back. It was like lifting a car. It was impossible. It didn’t budge at all.


  I pushed harder.


  The plastic and metal of my suit’s hard torso creaked as I put every bit of my strength into the effort. The edge of the neck ring bit painfully into my shoulder. I found myself grunting “Nnnnngh . . .” through gritted teeth.


  I kept pushing.


  A jet of air hissed across my helmet, letting me know I’d managed to open the hatch by just a crack. I was elated, but the pressure didn’t let up at all. I kept pushing.


  And then, just as I feared my trembling legs and back would give out altogether, I heard/felt a scraping noise in the hatch. I looked up and saw the scratched metal tip of a pry bar probing at the gap.


  I took a deep breath, gathered my strength, and heaved.


  The pry bar made it through the gap, caught, and began levering the hatch upward. The jet of air turned into a hard wind, then a wash like a waterfall as the press of the hatch on my shoulder lessened and then evaporated. The hatch swung back with a clang, revealing Kabir’s smiling face.


  I clung, shivering, to the ladder rungs. It was all I could do to just stay in one place as the air rushed past me. Soon everyone would be safe.


  The flow slowed . . . slowed . . . and then, with a whump, it sped up again.


  I looked down.


  The weather balloon was gone. Only a few scraps of torn plastic fluttered in the gap where the air was rapidly escaping. The sharp edges of the hole had punctured the balloon.


  I looked up. There were Kabir and Lynne Ann, hair whipping around their heads as they moved to close the hatch again.


  If that hatch closed it would shut off all hope. I didn’t have the strength to push it open again.


  But I had one last weather balloon in my pocket.


  I pulled the tab and, as the package began to inflate, lobbed it underhand toward the hole in the wall.


  The growing wad of plastic and gas struck the hole and stuck. It inflated for a moment, like a kid blowing bubble gum . . . then suddenly deflated. It had been punctured.


  But this time it was only half-inflated. The plastic was not stretched taut under pressure. It didn’t tear.


  The punctured balloon caught in the hole . . . and stuck like a glob of gum. It bellied out, away from me, growing more and more taut as the air from the upper deck filled the lower deck.


  But it held. For now.


  “Come on!” I shouted, clambering down the ladder, waving my arm to reinforce the words they probably couldn’t hear through my helmet. “Get in your suits! Hurry!”


  Down the ladder they came, Kabir and Lynne Ann and all the rest. I counted them as they passed me, joining the mob scrambling to find and don all the pieces of their suits in the crowded space. Four. Five. Six.


  Only six. “Where’s Dae-jung?” I asked Kabir over radio as soon as he sealed his helmet.


  “Still upstairs,” he gasped. “Fell down the ladder when the lights went out. Broke his leg.”


  We made a bucket brigade, passing Dae-jung’s helmet and torso and boots and all the rest up onto deck 2. It wasn’t easy getting him into the suit with a broken leg, and it must have hurt like hell, but though his eyes clenched tight shut and his skin was pale and sweaty he didn’t make a sound.


  I dogged down his helmet and turned on his backpack for him. As soon as the suit’s cool air hit his face his eyes opened.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  It took nearly three days to get the hole repaired and the pressure restored and the power back on. When we finally contacted Mission Control they tried to maintain their usual bureaucratic detachment but, reading between the lines, you could tell how frantic they’d been during the days of silence.


  There were a lot of lessons to be learned. One, re-route the power systems to avoid a single point of failure. Two, store emergency suits on all decks. Three, deploy analog radios as a backup. Digital radios were great, but the hab’s metal structure had blocked enough of the signal that they’d refused to communicate at all; the more primitive analog radios would provide at least some communication in situations of weak signal.


  We buried our dead. We worked hard, eighteen and twenty hours a day, getting the hab functioning and stable. And we started to think about what we were going to do next.


  Our launch window for return would open in ten days. We’d lost two people, including our most experienced engineer, and a lot of air and water and other resources. Even worse, public confidence in the whole mission had been shaken by the incident. Mission Control strongly recommended we use both landers to abandon the station and return all eight of us home. They’d try again soon with a more robust hab.


  But we knew that “soon” for UNSA almost certainly meant “next decade” and might mean “never.”


  Defying Mission Control’s recommendation, we decided we’d stay on Mars until the next crew arrived in six months, then reassess the hab’s status. Mission Control didn’t like it, but there was nothing they could do about it.


  We knew we were taking a risk, but Kasei 19 was already on the launch pad, its crew trained and ready. If we managed to fix the hab and do good science under these circumstances, it would be a public relations triumph. Mission Control would have no choice but to continue the program.


  But we couldn’t all stay. Dae-jung’s leg was too badly broken for him to work at all. He’d need surgery to walk again, the sooner the better. And getting the population of the hab down would make our narrowed resource margins a lot more comfortable.


  In the end my own decision wasn’t as hard as you might think.


  “I’m staying,” I blogged, “because I can’t leave now. There’s a lot of work to be done to get the hab back in full working order . . . more than Kabir could possibly do alone. I’m not a professional engineer but I know I can do the work. And humanity needs this program to succeed. We’ve made some amazing discoveries already, but there’s far more to be learned from Mars. That’s why Lynne Ann and Huang are staying as well—to keep the science going. Two engineers and two scientists isn’t a full crew, but it’s enough to keep the dream alive.”


  After that post my ratings shot through the roof.


  Which was nice, but it wasn’t really important any more.


  The four of us stood and saluted as the lander rose silently into the salmon-colored sky. But we returned to the hab before its vapor trail had cleared.


  We had a lot to do.


  HEISENBERG’S MAGAZINE


  Michael A. Burstein


  Things seemed a bit strange in the new offices of Dell Magazines. I always like to know what the place looks like where I send my stories, so I had arranged to have lunch with Stan Schmidt on the Tuesday after they moved to their new building next to Radio City Music Hall. I arrived a little early, and told the receptionist that I was here to see anyone from Analog, just in case Stan wasn’t in yet.


  “Hold on,” she said, dialing an extension on the phone. The reception area felt empty, even with the cardboard boxes everywhere. I think it was the relatively small pile of mail on the receptionist’s desk that made it seem so empty.


  In a minute, the entire editorial staff of Analog ran down the hall to greet me. The exotic Tina Lee, the muscular Scott Towner, the beauteous Sharah Thomas—everyone except Stan. Tina had galleys for me, and Scott proudly handed me a box filled with copies of the July 1995 issue I had ordered.


  “Thanks, guys.” I looked down at all the stuff they had handed me, and when I looked up, Tina and Scott had already gone. That was fast, I thought. Sharah still waited for me.


  I reached into my bookbag and surreptitiously handed Sharah a submission for Asimov’s, so Stan wouldn’t know about it. We hugged in greeting; Sharah and I had become good friends since we first met at the Nebulas in 1995 and discovered that we had attended Harvard together and lived in the same dorms.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt you guys as you’re settling in,” I said to her as she led me to their cubicles.


  A smile lit up her face. “Think nothing of it. I would stop the world just to get a phone call from you.”


  We arrived at the cubicles. Sharah said goodbye and disappeared behind a partition.


  Stan was on the telephone, looking none the worse for wear despite the bump on the head I gave him with a Hugo rocket back in the “Probability Zero” section of the October 1995 issue. (Look it up, I’ll wait.) As always, his eyes twinkled with delight when he saw me. He was even more pleased to see me than ever before, and I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it had something to do with the Analytical Laboratory Award, the Hugo nomination, or the Campbell nomination.


  He hung up the phone and said, “Michael! Are you ready? I want to try a new restaurant today, Argentine Pavillion. New to me, I mean; I’ve never eaten there, but I’ve seen it before.”


  “OK by me. Know where it is?”


  “Yep. I’ve been by it a dozen times. Let’s go.” I dropped my stuff in his office cubicle, and we headed out onto Sixth Avenue. I followed Stan to 46th Street, and we walked up and down it twice. All the while Stan kept looking around.


  Finally, we stopped in front of an abandoned storefront. “It’s not here,” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I could have sworn this was it.”


  I thought for a moment. “Well, we have two choices. We can go back to the offices and look it up, or we can call Information on a pay phone.”


  “Good idea. I saw a few pay phones on the corner. Let’s go.”


  We got to the corner, and there were no payphones. Stan scratched his head, puzzled. Then he laughed.


  “This is familiar,” he said.


  “Restaurants and phones disappearing is familiar?” I asked, incredulously.


  “Well, the disappearing part, I mean. Because of the move, a lot of stuff seems to have been misplaced. Boxes of issues that I thought were in one place turn out to be somewhere else. Even the papers I put on my desk this morning vanished.”


  “That doesn’t sound good,” I said, thinking of my contracts and checks.


  “Oh, it does have its good points. All the slush manuscripts from unknown writers disappeared, as well as all the Asimov’s Hugos.” He grinned.


  “Maybe it’s a quantum phenomenon,” I suggested. “Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, and all that. Perhaps there’s a wave of uncertainty passing through the magazines, even as we speak, making changes left and right.”


  “Hm,” Stan said, a gleam in his eye. “You might want to make a ‘Probability Zero’ out of that.”


  I was stunned; I had just been making a joke. “You want another recursive story about Analog?” I asked. “Well, if you’re willing to publish it, I’m willing to write it.” Then a thought struck me. “Hey, it’ll give me a chance to work Sharah into a story. She’s been bugging me to do so, ever since she realized that Ian and Scott were in the last one.”


  He nodded. “You’d better not mention that in print, though, or a lot of people will bug you to put them into stories. Especially Tony Lewis; he loves to keep track of recursive science fiction stories, and would probably ask to be mentioned in one. In the meantime, let’s head back to the offices, before they disappear entirely.” We laughed.


  Stan had taken only one step when I spotted a pay phone on our corner. “Stan! Look!”


  He did, and frowned. “I would have sworn this wasn’t here a moment ago,” he said, as I called Information and found the restaurant. The address they gave was for the abandoned storefront, and when we got there, it was no longer the abandoned storefront, but the restaurant Argentine Pavillion.


  We didn’t question it; maybe there was a wave of uncertainty passing through our lives at the moment. After all, the fate of the digests had seemed uncertain for quite some time; these were probably residual quantum effects we were experiencing.


  We entered the restaurant and sat down to order lunch. Stan began raving about my stories, and all the ideas he had for my career. He finished by saying, “Michael, as long as I am editor of Analog, your stories will always have a market. We’re going to make you a star!”


  I blushed and looked down at the table. I still felt a little uncertain about the suddenness of all my success. But I also felt grateful that Stan Schmidt had shown such faith in me as a writer.


  Then I looked up. “Stan? Stan!” I shouted, but he had already disappeared.


  THE GENTLE SEDUCTION


  Marc Stiegler


  He worked with computers; she worked with trees, and the flowers that took hold on the sides of the Mountain.


  She was surprised that he was interested in her. He was so smart; she was so . . . normal. But he was interesting; he always said something new and different; he was nice.


  She was 25. He was older, almost 33; sometimes, Jack seemed very old indeed.


  One day they walked through the mist of a gray day by the Mountain. The forest here on the edge of Rainier glowed in the mist, bright with lush greens. On this day he told her about the future, the future he was building.


  Other times when he had spoken of the future, a wild look had entered his eyes. But now his eyes were sharply focused as he talked, as if, this time, he could see it all very clearly. He spoke as if he were describing something as real and obvious as the veins of a leaf hanging down before them on the path.


  “Have you ever heard of Singularity?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “What’s that?”


  “Singularity is a time in the future. It’ll occur when the rate of change of technology is very great—so great that the effort to keep up with the change will overwhelm us. People will face a whole new set of problems that we can’t even imagine.” A look of great tranquility smoothed the ridges around his eyes. “On the other hand, all our normal, day to day problems fade away. For example, you’ll be immortal.”


  She shook her head with distaste. “I don’t want to live forever,” she said.


  He smiled, his eyes twinkling. “Of course you do, you just don’t know it yet.”


  She shuddered. “The future scares me.”


  “There’s no reason to fear it. You’ll love it.” He looked away from her. His next words were bitter, but his tone was resigned. “It pisses me off that you’ll live to see it and I won’t.”


  Speaking to the sorrow in his voice, she tried to cheer him. “You’ll live to see it too,” she replied.


  He shook his head. “No. I have a bad heart. My father died young from a heart attack, and so did my father’s father. If I’m lucky, I have maybe 30 more years. It’ll take at least a hundred years for us to get to Singularity.”


  “Then I’ll be dead before it happens, too. Good,” she said.


  He chuckled. “No. You’ll live long enough, so that they’ll figure out how to make you live long enough so that you can live longer.”


  “You’re still only 7 years older than I am.”


  “Ah, but you have your mother’s genes. She looks very young.”


  She smiled, and changed the subject. “I’ll have to tell her you said that. She’ll like it.”


  There was a long pause. Then she confessed, “My grandfather is 92, and he still cuts the grass every week.”


  Jack smiled triumphantly. “See?”


  She was adamant. “I’ll live to be 80 or 90. I don’t want to live longer than that.”


  “Not if you’re crippled, of course not. But they’ll find ways of rejuvenating you.” He laughed knowingly. “You’ll look older when you’re 60 than when you’re 120” he said.


  She just shook her head.


  Another time, as they walked in the sun along the beach of Fox Island, he told her more about the future. “You’ll have a headband.” He ran his fingers across his forehead; he squinted as the wind blew sand in his eyes. “It’ll allow you to talk right to your computer.”


  She frowned. “I don’t want to talk to a computer.”


  “Sure you do. At least, you will. Your computer will watch your baby all night long. If it sees something wrong, it’ll wake you.” Wicked delight widened his smile, and she knew he would now tell her something outrageous. “While you’re laying in bed with your eyes closed, you’ll look at your baby through your computer’s TV camera to see if it’s something serious.”


  “Ugh.”


  “Of course, there’s a tiny chance, really tiny, that an accident could scramble your memories.”


  The thought made her dizzy with horror. “I would rather die.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him under the bridge, out of the wind. She shuddered, though unsure whether her chill came from the wind or the fear.


  He changed his tack. Pointing at a scattering of elaborate seaside mansions across the water, he asked, “Would you like to live in one of those?”


  She studied them. “Maybe that one,” she said, pointing at a beautiful old Victorian home. “Or that one.” She pointed at another, very different from the first, a series of diagonal slashes with huge windows.


  “Have you ever heard of nanotechnology?” he asked.


  “Uh-uh.”


  “Well, with nanotechnology they’ll build these tiny little machines—machines the size of molecules.” He pointed at the drink in her hand. “They’ll put a billion of them in a spaceship the size of a Coke can, and shoot it off to an asteroid. The Coke can will rebuild the asteroid into mansions and palaces. You’ll have an asteroid all to your self, if you want one.”


  “I don’t want an asteroid. I don’t want to go into space.”


  He shook his head. “Don’t you want to see Mars?You liked the Grand Canyon; I remember how you told me about it. Mars has huge gorges—they make the Grand Canyon look tiny. Don’t you want to see them? Don’t you want to hike across them?”


  It took her a long time to reply. “I guess so,” she admitted.


  “I won’t tell you all the things I expect to happen,” he smiled mischievously, “I’m afraid I’d really scare you. But you’ll see it all. And you’ll remember that I told you.” His voice grew intense. “And you’ll remember that I knew you’d remember.”


  She shook her head. Sometimes Jack was just silly.


  They never made love, though often, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. Sometimes she wondered why; she wondered if he also wondered why. Somehow it just didn’t seem important.


  He seemed so at home in the deep forest, he so clearly belonged on the Mountain, she first thought they might stay together forever. But one day she went with him to his office. She watched as he worked with computers, as he worked with other people. He was as natural a part of their computer world as he was a part of her Mountain world.


  Working in that alien world, he was a different person. In the woods, he was a calm source of sustaining strength. Here, he was a feverish instructor. His heart belonged to the forest, but his mind, she realized, belonged to the machines that would build his vision.


  One day he received a call. A distant company gave him an offer he could not refuse. So he went to California, to build great computers, to hurry his vision to fruition.


  She stayed by the Mountain. She walked the snows, and watched the birds fly overhead. Yet no bird flew so high that she could not climb the slopes of Rainier until she stood above them.


  He would come to visit on weekends sometimes, and they would backpack, or ski cross country. But his visits became less frequent. He would write instead. That too decreased in regularity. One letter was the last, though neither of them knew it at the time.


  A year passed. And by then, it just didn’t seem to matter.


  She married a forest ranger, a bright, quiet man with dark eyes and a rugged face. They had three small children and two large dogs, friendly dogs with thick soft fur. She loved all the members of her family, almost all the time; it was the theme that never changed though she thought about different things at different times.


  Her children grew up and moved away.


  Erich, the beautiful red chou, went to sleep one night and never awakened.


  A terrible avalanche, from a seemingly safe slope, fell down the Mountain and buried a climbing team, her husband among them.


  Haikku, her mighty and faithful akita,whimpered in his old age. He crooned his apology for leaving her alone, and that night he joined Erich and her husband.


  She was 82. She had lived a long and happy life. She was not afraid to die. But she stood outside in the snow and faced a terrible decision.


  Overnight, a thick blanket of new white powder had fallen, burying her sidewalk. Standing in the snow, she stared at a mechanical beast her children had given her years before. It represented one possible choice.


  In one hand she held a shovel. In the other hand she held a small capsule. The capsule was another gift her children had given her. They had begged her to take it. Until now, she had refused. The capsule represented another choice.


  Her back was aching. It was an ache that sometimes expanded, shooting spikes of pain down her legs. Today the pain was great; she could not shovel the sidewalk.


  The mechanical beast was a robot, a fully automatic snow remover. She could just flip a switch and it would hurl the snow away, but that seemed grotesque; the noise would be terrible, the mounds of thoughtlessly discarded snow would remain as an unseemly scar until late spring.


  She opened her hand and looked at the capsule. It was not a pill to make her younger; that much her children had promised her. They knew she would reject such a thing out of hand. But the millions of tiny machines tucked inside the capsule would disperse throughout her body and repair every trace of damage to her bones. They would also rebuild her sagging muscle tissue. In short, the pill would cure her back and make the pain go away.


  The thought of all those little machines inside her made her shudder. But the thought of the automatic snow remover made her sick.


  She went back inside the house to get a glass of water.


  In a few days her back felt fine; her healthy muscles gave her a feeling of new vigor, and the vigor gave rise to a yearning to go out and do things that she had not considered for many years. She started to climb the Mountain, but it was too much for her: she huffed and puffed and had to go home. Annoyed, she went to the drug store and bought another capsule, one that restored her circulatory system and her lungs. Her next assault on the Mountain carried her as far as she dared, and the steady beat of her heart urged her to go on despite the crumbling snow.


  But she was getting increasingly forgetful. Things that had happened years earlier were clear in her mind, but she could not remember what she needed at the store. One day she forgot her daughter’s telephone number, and found that she had forgotten where she had misplaced the phone book. The store had another capsule that tightened up her neural circuitry. After taking it, she discovered a side effect no one had bothered to mention. The pill did not merely make her memory effective again; rather, it made her memory perfect. With a brief glance through the pages of the phone book, she found she no longer needed it. She shrugged and continued on with her life.


  One day as she skied across the slopes, a stranger passed her going the other way. He was tall and rugged, and he reminded her of her husband. She was annoyed that he did not even look at her, though she had smiled at him; when she looked in the mirror upon returning home, she understood why. She was 95 years old; she looked like an old woman. It was ridiculous; fortunately it was easily fixed.


  When she turned 115 she stabilized her physical appearance. Thereafter, she always appeared to be about the age of 32.


  She still owned the snug little house she thought of as home. But she slept more often in the tent she carried in her pack. Built with nanomachined equipment, the pack was lighter than any other she had ever owned, yet it was impossibly strong. All her tools performed feats she would once have thought miraculous, and none weighed more than a pound. She lived in great comfort despite the inherent rigors of the glacier-crusted slopes.


  One day, she was climbing along the ancient trail from Camp Muir toward the summit, crossing the ridges to reach Disappointment Cleaver. As she stepped over the last ridge to the broad flat in front of the Cleaver, she saw a man standing alone. He was staring up the steep ice flows overhead. He stepped backward, and backward, and turned to walk briskly in her direction. She continued forward to pass him, but he cried out, “Stop!”


  She obeyed the fear in his voice. He paused, and his eyes came unfocussed for a moment. He pointed to the right of the ridge she had just crossed, a fin of rock rising rapidly along the mountain’s edge. “Up there,” he said, “Quickly.” He broke into a hobbling run across snow that sometimes collapsed under his heavy step. She followed, her adrenalin rising with her bewilderment.


  A massive Crack! filled the air. Far above the Cleaver, an overhanging ledge of ice snapped off and fell with an acrobat’s graceful tumbling motion to the flat where they had just been standing. The mass qualified as a large hill in its own right. When it landed it broke into a thousand huge pieces. Some of the pieces ground each other to powder, while others bounced off the flat, down another precipice of several thousand feet, to crash again in a duller explosion of sound.


  The ice fall was an extraordinary event to witness under any circumstance; the narrowness of escape from death that accompanied it overlayed the experience with a religious awe.


  She heard the man panting next to her. She turned to study him more carefully.


  He was unremarkable for a mountaineer; his lean form supported long straps of hard muscle, and the reflected sun from the glaciers had given him a coffee-colored tan. Then she noticed the sweatband across his head. It was not just a sweatband: she could see from the stretch marks that a series of thin disks ran across within the cotton layers. She realized he was wearing a nection, a headband to connect his mind with distant computers.


  She recoiled slightly; he smiled and touched his forehead. “Don’t be too upset,” he said, “my headband just saved your life.”


  She stuttered. “I wasn’t upset,” she said, though she knew that he knew she was lying. “I’ve just never seen one up close before.”


  It was true. Her grandchildren told her that nections were quite common in space, but on Earth they were almost illegal. It was socially unacceptable to wear one, and when the police saw a nection-wearing person they would use any excuse to hassle the individual. But there were no specific laws against them.


  When her grandchildren had told her that they wore headbands all the time, she had tried only briefly to dissuade them; she had spent more time listening to their descriptions of the headband’s capabilities. Her grandchildren’s description sounded considerably different from the list of dangers usually described on the news.


  The man who had saved her life watched her for several more seconds, then apparently made up his mind about something. “You really ought to get one yourself, you know. Do you realize how dangerous this mountain is? And it’s getting more dangerous every year.”


  She started to tell him that she knew perfectly well how dangerous it was—then stopped, thinking back over the years, realizing that it had, by gradual degrees, grown worse every year.


  “With my headband, I see things better,” he explained. “I confess I don’t understand why very well—I mean, it doesn’t affect my eyesight. But I notice more things about what I see, and I can get a view of what the extra things mean—like how that piece of ice would fall, and more or less when.”


  She nodded her head, but her mind was distracted. The Mountain was changing! The Mountain was getting more dangerous! The rapid alternation of clear, sunny days with cool, misty days had become more vigorous over the course of the last 50 years, leading to more weak layers and ice faults. She had never really noticed until now.


  Then the full impact of her savior’s words struck her—she held her hands to her throat as she considered how her husband had died. She realized that, with a nection, his death could have been prevented.


  She smiled at the man. They talked; she invited him to dinner at Alexander’s.


  When she returned home, she started searching through electronic equipment catalogs. If she bought one mail order and wore it only while hiking, there was no reason for any of her friends ever to know.


  It was a simple white headband, soft absorbent cotton. She slipped it on her head, expecting to feel something special, but nothing happened. She started to clean the house, still waiting for something to happen. It never did. Eventually she sat down and read the instructions that had come with the headband.


  The instructions told her to start with a simple request, and to visualize herself projecting the request at her forehead. She projected the request, “2 times 2?” just above her eyes. Nothing seemed to happen. She knew the answer was 4.


  She tried again, and this time she noticed a kind of echo—she knew the answer was 4, but the thought of the answer came to her twice, in rapid succession. The next time she tried it, she noticed that the echo seemed to come from her forehead.


  Next she projected a request to divide 12345 by 6789. She didn’t know the answer—but wait, of course she did, it was 1.81838. Of course, she didn’t know the answer to many decimal places—but as she thought about it, she realized the next digit was 2, the next was 6, then at an accelerating pace more digits roared from her memory—she shook her head, and the stream stopped. She took the headband off, shaking a little. She didn’t try it again until the next day.


  A week later, she hiked past Camp Schurman and peered up the slope. She projected her view of the slope through her forehead to study the patterns of snow and ice.


  It did indeed look different as she looked at it this way. She had a sensation similar to that of looking at the edges of a cube on a sheet of paper: at one moment, the lines formed a cube with the top showing. The next moment it was an alternate cube with the bottom exposed. She could flip the cube, or at least the way she looked at it, at will.


  In the same manner she could now see patterns of slippage in the layers of ice crystals; then she would flip the image and it was just snow, the beautiful work of nature that she had loved all her life.


  For a moment she wished she could see it from above as well—and her heart skipped a beat as the wish came true. Suddenly she was looking down from a great height. She saw the long curves of shadows across the snow from high above, and she saw the shorter but distinctive shadow of a woman with a pack standing on the snow field. She threw the headband to the ground even as she realized what she had just seen: a view of the Mountain from a satellite passing by.


  She stared at the white headband, almost invisible in the white snow, for a long time. She felt distaste, wonder, fear, and curiousity. Curiousity finally won out. She twisted the headband back on. She blinked her mind’s eye, blinking from her own eyes to the satellite’s eyes and back again, a moment’s taste of the new sensation.


  Vertigo struck her. Though the satellite was interesting, it was not comfortable. She would not look at the world from a satellite’s height often, but it was yet another life-saving form of sight: from a distance, it was easy to spot a depression in the snow that might signal an underlying crevasse, even though the depression was too shallow to be seen close up. Such crevasses were invisible until one stepped through to a long fatal plunge to the Mountain’s heart.


  The headband was so clearly a life saving tool, why were people so set against it? Why did some of her friends support laws proscribing it?


  It didn’t make any difference; she had no need of it except here on the Mountain.


  Though the fight over the headband’s legal status did not at first interest her, it became an increasing impediment to her life. The headband was quite useful in a number of ways; though each individual use was trivial, in sum they qualitatively effected her life. She stopped tracking her checkbook; it was all in her head, all the transactions, the current balance, and even the encumbrances. When she awoke in the morning she could turn on the coffee pot if she wanted to, without getting up.


  She wore her headband while hiking, and while working around her house; but she dared not wear it to work. One day an ecologist asked her a question about the marmots that inhabited the park. She grew angry as she had to manually root through the computer systems trying to find the answer, for she knew that the answer was available for the mere thinking about it if she could wear her headband. That night she stopped at the drugstore and bought two more capsules.


  She swallowed one. This capsule was nastier than the others she had taken in earlier years. Before, the nanomachines she had swallowed had gone through her body, fixing what was not right, then flushing themselves out again. But the machines in this one would build, just under her forehead, a subcutaneous nection.


  The other capsule would dissolve the nection away if she decided she didn’t like it.


  When she awoke the next morning she was very hungry. She felt her forehead, but there wasn’t anything there.


  The next morning she felt her forehead again, and it was . . . different. She looked in the mirror; with the flickering double vision of her eyes and the analysis from her forehead, she could see on the one hand that she looked the same as always. Yet on the other hand, there were curves there she hadn’t noticed before. When she went in to work, one man complimented her on her new hair color.


  No one else commented until her boss arrived. When he entered the reception area and looked at her, his eyes lit up, and he laughed.


  She looked at him with mild annoyance. Then she noticed, again with her double vision, that there were very shallow curves in his forehead.


  He came up close, and put his finger to his lips. “Listen,” he said.


  She listened. As she concentrated, she heard heard soft murmurs in the background; as she focussed on the murmurs, they grew louder, until she could hear that he was speaking—but not with his lips, not through her ears. She heard him through her forehead. “Welcome to the gang,” he said. “Isn’t it great fun, joining a rebellion? I haven’t had this much fun since I was a teenager.”


  They both broke into laughter. Everyone else in the room wondered what the joke was about.


  She talked to her children, and her children’s children, more often now; though they were spread from Mars to Mercury, they were but a thought away. It surprised her to realize that the simple process of dialing the number, and the uncertainty of whether or not she would get through, had often put her off from calling even though the cost had plummeted in recent years till it was virtually free.


  She became increasingly comfortable with her distant grandchildren. Through visual links like the one she had with the satellite, they took her on outings into the stunning naked beauty of their home planet Mars. When they asked her for the hundredth time to come for a visit, she agreed.


  In her youth she had ridden trains across the country. She had expected the space trip to be the same, but it was not. The ship was far more comfortable than any other vehicle she had ridden; it was more comfortable than her own home, though she still did not quite like it as well.


  When she arrived, she found she loved to hike across the plains and the canyons of an unknown planet. She walked amid forests of alien trees, related to the Earthly trees from which they had been shaped, yet different. Comparing the lands of Mars to the lands of Earth reminded her of watching the sun set two days in a row: though the outcome was the same, the process was nevertheless different. The strange wilderness yielded for her new kinds of solitude.


  She came to know her grandchildren’s children for the first time. Before, these children had represented an unspoken, uncomfortable complication in her thoughts of Mars. They were different. They were of her blood, but not in the manner of normal children. They had been genetically engineered.


  Her grandchildren had designed them, giving them a parent’s loving care long before they had even been conceived. Only the best characteristics of her family had been passed on; she did not know how the other aspects of these radiantly happy children had been chosen. They were very different from her, but not quite alien. With time she learned to love them as they loved her.


  One day they went on a longview picnic. First they walked to the high edge of a deep canyon. She looked over the rim. The height was not great by comparison with the distances in space she had traveled to come here. Yet this distance impressed her. It impressed her because she could appreciate it: thousands of tiny twists and angles of rock acted as signposts, allowing her to mark off the immense distance in tiny steps. She shook her head, smiled, and stepped over the edge.


  Together with her family, she descended gently on suspensors; their picnic basket and wine glasses descended with them, on suspensors of their own. They watched the planet come up to meet them as they dined and chatted.


  The discussion turned to the family’s upcoming expedition to Jupiter. They had asked her several times to come along, but she had refused. Now they asked her again. She watched the extraordinary scenery float past her and considered the question one last time. A trip to Jupiter would have been all right if it could have been like Mars. But it could not, and that was both the attraction and the horror.


  Though humanity had made Mars Earthlike, they could not do the same for Jupiter. Jupiter’s methane oceans simply were not amenable to terraforming. No one could go there in person.


  To see Jupiter, she would in a sense have to leave her body. Oh, she wouldn’t have to leave it very far; indeed, in one sense she would stay with her body on Mars throughout the journey. But just as she had seen Rainier through the satellite’s eyes rather than her own, just as she spoke to her friends with her headband rather than her voice, now she would have to use her headband for all her senses.


  And the machine would not merely replace her sight, her hearing, her touch, her smell—it would transform them. Ordinary sight and sound did not work on Jupiter; for each of her old senses a new one would be substituted. She would see ultrasonic vibrations; she would smell ionic changes. For all intents and purposes, she would live as a being designed for the comforts of Jupiter’s titanic gravity well.


  Of course, she would not be marooned there: she could leave at any time.


  The pleasure of her experience on Mars made her confident; the quiet exhiliaration of the longview picnic made her bold. She agreed to go along.


  For a moment it was dark, a moment too short to launch the panic she held in trip-wired readiness. Then there was light, a confusing light that seemed oddly related to the sounds that joined it. She held up her hands. They were metal, and she looked at them in alarm. She closed her eyes, and it was better.


  The strange sounds took on rhythm. Instinctively she turned toward them, and her back feet rotated, propelling her closer. When she felt she was too close—she could smell the source of the sounds now, a tangy, pleasant odor—she opened her eyes. Studying the shape as it wavered before her, seemingly separated by shimmering air, she realized it was another robot like herself. Indeed, she recognized it: she was looking at her granddaughter.


  She looked around and had a sudden overwhelming sensation of immensity.


  The hugeness of space had seemed dwarfed by the height of the Martian canyon, for she had been able to comprehend it through the tiny weathered etchings of rock she could peer at in the distance. Here on Jupiter her comprehension was even greater, for her senses ranged distance with new clarity. The ultrasonic echoes told her how far it was to each whorl of current she could see; she could see to distances very great indeed. It made her think of the way she had felt as a child, looking across a vast Kansan plain for the first time. It seemed as if infinity was right there, within easy reach. She reveled in it for a moment, then stepped out.


  She was back in her own body again, sitting on Mars.


  She dipped back in for ten minutes and stepped out again. Next she went in for half an hour. Then an hour.


  She had sworn that she would not stay on Jupiter for more than an hour at a time; a longer stay required mechanical operation of parts of her body while she was away. But once she became so absorbed in exploring the Jovian landscape, she stayed for an hour and a half . The maintenance machines disconnected themselves before she returned, and their intervention didn’t seem to make a difference. So she stayed longer.


  Jupiter, she found, was an astonishing world, truly alien from all she had experienced before. And the new senses she acquired through her new robot required extensive exploration of their own. It was all incredibly novel, and she realized she would need at least a year to explore.


  The linkage between her mind on Mars and her robot body on Jupiter had delays; to have a completely satisfying experience, she would need a temporary residence that didn’t require such a commute.


  So a small cylinder, somewhat smaller than a Coke can, was launched at an asteroid that had been parked in orbit around Jupiter for this purpose. As the billions of robots from the cylinder swarmed across the asteroid, transforming it into a marvelous home, she boarded another ship. It seemed silly to spend any of her transit time stuck in the confines of her cabin; she went to Jupiter for the duration. She intended to return to her own body when it arrived in orbit.


  But when it arrived, she was busy. She was learning about a new robot designed for the frozen world of Europa, with another whole new set of senses, new novelties to explore. She left her body in storage for a short time longer.


  A year passed. And by then, it just didn’t seem to matter.


  A bubble hung poised on the edge of the solar system, a sphere pockmarked with thousands of holes, each hole the width of a pin. A bolt of light struck the sphere, a bolt powered by kilometers of molecular mirrors near the orbit of Mercury.


  The bubble seemed to explode as thousands of needles leaped from their cradles, driven forth by tiny beams of laser light, slivers of the titanic bolt from the Sun. The needles accelerated away from the bubble for years, till their speed reached close to that of light. Thereafter they drifted ever outward.


  Upon occasion, a needle approached a star. The needle would shift, to ensure a close passage. If planets or other items of note beckoned, the needle would swoop in, on a tight spiral to oblivion: its billions of nanomachines would break apart at the touch of an asteroid, and build anew. Where once there had been a needle, now there would be a bubble, and a molecular mirror, and thousands of needles that would explode out and travel forever.


  But in addition, the nanomachines in that system would continue to build. They would build machines and living flesh well suited to the conditions of the planet. And then the nanomachines would come back together into a single structure—not a needle now, but a communication bubble. Through the bubble and its instantaneous communication she could live across space. She could dwell at home near Jupiter yet roam among the stars.


  She was often one of the first humans Called to newly opened planets. Her wisdom from earth, her expertise from Jupiter, these made her invaluble as an explorer and a guide. As she had swum within the methane oceans, so now she swam in carbon dioxide atmospheres, or flew through liquid mercury. She imprinted herself upon organic synapses and silicon circuits light years from home, and lived in many places.


  Mentally she was bigger now than she had been at 25. The meaning of complexity had changed for her; she understood the laws of physics with the same simple clarity that she understood the rules of checkers. She could build a starship as easily as she could pitch a tent.


  Her mind had grown and spilled from the confines of her original body. She could easily dedicate a part of her mind to each of several different tasks. Notably she could lead several different groups, touring several different planets, all at the same time.


  But of all her new capacities, it was the boundless singing that filled her with wonder.


  She was not an introspective person; she did not often think about her own past, and how strange she might have found her present. But when she did think such thoughts, the singing amazed her most of all. When she was 25, she had liked vintage Fleetwood Mac. At 105, she had admitted her growing fondness for Beethoven. Pressing 200, she had fallen in love with Monteverdi. In later centuries she had come to appreciate the double beat of the Echoes of Saturn and the operas of Ro Biljaan. Patterns so subtle that the unaugmented human mind could not even sense them filled her with ecstacy.


  She no longer listened to one or the other of these musical masters at rare opportunities. Rather, they all played, all the time, each in a different subliminal part of her mind. They gave to her a rippling sensation of love that never quite went away. The constant undertone of the singing formed the theme that bound her mind together, no matter how many different things she might do at one time.


  As the melodies suffused her mind they intermingled, sometimes playing upon one another in a concordance of point and counterpoint. Once, such a duet evoked from several masterpieces a harmony, which surged to drive the cadence of a grander euphony, that captured and empowered an even greater polyphony, filling her mind with a symphony of symphonies. And on a thousand planets, with a thousand bodies and a thousand voices, she leapt in the air and filled the sky with lilting laughter, a chorus of joy that spanned the arm of a galaxy.


  Returning to ground on those scattered planets of distant stars, she felt surprised by her outburst. She marveled at herself. In her childhood she never would have laughed in such a way. She had once been so quiet it had been easy to think she was shy. The millennia had changed her, and she was delighted; how sad it would have been, never to express one’s deepest joy!


  Still, she was a woman of simple tastes. In earlier times some would have called her sturdy. Others might have called her childlike.


  Yet these were not fair descriptions; better to think of her in the terms of ancient mythology. She was an elemental, almost a force of nature, with a core of simplicity that mocked overeager acceptance yet offered adaptability, that rejected panic yet always guaranteed caution.


  Her elemental qualities were vital, humanity had come to realize. Though the needles traveling through space never found other intelligent beings, they had found scattered remains of what had once been intelligence. Other species had come up to Singularity and had died there.


  Some had died in a frenzy, as the builders of new technologies indulged an orgy of inventions, releasing just one that destroyed them all. Others had died in despair, as fear-filled leaders beat down the innovators, strangling them, putting the future beyond their grasp. The fear-ridden species settled into a long slide of despair that ended with degenerate descendants no longer able to dream.


  Only those who knew caution without fear, only those marked by her elemental form of prudence, made it through. Only humanity had survived.


  And humanity had not survived unscathed. Terrible mistakes had been made, many had been lost. Even millennia later there still remained a form of death—or perhaps not death, but a form of impenetrable isolation. The dreams could become too strong, so strong that the individual lived in dreams always, never reaching out to touch reality. Many of her friends from the early millennia had lost themselves to these enchanted infinities leading nowhere.


  She did not fear such dream-bound death. Seeing the span and deep intensity of her own dreams, she could almost understand those who wrapped themselves within and disappeared. But the new things humanity found every day were just as wonderful. The volume of space touched by the needleships grew at a geometric pace, opening hundreds of star systems. Even on days when few strikingly new systems were found, there were new planets, constructed by artists, awaiting her exploration. And the new things she learned in the realm of the mind matched these treasures and more.


  Someday, she believed, she too would dream an endless dream. She did not want to live forever. But the beginning of that dream was far away.


  The new meaning of death was complimented by a new meaning of life. This new meaning was extremely complex, even for her; life dealt with wholes much greater than the sums of their parts. But she understood it intuitively—it was easy to distinguish an engineering intelligence, good only for manufacture, from a member of the community, even though that member might once have been just an engineering intelligence as well. New members of humanity usually came to life this way: an intelligence designed as a machine or an artwork expressed a special genius, a genius that deserved the ability to appreciate itself through self-awareness. When this happened, the psychological engineers would add those elements of the mind needed for life.


  In this manner had her great-great grandchildren had been born. Her great grandchildren had envisioned them, giving them a parent’s loving care long before they had even been designed. Only the best characteristics of the minds of her family had been passed on to them. They were very different from her, but not quite alien. With time, she learned to love them as they loved her.


  The day came to say goodby to her oldest friend. With her wonderful old earth-born body, she returned to Earth to hike Rainier one last time: Rainier, whose surface lay so cold and eternal, was boiling within. With dawn, she knew, the boiling fury would break through, in the greatest volcanic event in earthly centuries. She stood at the summit the day before the end and surveyed the horizon. Her feeling of appreciation grew till she thought she would burst. This was home in a sense few others could now understand.


  She descended. A marmot met her on the way down; she swooped him into her arms and carried him to safety, though he fought her and cut her and her bleeding would seem to never end. Still the marmot could not prevent her from saving him.


  She had considered saving the mountain itself; she could, she knew. She could lace the mountain with billions of tiny tubes, capillaries so small no living thing would notice. She could extract the heat, cool the heart.


  But to deny the Mountain its moment of brilliance seemed not right: perpetual sameness was never right, though change might often be wrong.


  So the next day, she and the marmot watched the eruption from afar. It was as beautiful as she had expected. And though the aftermath was gray and dreary, she knew that in a very short time the marmot’s children would return to the Mountain, and a new kind of beauty would grow there.


  Nor was the the Mountain truly lost. Even as her earth-born body returned to her asteroid circling Jupiter, she built an exact replica of the Mountain: an image, molecule for molecule, of the Mountain’s surface the day before it erupted. When her body returned, she joined the Mountain, to walk there forever, in another part of her eternal dream.


  Haikku, her loyal companion, was long dead; but she traced the descendants of his descendants. She arranged a mating. A new pup was born with Haikku’s genes, in the image of Haikku. And so Haikku2 came to join her on the slopes of Mt. Rainier, on the orbit of Jupiter.


  One day two needleships met in space. This was not uncommon; needles from different launchers often crossed paths and were easy to spot, with the hundreds of kilometers of molecular sensor webs they spun.


  But this meeting was special, for one of the needles had no link to a human. It belonged to aliens.


  Aliens! Wild hopes and wilder fears rocked the human community. She watched the hysteria calmly, confident it would pass and wisdom would rule.


  The needles passed one another, too fast to meet. They swerved in long, graceful arcs to a distant rendezvous.


  A sense of calm, and prudence, returned to humanity. They selected a contact team to break off and meet the aliens.


  The needles closed. In their last moments they danced in a tight orbit about one another, a dance of creation: for though the needles died, a bubble formed where they met—a communications bubble.


  The two communities, human and alien, reached out. They touched—but the touch was jarring. Bafflement ruled. The deadlock of confusion ensued.


  She watched with interest. She felt sorrow that it was not going well, but her confidence remained.


  Then from the contact team she received a Call. They needed her; they needed her elemental resilience and adaptability.


  But in needing her elemental nature, they needed more than she had ever given before. They did not need the thoughts or calculations of her mind: they needed the basic traits of her personality, the very core of her being. To reinforce the team, she would have to expand her communication channels, open them so wide that what she thought, they would also think; there would be no filter protecting her internal thoughts. Far worse, what others thought, she would think; there would be no filter protecting her internal memories. It seemed to her it would be easy for her memories to get scrambled; she would rather die. And so for the first time in millennia, she was afraid. The team asked others of the community that held her special strength to come with them instead; they too were afraid.


  Meanwhile humanity was failing. The anticipation, the yearning, the hope for contact with new beings developed a tinge of desperation.


  They showed her how easy it was to open the channels of her mind—but more, they showed her again and again how easy it was to close them. They did not believe they would need her for long, thousands of milliseconds at most. They guaranteed she would be fine afterward. Reluctantly, she agreed.


  She opened her mind; the shock of raw contact stunned her. A moment’s near-panic like that of her first exploration of Jupiter returned.


  And then she was moving, there within the team, and she grew accustomed. The sensation reminded her of jumping into a mountain lake—the cold plunge that blotted out all thought, the sluggish warmth of her muscles responding, the passing of the coldness from her awareness as she concentrated on the act of swimming. She swam among the members of her team.


  Here she found many tasks to perform, the calming and soothing of a myriad of panicked souls as they plunged into the ice-cold lake of alien minds. She became the muscle that supplied the warmth, that allowed the awareness of the team to move beyond the cold, to swim.


  As the team responded, the sensation of cold changed to one of warmth, a merry warmth, and she was a bubble floating on a wide, warm ocean, clinging and bouncing with the other bubbles, some friends, some human, some alien. Then they were bubbles of champagne, effervescent, expanding and floating away.


  She floated to a greater distance; they no longer needed her; she was free to go. She closed the channels to her mind with slow grace, as would a woman walking from the sea through the sucking motions of the surf. She found herself alone again.


  In those first moments of solitude, being alone seemed unnatural, as unnatural as the communion had seemed earlier; she felt the coldness that comes after a swim, when breeze strikes bare skin. She shuddered.


  Was she still herself?


  Of course you are. You are all you have ever been, and more.


  The answer was her own, but it had once belonged to another person. For a moment she stumbled; perfect memory did not guarantee instantaneous memory, and she was seeking thoughts from her infancy. Then she remembered.


  Jack!


  She remembered, he had known that she’d remember.


  What had happened to Jack!


  Could she have missed him all these years? She initiated a search of the community, but knew its futility even as it began; he could not, would not have remained hidden.


  Yet her need to know him again grew stronger as she opened more of her long unbidden memories.


  She searched swiftly back through the annals of history. Her search slowed suddenly to a crawl as she reached the early moments of Singularity: before the dawn of civilization, records had been crudely kept, with links insufficient to allow swift scanning. An analogy to cobwebs made her smile for a moment.á


  Only a handful of machines maintained this ancient knowledge, older machines in older places. Her search plunged to the surface of Earth. There, in a place once called California, all the remnants of prehistoric information had been collected. But it had not been collated. It would take much time to find Jack in this maze. But she had the time.


  A salary report from a corporation of long ago . . . an article on accelerated technology’s impact on the individual . . . a program design with its inventor’s initials . . . and suddenly she found him, in a richly interconnected tiny tapestry within the sparsely connected morass. She read all of it, rapidly, as if she were inhaling fresh air after too long a stay in a stale room.


  Jack had saved her life, she realized. The capsule she had taken so long ago to heal her backache, that first step on the road to the life she now knew, was his—he had designed the machine that designed the machine that designed that pill. It turned out that he had learned much from her on that day when they walked quietly amidst the lush green wilderness. And it had taken her all these millennia to learn what he had known even then.


  From her, Jack had learned the importance of making technology’s steps small, making its pieces bite-size. He had learned this as he watched, in her disbelieving eyes, her reaction to the world he had planned.


  For those who loved technology and breathed of it deeply, small bite-size steps were not important. It would have been easy to callously cast off those who did not understand or who were afraid. But Jack had thought of her, and had not wanted her to die.


  Reading these glimpses of his past, she grew to know Jack better than she had ever known him in life. With her growing wisdom, she soon understood even the clarity of organization that encompassed this lone swatch of antiquity: the clarity too was of his making. He had believed in her. He had believed that one day she would search for him here. And he had known that, when she arrived, her expanded powers of perception would enable her to understand the message embodied in the clarity, and in all his work.


  I loved you, you know, Jack told her across the millennia.


  She wanted to answer. But there was no one to hear.


  It hurt her to think of him lost forever, and she had not felt hurt for a very long time. Feverish, she worked to rebuild him. The Earth-bound computers gave her all the help they had to give, every memory of every moment of Jack they had ever recorded. She traced her own memories, perfect now, of every word he spoke, every phrase he uttered, every look he gave her in their long walks. She built a simulation of him, the best and most perfect simulation she could build with all her resources, resources far beyond those of a million biological human minds. It was illegal to build a simulation such as this, one of the few laws recognized by the community, but this did not deter her.


  The simulation looked like Jack; it talked like Jack; it even laughed like Jack. But it was not Jack. She then understood why it was illegal to build such a simulation; she also understood why it was not a law that needed to be enforced: such simulations always failed.


  Jack was gone.


  What could she do?


  What did she have to do? Suddenly she realized how silly the simulation had been: how could she have hoped to get closer to him, than to live his vision of the future?


  Only one small action, one appropriate action, remained that she could perform. She could remember forever.


  And so, just as a part of her lived forever on the Mountain, just as a part of her lived forever singing, so now she maintained a part of her that would spend all its moments remembering her earlier moments with him. She became in part a living memorial to the one who brought her here.


  And though no one could hear, the essence of her memory would have been easy to express: Jack. I love you.


  She turned her attention to the living members of humanity. There were many other places in the community, she realized, where the techniques she employed in contact with the aliens could help; there were many places where they needed her elemental force invested with the fullness of such expanded communion. She was eager to go. But still a question remained.


  Would she still be herself?


  The answer Jack had wrought so long ago welled up from within, her rightful inheritance of his understanding. Part of the answer, she knew, lay within another question:


  Are you still yourself, even now? Were you still yourself, even when you were 25?


  She looked back with the vision that perfect memory brings. She remembered who she had been when she was 25; she remembered who she had been when she was just 10. Amusingly, she also remembered how, at 25, she had erroneously remembered her thoughts of age 10. The changes she had gone through during those 15 years of dusty antiquity were vast, perhaps as vast as all the changes she had accepted in the millennia thereafter. Certainly, considering the scales involved, she had as much right today to think of herself as the same person as she had had then. Expanded communion would not destroy her; she was her own bubble no matter how frothy the ocean might become.


  At least, this first time she had remained her own bubble. Would it be so always?


  She dipped into communion, and withdrew to ask the question. She found the answer, and it was good. She dipped again, for a longer time; and still the answer was good, perhaps better.


  She dipped much longer still and asked one more time. This time she understood. The answer was so simple, so glorious, so joyful, that she did not ask the question again for a billion years.


  And by then, it just didn’t seem to matter.


  MISSILE SMASHER


  Christopher Anvil


  The night air was warm and almost still, the only sound the faint lapping of the lake, far below, against the rocks. Long after sundown, the parapet atop the tower still felt warm. Richard Verner, crouched beside it, looked across the water at the dark, tree-lined shore, then down at the shadowy buildings below the tower. Nowhere could he see a guard.


  The faint moonlight, diffused through high clouds, lit the stone floor that formed the top of the tower, to show a small metal table bearing several empty glasses, an ashtray and a half-empty bottle of suntan oil. Nearby, on the floor, was a thin mattress covered with a large beach towel. Beyond that was a dark bulky shape that in daylight could be seen to be a gaily-striped tent, like a tent at the beach where people might change their clothes.


  In the faint moonlight, Verner quietly crossed the stone floor, to very gently draw open the rough canvas flap of the tent.


  Inside, it was pitch dark. A current of heated air drifted out past him. Then, as he carefully moved inside, he touched something hard and round, angled up from the stone floor toward the interior of the tent. In that instant, he knew that what he was here for was real, and not a fantasy after all.


  The general who had brought the problem to him the week before had warned him it would seem unreal. Straight and spare, with a craggy face and tarnished pilot’s wings above a triple row of ribbons, the general had said, “Mr. Verner, I understand you’re a heuristician—that it’s your business to help solve problems other experts alone can’t handle. I suppose you must have seen many strange problems. But I doubt that you’ve ever seen one as strange as mine. I’d like you to look at this photograph, and then listen to me very carefully.”


  Verner took the slightly foggy color photo, and saw a gray stone tower, rising above thick green forest against a deep-blue sky. Atop the tower was a nearly flat-roofed tent, gaily striped. Just visible through the opening of the tent was a thing that looked like the end of a large telescope.


  The general said, “My problem, Mr. Verner, involves our newest rocket-launching facility. Of the first six important launches from this site, one was successful, three went off-course so wildly that they had to be destroyed, and two were satellites that went into very unsatisfactory orbits. This is a record of one success and five failures. The trouble has been traced to a fantastically rapid build-up of heat at the base of the rocket. We are convinced that we have had, among other things, exceptional erosion of the nozzle through which the exhaust gases pass. These rockets are very carefully checked before launch. Nothing has been found wrong with them. Yet without something wrong, this heat buildup is impossible. The only explanation of these failures is sabotage after the rocket is launched.”


  Verner sat back, eyes narrowed in concentration, the photograph in his hands.


  The general said tensely, “We are at a crucial point in space research. These continued failures could give our adversaries a lead we might never overcome. They have every reason to sabotage our rockets. But how? How could they possibly sabotage a rocket after it is launched?”


  Verner listened intently. The general’s urgency gave his words added weight as he said, “There seems to be only one possible way. Some years ago, a method of forming light into a very intensely coherent beam was invented. This device was called the ‘laser.’ Since then, much highly-classified work has been done on it, here and abroad. We are satisfied that very intense bursts of coherent light, focused on our rockets as they reached a given altitude, could create the very heat effects that have caused us so much trouble.”


  “And this photograph?”


  “That was taken by accident from a handling tower by one of our technicians. He didn’t think anything of it till he noticed the thing inside the tent.”


  “What looks like a telescope?”


  “Yes. But why mount a telescope inside a tent? One technician thought it was a telephoto camera lens. We think it’s the end of a highly advanced projector of intense bursts of laser light. This is the exact kind of thing, Mr. Verner, that we would have laughed at a few years ago. But a few years ago, we would have laughed at the idea of sending a man to the moon. We don’t laugh at these things any more.”


  “Wouldn’t a beam of light be seen?”


  “The unsuccessful launches were carried out in full daylight, and the rocket, of course, makes a very dazzling glare by itself. The laser light would be focused in short intense bursts at the base of the rocket. In these circumstances, I doubt that we would see anything at all, except the final results of the heat buildup.”


  Verner thought about it in silence, his eyes half-closed, and then said, “The problem isn’t just to stop the sabotage, is it?”


  The general smiled. “I can see you’re the man we need. No, we could end this sabotage in a number of ways. But think what would happen. To begin with, these saboteurs have set the device up in this tower, built years ago by a rich man who wanted his own castle, and started it on an island near what is now our launching site. His money ran out, but he got the tower finished, and it has walls several feet thick. The grounds there are so overgrown they’re almost a jungle. The men who operate this device must expect us to rush out there, as soon as we discover it. They will methodically destroy the device, put their hands up, and get ready for eventual trial and prison sentence. They have already cost the country hundreds of millions of dollars worth of damage, but that’s only the beginning.


  “During the trial, this laser beam, which has worked only on a slowly-rising rocket lifting off from a fixed location, will be magnified into a new communist superweapon, to create an international scare. Next, we will be accused of Gestapo methods in capturing these people. They’ve undoubtedly got it all figured out, our move, then their move. We’ve considered every move we can make, and there isn’t one that really pays us back for the damage they’ve already done the country. But we’ve studied some of the work you’ve done, and we’re convinced you can find a way to hit them where they don’t expect it, without our being directly involved, and throw them off balance.”


  Verner said, “You realize I often have to call on experts of every conceivable kind, for facts and for the use of their special skills?”


  The general nodded. “Get whoever you need. We’ll help, too.”


  Now, inside the dark canvas tent atop the tower, Verner carefully felt of the massive pipe-shaped brace, and cautiously ran his hand along the cool metal, to where the brace joined a second and a third brace. He could feel at the center a kind of heavy metal platform around a vertical pin, but the actual laser-device was not there. Next he ran his hand along the metal to the floor, felt the hollow where the heavy pipe of the brace was bolted to a flattened metal bar cemented into the floor. He straightened, and examined the rest of the tent.


  To one side was a large dark blot on the stone floor, and he knelt beside it to find a hole leading down into the tower, the trapdoor opened back against the parapet. Several minutes of careful exploration disclosed, directly above the hole, a frame of heavy lumber supporting a large pulley, whose rope was coiled up in a corner of the tent.


  Somewhere down in the tower was the laser device. When the time came, it would be hoisted on the rope and mounted. For now, it was out of reach.


  Verner stepped out of the tent, and looked up at the large silent shadow, drifting overhead. He aimed a tiny shielded flashlight upward, blinked it twice, then twice again.


  A smaller shadow detached itself from the larger, dropped down onto the tower, and turned uncertainly.


  Verner reached out, took the soft cloth of the camouflage suit, and tugged gently. The shadow became a man of middle height, breathing a trifle hard from exertion and excitement. In a quiet whisper, Verner described the situation. The man nodded, and slipped into the tent.


  Uneasily, Verner waited. Down on the ground below the tower, two large dim forms slipped in and out of the shrubbery and the deep shadows of the trees. Dogs, searching for any intruder.


  From the tent came an occasional faint glint of light, too dim to reflect down into the tower, but bright enough so that Verner carefully drew the tent flap shut.


  Overhead, the dark shadow moved a little aside, then back, and once a dim reflection showed for an instant a long line curving away toward higher ground in the distance, and a bar-taut line and dangling release-cord leading down to the tower.


  Then there was a quiet rustle of cloth, and a murmur. “It’s done.”


  Again, Verner flashed his light upward, and this time a long knotted rope swung across the tower. He caught it, waited till the other man climbed awkwardly up, then followed. As he pulled himself into the man-carrying basket of the balloon, it was the tower that took on a look of shadowy unreality. Then it was drifting away into the night, and Verner knew that they had either won or lost, but they wouldn’t know the answer till the next day.


  Early the next morning, the general stood beside Verner, watching the tower through binoculars.


  “I don’t see,” he said, “how you will even know when that laser device is in place, much less hope to put them out of action. Remember, the mere sound of a helicopter will warn them, and then they’ll destroy the laser.”


  In the binoculars, the striped tent stood out sharp and clear atop the tower—and suddenly blurred in a puff of dirty yellow smoke that billowed out from beneath it, burst out in a cloud past the flap—and then two men staggered out, the yellow cloud swirling around them.


  From one side, fast and low, a helicopter shot across the treetops, whirled over the tower, climbed sharply, and the canvas tent, caught in a trailing net embedded with hooks, ripped up and off its frame, showing a thick stubby cylinder looming through the yellow smoke.


  Already, a second helicopter was streaking in, to pause for an instant as a man wearing a gas mask dropped to the flat top of the tower, threw a bundle down the hole, bent intently at the cylinder, then lifted it and a cone fixed beside it, put them in a large net lowered from the helicopter, caught a rope and swung up.


  The helicopter lifted, gained speed, and was gone.


  Verner said, “Several cameras have already taken pictures of that device, from long distance, and from the helicopters. The man who took it from its base is an expert at defusing bombs and detecting booby traps. The large bundle he dropped into the tower was a little something extra—part payment for the damage these people have done. It may persuade them to be cooperative. Who knows?”


  The general smiled. “Now we will proceed with the launch.”


  The rocket was a tiny dot high in the sky, and the engineers were grinning at each other, when the general said, “How did you manage to gas them from long distance, and how did you know when they had the laser in place?”


  “We got a specialist in there who laid down a thin transparent insulating film where the laser was to rest, and who then, as I understand it, sprayed a thin circuit on the film. As soon as the laser was in place, it changed the electrical characteristics of the circuit. That activated a relay that touched off small gas cartridges packed into the hollow legs of the support.”


  “And what was that bundle that was dropped into the tower?” the general asked.


  “To even up the damage the saboteurs have done, we have to do more than get the laser. Our own research people may already have a similar device. So the saboteurs need to be cooperative and answer a few questions.”


  The general smiled. “How did you propose to manage that? These men are tough.”


  Verner nodded. “The trouble at the top of the tower would be pretty sure to bring the others up in a hurry. And those on top would go down as soon as possible. It follows that both sets of them would pass through the room directly below the top of the tower.”


  A phone began to ring, and as someone reached for it, the general frowned and said, “How—”


  “That room,” said Verner, “is where the bundle went.”


  The technician holding the phone turned in astonishment to the general. “Sir, some self-confessed saboteurs are out at the gate. They want medical aid.”


  The general blinked. “What for?”


  “Among other things they claim to have been attacked by swarms of hornets and a number of scorpions. But their main difficulty seems to be that they got unexpectedly tangled up with half-a-dozen rattlesnakes.”


  Verner said quietly, “There’s an ambulance truck standing by with everything they’ll need. But it would be ordinary courtesy for those saboteurs to answer a few questions first.”


  The general gave a low whistle.


  “That,” said Verner gravely, “should solve the problem.”


  The general grinned suddenly and turned to the technician.


  “Send them in.”


  WAR IN OUR TIME


  Howard L. Myers


  The others looked up when old Radge Morimet stomped into the chamber of the Primgranese High Board of Trade. He stood, turning his head slowly to look at each of the Board members while the emo-monitor sensor implanted in his chin gave him quick reads of their attitudes.


  He read relaxed concentration in them—the kind of attitude that’s great, he thought caustically, for a kid trying to work a fairly simple puzzle toy. Here and there he encountered flashes of annoyance, presumably with himself because of his late arrival and the less-than-totally-sane emo-reading they were getting from him.


  Morimet was well aware that he was rattling their sensors with the slam-slamming signal-cry of vengeance—of a mind busy with schemes of mayhem to inflict on an enemy. He had the prestige of his age and his record of service to protect that chronic attitude. Had he been a lesser figure than he was, he would have been pressured long ago into the care of a psych-releaser to get his vengeance-fixation lifted.


  Personally, he considered it a useful attitude to have in the conduct of a war. He wished some of his colleagues on the High Board shared it.


  He sat, and his chair positioned him comfortably at his place along the rim of the Board table. “Please go on from where you were,” he said.


  “We were in the process of reviewing,” said Domler, the chairman. Morimet grunted.


  Domler said, “To sum up, twenty-three years ago the Lontasta Federation apparently discovered a nonhuman, telepathic intelligence, about which we still have only limited information. The telepath is referred to as ‘Monte’, which may be suggestive as to its size. The Lontastans shifted their capital from Nexal to what is presumed to be the world on which the creature was discovered, and which has been named Orrbaune. Again, we have an indication in this that the creature Monte is too massive to travel by warp.


  “We have not,” Domler continued, “been able to obtain direct verification of this information. Our infiltrators have not been able to penetrate to the new capital planet. They are detected by telepathic means as soon as they enter the Orrbaune system.


  “We have learned, however, that the telepath is serving the Lontastan capital as a communication system, on a level far surpassing anything previously achieved. This balanced our previous advantage in personal coordination, obtained when we equipped our people with implanted emo-monitors, and enabled the Lontastans to compete with us on even terms.


  “Then last year the Lontastans finally perfected an implantable emo-monitor of their own. They now have a decisive advantage over us, and we have in prospect nothing of sufficient magnitude to restore the balance.


  “The econo-war, ladies and gentlemen, is in grave jeopardy.”


  This was not news to any of the members. The emotional atmosphere in the chamber darkened slightly toward depression, however, at Domler’s reminder. Morimet’s vengeance pattern slam-slammed even harder.


  “Comments on my summary?” queried Domler.


  Several members eyed Morimet expectantly. He frowned. “Not from me,” he growled. “If somebody will come forward with something new to discuss, all of us might have comments to make. We’ve already hashed and rehashed the status of the war to the point of no return. The question is: What are we going to do about it?”


  He glared around fiercely.


  “Every possibility is being explored,” replied Grayme, a touch of tartness in her tone and a flicker of anger flashing at Morimet. “For example, our exploratory teams are now examining an average of thirty-nine stars per standard day on the mere chance that the Monte-type lifeform may have evolved on more than one planet, and we can find a Monte of our own.”


  Farsit, adjutant of Armed Resort, said slowly, “Also, this Board might seriously consider, in this crisis, the use of overt force. Assuming Monte is a massive living creature, we could produce a high-megaton missile with a prime-field guidance system we are confident could home on this creature. I’m aware that such action would violate the traditions of centuries, but if no other course presents itself—”


  “Well, we do have promising preliminary findings for more conventional approaches,” Domler broke in hurriedly. “It is theoretically possible, for instance, to jam telepathic communications. Effective hardware is still decades away, but—”


  Morimet was glowering. “I said something new!” he snapped. “We’re going down the drain today, not twenty years from now, or not in whatever century we happen to stumble across a Monte of our own! As for bombing that telepath, if it worked at all it would put the econo-war on an unsustainable primitive level. Such absurd crudities as that was what put organized rivalry in such bad odor back in Earth-Only times. We fight Lontastan commerce, not Lontastan landscapes and populations! Besides, they could play the missile game, too, if they were pushed into it.”


  “Your desire for a new solution to our problem,” replied Domler, showing an exasperation-read, “is one all of us share. Unfortunately, none of us has such a solution to offer . . . that is, Radge Morimet, unless you have something in mind.”


  Morimet stared down at the table. “What we need, at a minimum, is a counter to the speed with which the Lontastan Council of Commerce, aided by telepathic communication, can reach command decisions. Presumably, of course, Monte also improves communication at lower government levels, and perhaps in corporation offices as well. But it is the CofC that makes the important econo-war decisions for the Federation, just as this High Board does for the Commonality of Primgran. With telepathic communion, their CofC doesn’t spend years, or even hours, verbally comparing information and opinions among the members, or quibbling over semantics. They communicate, perhaps not instantly, but a hell of a lot faster than we do.


  “And we,” Morimet paused, sweeping the chamber with a disdain-read, “we have us. With our emo-monitors, we’re not as bad as an ancient stockholders’ meeting or national congress, in that we can’t practice concealment and deceit on each other. But we can consume endless amounts of time, as we’re doing right now, while the Lontastans are moving!


  “In short, good colleagues, our problem is in this chamber. What do we do about it?”


  The members stirred uncomfortably.


  “We can throw your criticism in your face, Radge,” replied Grayme. “What’s new about that? We know the limitations that apply to this or any human governing body. As for the absence of concealment and deceit, I wonder if the absence is total here. That yammering vengeance-pattern of yours could conceal a multitude of unrecognizable intents.”


  Morimet grinned wolfishly. “Maybe it does. For example, my intent in bringing up the shortcomings of this High Board was not to enjoy the sound of my own voice. It was to propose that we do something about us.”


  “Do what?” asked Domler.


  “Grayme just mentioned the ‘limitations that apply to this or any human governing body’,” Morimet responded. “She was in error. There is one purely human governing body to which the limitations wouldn’t apply. I refer, of course, to an individual man or woman.”


  Everyone tried to reply at once. Morimet’s emo-monitor hit him with a confusing flood of anger, disgust, and alarm. Then Farsit made himself heard.


  “You object to bombing as a primitivism,” he barked, “and then propose one-man rule!”


  Morimet did not reply.


  Gazing at him coolly, Grayme said, “Let’s keep in mind the purposes of our econo-war. Man as an individual requires a demanding challenge at the group-activity level in order to maintain a cohesive, well-culled social structure that is motivated toward progress. Our war provides that, both for ourselves and for the Lontastans.


  “A key requirement is group activity at all levels . . . that is, teamwork. What would the individual citizen ask himself when he learned the Commonality was being led not by a team . . . by this Board . . . but by an individual? Would he not be tempted to conclude that, if one person was better than a group for governing the Commonality, then he could govern himself on the basis of his strictly personal desires and goals without giving priority to the goals of his society?


  “Don’t forget, Radge, that man is by nature selfish, that self-interest is his strongest drive. That’s a necessity for individual survival. Concern for the well-being of the society of which he is a member is also present, but it is less urgent and often must be aroused by the blandishments of others. His morale, as a team member, must be encouraged by reasoned explanation and pep talks.


  “Certainly that morale would be dampened,” she concluded, “if he saw the highest echelon of his team giving way to what the ancients called a ‘personality cult’. It would be an invitation to him to pamper his own personality. Thus, we cannot allow the slightest taint of such a cult to enter this chamber.”


  Morimet glanced around to see if anyone else wanted to get some licks in before he replied.


  Then he said, “Such a taint is already present here. I refer, of course, to myself. Any average citizen with an eccentricity such as mine would have been dragged to a psych-releaser long ago, but I, it seems, am a specially respected person. However, that’s a rather quibbling point.


  “I don’t propose that this Board abdicate, but merely streamline itself. I say that decisions which require speed in the making—mainly those involving strategic and tactical matters—be left entirely to one person.”


  “Meaning practically every issue of importance that comes before this Board,” growled Domler. “You’re proposing more than a mere manager.”


  Morimet continued, “The Board would constantly review the actions of this top man, the one we can call the Executive, but would have no authority to interfere with those actions. The Board’s chief authority would be the power to dismiss the Executive when, and if, it found him unsatisfactory. Thus, the Board would remain supreme, essentially, and the Executive would be its tool.”


  The chamber was silent for a moment after he finished. Farsit fidgeted and said, “The concept of delegation of authority is an old one—”


  “I don’t claim originality in this,” said Morimet. “It is an old idea, and a workable one.”


  “For the sake of discussion,” said Farsit, “how would this Executive be selected?”


  “From our own membership,” replied Morimet. “It would be a simple matter to ask the secretary to review the deliberations of this Board over the past five years and identify the member whose stands have proven correct more often than any other member’s. That would be our man, or our woman as the case may be.”


  Another silence followed.


  Suddenly Grayme snapped, “We’re getting way off base here! The whole idea is unacceptable in principle! What good can be served by going into its details?”


  Morimet looked at her. “I’m inclined to agree, concerning the principle,” he said, “but more than a principle is at stake here. The war itself is threatened! That’s a matter of urgent practical concern. We have to act!”


  “Very well, on a practical level,” retorted Grayme, “the conduct of the war requires continuity. It has lasted for over four centuries, and may be needed at least that long in the future. But your suggestion would produce a break in continuity at the end of an Executive’s life. That’s another weakness of the ‘personality cult’. When the personality is gone, collapse tends to follow. At best, this would be sporadic, cyclical leadership . . .


  “I grant that,” Morimet replied testily. “Maintaining continuity will be a problem for future Boards. But the immediate need is to maintain the war in our time. Without it each citizen would, as you remarked yourself, make a cult out of his own personality. The deadly somnolence we’ve witnessed in the warless Halstayne Independency would overtake us all. What do you want for your grandchildren, Grayme, a slightly compromised econo-war, as I propose, or no war at all?”


  She blinked, registering shock. Farsit spoke up. “Chairman, I ask that the secretary be queried as Morimet suggested, with the understanding that this request won’t commit me to his proposal.”


  Domler nodded and pressed a button to put the computer secretary in the Board table into action. A moment later slips of paper were fed out of slots in front of each member’s seat.


  Grayme read hers and laughed dryly. “Were you counting on this, Radge?”


  Morimet wadded his slip angrily and threw it on the table. “I decline to accept the position,” he said flatly.


  Domler remarked, “Maybe we should drag you to a psych-releaser! This was your proposal, yet when you are chosen by criteria you yourself specified—”


  “It’s my age, damn it!” Morimet bawled in annoyance that for an instant broke through his vengeance pattern. “When I said maintain the war in our time, I meant more than the next ten or fifteen years! We need a younger person for the Executive!”


  Farsit nodded slowly. He glanced at his slip of paper again. “The numerical scores of the rest of us are closely clustered, well below your own, Morimet. I’m in second place, but by too slight a margin to mean much. If your age rules you out, and I agree that it should, then our choice of a candidate is not obvious to me.”


  “Well, I don’t insist that the Executive be one of us,” said Morimet. “I’m willing to go along with whatever modifications of my proposal you consider realistic.” He hesitated, then added, “In fact, I know of a young man, a recent infiltration casualty, who might make an excellent candidate, although his motivation is rather shot at this moment.”


  “Who’s that?”


  “His name is Glan Combrit.”


  “Oh, yes,” nodded Farsit, “Combrit. A brilliant record. He was one of your junior execs when you were an active corporate raider, wasn’t he?”


  “He was more than that,” said Morimet. “He wound up running the whole Exchange end of my operation. Since then he’s had a varied and highly successful career, most recently as an industrial espionage agent on several Lontastan planets. And it wasn’t a slip on his part that has him out of action now. Even after the Lontastans got wise to him, it’s to his credit that he managed to elude their goon squads and get home with a reasonably whole skin. He knows the econo-war, and he’s a gifted strategist who can play it by the book or come up with creative solutions of his own. He’s in recuperation on Earth right now. I visited him there a couple of weeks ago.”


  “I protest this discussion, Chairman!” Grayme complained loudly. “It is premature! Nothing has been decided!”


  “Sustained,” said Domler. “The discussion unjustifiably presumes a favorable decision on Morimet’s proposal.”


  Morimet rose from his chair, his vengeance pattern slam-slamming harder than usual. “You have my proposal,” he snorted, “and my arguments in its favor. I’m going home, and let you haggle over it as long-windedly as you like. Maybe you can do that better without my emo present to distract you!”


  He whirled and stalked from the chamber. Once alone, he permitted himself a small grin.


  Outside the building, Morimet glanced up with an old man’s caution for obstacles in his path. The sky was blue and empty. He activated his transport implants and soared upward, on semi-inert mode and propelled by repulsor field.


  His home, on the other side of the planet, could have been reached most quickly by lifting totally out of the atmosphere, making three right-angle minimal warps, and then descending. But he was in no hurry. He had nothing to do at home but await word of the Board’s decision, and he suspected the decision was hours away.


  Besides, he was skittish about warping in the vicinity of a planet. There was too much gas, even ten thousand miles above the atmosphere proper, for warping to be totally safe. That was how he had got stuck in his vengeance fixation. Warp did not take a man out of prime-field space, only out of matter-energy-time space. And every particle of gas carried its share of prime-field—and a man’s mind was itself a patterned, durable prime-field matrix. A man who warped through a too dense wisp of gas could have his mind knocked right out of his body . . . knocked out at a velocity several times the speed of light.


  The trauma of such an experience wasn’t mild. The disassociation of mind and body was not bad in itself; in fact, that was a rather useless trick most any sane adult could do at will for amusement. And whether knocked out in warp or wittingly sent wandering, the mind matrix snapped back into place, as if from the end of a taut rubber band, as soon as it was permitted to do so.


  The damaging factor about warp knock-out was the sheer speed with which it happened, the sudden recognition by both mind and body of the presence of relative motion of a magnitude both found innately “abnormal”. And worse, this superlight motion was separating them.


  In more respects than one, the experience was more traumatic than death itself. It was, in fact, one of the few types of trauma that a sane adult could not break without the help of a psych-releaser.


  Thus it had happened several years ago that Radge Morimet, indulging himself in a moment of vengeful anger after a minor econo-war setback, had warped toward his headquarters planet . . . and had cut it too close. He had come out of warp in the stratosphere—that is, his body had—while his mind matrix had been knocked away by the outermost fringes of the ionosphere. The ionosphere was no mere wisp of gas; its prime-field was solid. It had stopped his mind matrix cold.


  Reassociation took place in far less than a second, but not before the mind matrix was fixed by shock in the vengeance pattern it was holding at the instant of knock-out.


  But, as Morimet had quickly realized, a touch of unsanity had its usefulness, to a man in a position to get away with it. It wasn’t pleasant or comfortable, either to himself or to others, but for purposes of fighting a war his particular fixation had advantages over sweet reasonableness. It kept his mind on his job, for one thing. Probably it accounted in large part for his “rightness” score being higher than those of the other Board members.


  He took his time going home, riding his repulsor field through the upper stratosphere. It was nearly an hour later before he dropped down on his estate. The local time was about 4:00 a.m., and his house, lawns, gardens and forest were dark and dewy damp.


  Still, he lingered outside. There was no one in the house, his wife having “gone visiting” more or less permanently after he acquired his fixation—which was understandable. After all, what kind of companionship could a woman have with a man whose emo-pattern blocked communication?


  Morimet blinked on his infrared vision and puttered about in his wife’s flower garden until the call came from the Board.


  “Morimet?” Domler’s voice sounded in his right ear.


  “Yes?”


  “We’ve decided in favor of your proposal. It was unanimous except for one abstention.”


  Morimet grinned. “Grayme?” he asked.


  “That’s correct,” the woman replied for herself.


  Domler continued, “We’ve also studied the profiles of the young man you mentioned, Glan Combrit. He appears to be a suitable candidate, except for the motivation factor you mentioned. Possibly that lack can be remedied by an indoctrination course, which Grayme could conduct . . .”


  Morimet straightened up from the flower he had been admiring and walked toward the house. He chortled. “Glan’s been around too much to be more than mildly affected by a pep talk. Don’t his profiles show that?”


  “They suggest it,” Domler replied. “However, we’ve agreed that a mild improvement in his motivation will be sufficient. An Executive who was too hard-driving would tend to aggravate the ‘personality cult’ problem and—”


  “I disagree,” Morimet interrupted. “High motivation is essential in that job. Consider my own example. I’m no brighter than many of the Board members, so why did I have the highest rightness score?” Nobody replied, so he hammered his point: “Why have you tolerated my eccentricity? Didn’t you do so out of tacit recognition that it was making me exceptionally useful to the Commonality?”


  Another silence. Then Grayme snapped angrily, “Radge Morimet, if you are suggesting what I think you are . . .!”


  “I’m suggesting that now’s the time to do things that just aren’t done!” he retorted sharply. “We have a war to keep going, damn it! But if it will make you feel better, Grayme, I’m not suggesting that a fixation be installed in Glan Combrit without his knowledge and willing consent.”


  “To intentionally render a man unsane!” she yelped.


  “Oh, don’t get so appalled,” he chided. “You happily supervise the indoctrination programs that direct the thinking, to a degree, of billions of individuals. I’m proposing to direct the thinking, to a somewhat greater degree, of just one man.”


  Farsit’s voice sounded in his ear: “What would be the content of the fixation?”


  “Oh, something to the effect that Combrit desired most urgently to be on the winning side in the war.”


  “The winning side?” protested Domler. “But we don’t want to win the war! That would be almost as bad as losing it!”


  “Of course,” Morimet agreed. “But the Executive should be trying to win. We can safely trust the Lontastans and their Monte creature to see that he doesn’t succeed. And bear in mind that this wouldn’t be a hate-the-enemy fixation, such as mine, that would put Combrit out of emo-communication. It would simply focus his drives along channels which are desirable in his job.”


  After a pause, Domler said lamely, “This will require some discussion.”


  “Call me back,” said Morimet shortly, flexing his ear to break the connection. He went into the house and prepared himself a supper.


  Five days later he was sitting on a patio on top of a forested Asian hill, gazing out over the Sol-brightened Pacific while sipping a drink and chatting with Glan Combrit.


  “I imagine that the decisive point for the Board,” he told the younger man, “was that score the secretary came up with. If my stand had been correct so often in the past, they’re betting it is this time.”


  Combrit said slowly, “I accept the position, of course—and the condition attached.”


  “Good!” approved Morimet, seizing Combrit’s hand for a firm shake. “I assured the Board you would. But there’s one thing, Glan, I want you to face with your eyes open.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You’re not going to be a happy man. I’m speaking as one who knows. A fixation is no fun to live with in the best of circumstances. And yours will, of necessity, cause you many frustrations, since it will demand winning. Even if you’re effective beyond my wildest dreams, the most we can hope for is to bring the war back to even terms.”


  Combrit nodded. “O.K. I’ll know to expect that. It is something I won’t like, but I can live with it. After all, back in the days when this planet we’re on was all man had, the entire race was loaded with neuroses beyond count, and they managed to survive it.”


  “Yeah, but they didn’t know anything better,” grumped Morimet. “Well, if your life-support is all in order, let’s get off our duffs and warp for the capital. The sooner you’re on the job, the sooner we’ll stop losing this war!”


  Combrit stood up. “Right. But don’t expect too much. That creature Monte is more than a communications network. If we succeed in putting real pressure on the Lontastans, they might well respond by assigning duties to Monte similar to those you’re giving me. And let’s face it . . . my brain must compare to Monte’s the same way an implant computer compares to that desk job in the Board chamber.”


  “Well, we’ll see,” replied Morimet, pleased that Combrit had recognized that key point in the situation without prompting.


  Within weeks after assuming the duties of Executive, Combrit began stemming the tide of Lontastan victory. This was most immediately evident in Trade Credit Flow statistics, which had been running in high negative figures for the Primgran Commonality for two decades. Before the end of a standard year, Combrit’s fast and effective trade moves had brought the TCF down to within a trillion dollars of parity.


  And in one memorable trading day on the Open World of Exchange, the Primgranese General Stock average soared twenty-nine percent—and on low-volume turnover. Obviously, this unprecedented gain was not due to a flood of raid-buying by Lontastan adherents, but to a sudden decline in selling decisions by Primgranese holders. On that same day the more vulnerable Primgranese Frontals ran up a forty percent gain, also on low volume.


  The formerly depressed Primgranese stocks were now safely priced and no longer inviting to potential raid-buying.


  Then, having brought the econo-war back to even terms, Combrit began swinging it in the Commonality’s favor.


  He was jubilant, as were all members of the High Board of Trade, except Morimet. The old man took praise for the success of his proposal more grumpily than gracefully. It was evident to him, as well as to some of his associates, that his fixation was getting him down.


  “Get rid of it, Radge,” Grayme urged him after one of the in-person Board sessions. “Perhaps it served a useful function for a while, but we have Combrit now. Living in unsanity is too far beyond the call of duty. Let go of it!”


  Morimet grimaced unhappily. “Not yet,” he replied. “Perhaps soon . . . but . . . well, not yet.” He turned and hurried away.


  Combrit had heard the exchange, and walked up to the woman. “I think he means to hang on until he sees what the Lontastans will try to do to counter our successes,” he told her.


  “That’s needless!” she complained. “You’ve demonstrated that you can handle any response of the enemy with more effectiveness than Radge possibly could.”


  “He obviously doesn’t see it that way,” Combrit replied.


  Grayme shrugged. “Who knows how that man sees anything? That constant slam-slam-slam shuts him off from everybody.”


  Combrit nodded. “I’m glad my own fixation involves nothing like that. Fact is, I’m quite comfortable with it. But for him, that trauma must be like a painful wound on an otherwise healthy and alert body . . . not bad enough to dull the alertness and thus deaden the pain for him. It has to be a torture to live with, simply because it stands alone and can’t be ignored.”


  “I’m glad your fixation has worked out so well,” Grayme said. “I opposed it, and I’m glad I’ve been proven wrong.”


  Then within days the situation changed again.


  In a stunningly brilliant series of market maneuvers, Lontastan raiders seized majority control of Midgard Starstream, a pivotal holding corporation on the Primgranese Frontal list that had territorial as well as industrial significance. It had been firmly in Primgranese hands for more than a century and a half.


  Combrit’s report to the High Board concluded grimly:


  “The Lontastan Council of Commerce, presumably with reluctance similar to this Board’s in establishing the position of Executive, appears to have responded in kind. I assume from the efficiency of the Midgard Starstream raid that the creature Monte was selected the Lontastan ‘Executive’. For sheer mass of brainpower, Monte obviously outclasses any human, or any presently conceivable artificial mental construct.


  “Two positive factors should apply, however. First, the Lontastan Federation may employ Monte with restraint, disliking—as would we—relinquishment of a human conflict to nonhuman control. Second, Monte lacks man’s heritage of combativeness. This, plus the special preparation I was given for my present duties, should leave us with a definite motivational edge.”


  Domler messaged Morimet: “Damn it, Radge, a lot of good motivation is going to do us when that Monte monster can outscheme a dozen Combrits. They can murder us!”


  Morimet snorted. “Don’t bet on it! One positive factor both you and Combrit seem to be missing is that we hold the creative initiative.”


  “What creative initiative?”


  “They’re copying us, we’re not copying them. We establish an Executive, then they imitate our action. Before that, we came up with emo-monitor implants, and they followed suit as soon as they could develop the gadget for themselves. One edge that gives us—among several—is that it makes the Lontastans tend to hold back, to guard themselves against whatever unexpected initiative we may hit them with next.”


  “All right, I’m not saying the econo-war’s lost,” Domler said, “but I am saying that adoption of your Executive scheme hasn’t gained us a thing, at best, and for the moment at any rate it’s proving costly.”


  “So it is,” Morimet replied agreeably, “but let’s wait and see how it goes for a while.”


  “Morimet, are you withholding information from the Board?” the Chairman asked suspiciously.


  “Nothing is being withheld,” growled Morimet. “As for certain opinions and expectations I might entertain, based on data known to all of you, those are my business until I care to express them.”


  Domler broke off communication brusquely.


  The war continued to go discouragingly for the Primgran Commonality. There were no further coups of the scope of the Midgard Starstream seizure, but almost every action wound up favorably for Lontasta. When the enemy did not achieve a small victory, at least victory was denied the industrialists of Primgran.


  At last Morimet paid a visit to Combrit’s office, Executive Control. He stood in the middle of the room, staring about critically at the sumcom consoles, the Executive’s three immediate assistants, and at Combrit himself. Judging from the man’s strained appearance, and by the presence of a cot in a corner of the room, Combrit had been living in his office day and night.


  “You’re pushing yourself too hard, Glan,” he said.


  Combrit laughed wryly. “Monte’s doing the pushing, Radge, not me! What a brain that creature’s got! And evidently he never sleeps. I have to stay on my toes constantly, and . . . and”—he slumped his shoulders—“well . . . we’re still losing.”


  Morimet had observed Combrit’s emotions closely while he spoke. Frustration was heavy. Events were running counter to the demand of Combrit’s fixation. And there was a definite flicker of admiration when he mentioned Monte.


  “O.K.,” Morimet replied. “The solution is to not let him keep pushing you. You’re not glued to this office, Glan! Your assistants know standard economic strategics and tactics and can hold the fort. Get away from these clattering consoles a while, where you can think.”


  Combrit frowned. “I’d better stick around . . . never know when something urgent will come up.”


  “But what are communications for!” snapped Morimet. “You can stay in touch wherever you go. Look, Glan, I’ve lived with a fixation a hell of a lot longer than you have, and I’ve learned some tricks about dealing with one. And I say get out of here! Warp to Earth for a few days, or even a week. Appease that urge to be on the winning side by hauling a few game fish out of the ocean. Or conquer a couple of mountains by climbing them on foot with all your life-support systems off.”


  Combrit showed annoyance. “You don’t really think such stunts would distract me for a single minute from the hard and plain fact that I’m not on the winning side, do you?”


  “Well, maybe not. But I have a suggestion to deal with that. Get your fixation deintensified while you’re taking your break. A psych-releaser can do that for you. Then it can be reestablished when you return—”


  Thoroughly goaded, Combrit flushed and shouted, “I don’t want it deintensified! I want to win!” He whirled away, and quickly calmed down. When he faced Morimet again he was registering surprised concern. “That was quite an outburst, wasn’t it?” he chuckled sorely. “Which proves you’re right, and I have let this job get me on a thin edge. I’ll take a few days off and go to Earth.”


  “Fine!” Morimet approved. “I think you’ll find you’ll feel better, and some quiet thinking might produce some useful answers for you as well.”


  The next day at his home Morimet was informed that the Executive had warped for Earth for a few days of relaxation. “About time,” he grunted.


  He settled down to wait. The trip from the capital planet to Earth took fifty-three hours—long enough for him to do a lot of floor-pacing if he allowed himself to become impatient, but also long enough for Combrit to think through his position and discover the answer to his problem.


  But would Combrit do it? Morimet messaged his wife. “I might go to a psych-releaser in a day or two,” he told her.


  “You might? I hope you do, Radge,” she replied. “Let me know.”


  “I will.”


  He managed to hold off fifty-five hours before attempting to message Combrit. There was no response. He messaged Earth Arrivals Control.


  “I’m trying to contact Executive Glan Combrit,” he said to the officer in charge. “He must have passed through Arrivals two hours ago. Do you know where he is?”


  “Executive Combrit hasn’t arrived here, Director Morimet,” the officer replied with a touch of alarm. “I’ll see what I can learn and call you back.”


  Morimet grinned. “Thank you.”


  Then he messaged a psych-releaser and made an appointment.


  Four days passed before it was known for a fact that Glan Combrit had defected to the enemy, and was even then in Lontastan territory.


  The Board met in emergency session, and Morimet arrived late again. The others noticed, but were too preoccupied to comment upon, the absence of his fixation.


  Without preamble, Domler said, “Morimet, this Board isn’t trying to shift responsibility for what’s happened, but the fact is that you were the key figure in this disaster from the beginning. You proposed establishment of an Executive, you named the man for the job, you suggested and later structured the fixation installed in him.”


  “And he’s feeling pleased with himself!” observed Grayme, staring at Morimet. “You didn’t plan for this, too, did you?”


  Morimet nodded. “This was the final act of my scheme,” he admitted comfortably. “I’ll resign from the Board but I’d like to be sure a new Executive is properly prepared and on the job.”


  “A new one?” muttered Domler. “After what happened to the old one?”


  “The next time,” said Morimet, “the fixation must be worded differently. The Executive must be locked to the purpose of producing victory for Primgran, specifically, not simply to be on ‘the winning side’ as Combrit’s fixation was phrased.”


  “Then it was the wording of Combrit’s fixation,” said Farsit, “wording you selected, that drove him into the enemy camp.”


  “Yes. He saw no hope for being on the winning side with us,” said Morimet, “but with the Lontastans, and most of all with Monte, he expected his fixation could be satisfied.”


  The other members gazed at him, emoting stunned incomprehension.


  Grayme demanded at last in a cold voice, “Morimet, was your vengeance desire directed at us rather than the Lontastan Federation?”


  He chuckled. “Of course not! I wanted to injure the enemy, and that’s what I’ve done.”


  “By giving them our key man?” exploded Domler.


  “Right,” Morimet nodded, “our key man, and one they will be slow to learn is worse than useless to them, provided what’s said in this chamber today isn’t allowed to go further.”


  He leaned back in his chair and smiled at the others. “How well would a football team play with two quarterbacks calling signals at once?” he asked.


  “Oh, I see,” said Farsit, puckering his brow. “Or I see what you tried to do. I don’t think it’ll work that way.”


  “You don’t? Consider these points: First, the Lontastans have grown accustomed to copying our initiatives, to taking our ideas and using them against us. They know that Combrit is good, almost as good as their creature Monte, as he demonstrated by holding them to limited victories. Second, they have the same misgivings we would have about looking to a nonhuman for leadership in a purely human fight. They would prefer to limit Monte’s role to that of a super-communication system.


  “However, they would be as reluctant as you were about rendering a man unsane by installing a fixation in him. Since they had Monte, they could avoid that while not only following our lead but going us one better. They had misgivings about elevating Monte, and they still have them even though Monte has proven himself a winner.


  “But now they also have Combrit, already handily fixated for them, with a motivation that will make him loyal to what he considers the winning side. Don’t think they won’t use him, friends! They will!


  “On the other hand, they won’t retract all the authority they’ve given Monte. He’s proven too successful for them to do that. They will try to make an Executive team out of the two of them, which is a very promising-sounding idea, you’ll agree.”


  “Damn right, I agree!” growled Domler. “Entirely too promising! It’ll probably work! Monte’s supermentality and Combrit’s motivation and fighting heritage—”


  “Very promising-sounding,” Morimet repeated with self-satisfaction, “and very much in keeping with the concept of maintaining teamwork at all levels.” He hesitated and peered expectantly at the others.


  Grayme caught on first. “A committee!” she exclaimed. “Monte and Combrit will be a committee!”


  “Right!” approved Morimet. “It only takes two to make a committee, at which point the long gab-sessions begin! Even with one member of the committee a telepath, it will take time to reach a meeting of minds and make a decision. Monte and Combrit will have the same problems directing the conduct of the Lontastan effort that our Board had before we picked an Executive.”


  “But how long will it last?” asked Farsit. “Won’t they catch on?”


  “Maybe, but I doubt it. They prefer teamwork, for one thing, just as we do, and won’t want to catch on. Also, the idea of one man in charge was copied from us, and it is much easier to neglect, or forget, the basic philosophy behind a borrowed idea than one you work out yourself. The Lontastans won’t be as dedicated to the single Executive principle as I hope this Board will remain.”


  “But when Combrit discovers he isn’t on the winning side after all—” Grayme began.


  “He’ll rationalize his way through that problem,” said Morimet. “Read the wording of his fixation, Grayme, with careful attention to tenses. He’s on the winning side now, and he knows it. What happens from now on can be explained away to his satisfaction.”


  “Well!” exclaimed Domler. “If all this works out as you expect, Morimet, woe to the Lontastans!”


  Morimet smiled and pulled a sheaf of paper from his belt pouch. “That’s why I mentioned retiring from the Board. I’ve got my licks in, and you shouldn’t need me any more.”


  “Radge,” asked Grayme softly, “why did you hide behind that vengeance pattern all these years? Did you think we would refuse to go along with you if we knew all the details of your scheme?”


  “Partly that. But mostly,” Morimet hesitated, his pattern showing a flick of resolved self-distaste. “Mostly, though, it was because I needed a touch of unsanity to go through with it. Combrit was a friend of mine.”


  He straightened and tossed his papers on the table. “Here are my recommendations concerning the new Executive, and my resignation. My wife’s at home rearranging the whole flower garden. I’d better get back there and either stop her if I can, or help her if I can’t.”


  “But look here,” broke in Domler, “your scheme is no lasting answer, even if it works for a time. At the best, it can’t outlast Combrit!”


  Morimet shrugged. “I know, but it gives us war in our time, and that’s the best any generation can expect to do. What happens later will be another generation’s problem.”


  He turned and walked jauntily out of the chamber.


  THE CHOICE


  Keith Laumer


  For a second or two, when the red ALERT light started flashing, I didn’t know what it meant; then I saw the crinkly lines wiggling across the counterscope and I knew that something out there was giving off patterned radiation. Considering the fact that we were nine hundred million miles out from Earth in unexplored space, that was kind of a surprise. My first impulse was to switch on the transmitter and give whatever it was a hail—but Commander Ironblood was awake when he shouldn’t have been. In two of those snappy military steps he was beside me, elbowing me out of the comm seat and pushing buttons with both hands. He was a big, thick man with quarter-inch gray stubble across his skull, and barbed wire for nerves.


  “Mr. Barker,” he spat me as if I wasn’t there, “duty station, if you please. Power off. Observe total radiation silence.” I wish I could say he yelled, but he sounded just as iceberg-cool as he had back at Sands, the day he told me the personnel computer had picked me out of the reserve files as third man on the Neptune Probe.


  “I didn’t ask to have an untrained, unqualified civilian aboard my command,” he had told me, “but since you’re assigned, you’ll conduct yourself as a SpArm officer. The first thing you’ll do is get a haircut—and get rid of that vacuous smile. Space is a serious business.”


  I stopped smiling, all right, as soon as I got my first look at the ship, all gray paint and DO and DON’T signs.


  “You mean I’m going to spend a year and a half cooped up in this oversized phone booth?” I yelped.


  Barker, the Number Two, had grinned at me out of the corner of his mouth. He had one of those scraped-bone faces, plastered over with freckles.


  “What did you expect, Goodlark,” he asked, “the Imperial suite, complete with gold doorknobs, silk sheets, and breakfast in bed?”


  “Sure,” I said. “Why not? Exploring the planets ought to be a groove. Why come on like a bunch of monks? Why not have a little fun while we’re at it?”


  He was grinning the same grin now; I guess he read my expression.


  “Still looking for kicks, Goodlark?”


  “Why the creep routine?” I countered. “Why don’t we get excited and yell and wave or something?”


  “That’s not the SpArm tradition, boy. No sissy stuff for us. We mean business.”


  “I always thought seeing Barsoom up close would be a gas,” I said. “But all we gave it was a dirty look. How did we ever get started with this by-the-numbers jazz? Where’s all the music and laughter gone?”


  “Are you kidding?” Barker looked shocked. “At two point seven billion bucks a shot, you better not be caught laughing.”


  Just then the main fore DV screen picked up something. Ironblood switched it up to high mag. The image jumped at us.


  “Holy leaping Mehitable,” Barker said. “Would you look at that!”


  It was something to look at: like the insides of a satellite radar station, but without the station. Big—no telling how big against all that blackness—and complicated, glittering all over with lights and shiny planes and tubes, and things that moved in long, slow strokes like mechanical arms. It hung there, looking at us. It was alert, aware—but not alive. Somehow you could tell that, just looking at it. It got bigger fast.


  “That’s nothing our boys ever built,” Barker said. “Ye gods, Cap’n—that thing’s alien!”


  “We’re closing rapidly,” Ironblood said with no visible emotion. “Recommendations, Mr. Barker?”


  “Let’s arm our missiles and get a look at the whites of their eyes,” Barker said in clipped tones.


  “Captain Ironblood,” I said, “I have a better suggestion: let’s turn on our nav lights and blink out a greeting. Maybe an eight-bar rhythm. They might dig that better than the pussyfoot routine—”


  He gave me a look like a jab with a sharp stick.


  “SpArm isn’t paying our salaries to play astrohippy on NASA time,” he barked. That was as far as he got before there was a sharp bleep! and the walls dissolved around us like a switched-off solido.


  We were still strapped into our acceleration couches, but now they were sitting in the middle of a little white-walled room about the size of a dentist’s surgery, and with that same feeling of something painful about to happen.


  “Great galloping giraffes!” Barker said. “The ship’s gone! Dissolved around our ears like . . . like—”


  “Like a solido projection switching off,” the captain said. “Stand fast.” He unstrapped and prowled the room, feeling of the walls.


  “They’re real enough,” he said. “It appears, gentlemen, that we’ve been made captive.” He faced the two of us. “It’s pretty plain that we’re in the hands of a nonhuman intelligence of a high technical competence. I don’t need to remind you that from this point on, our actions will determine their impressions of the human race. Whatever happens, we must show no signs of weakness or uncertainty. We’ll present a united façade of defiance and dare them to do their worst.”


  “B-but what if they’re friendly?” I asked.


  Ironblood jerked a thumb at the walls that enclosed us. “Does this look friendly?”


  “Where are they hiding?” Barker blurted. “Why don’t they come out and fight like men?”


  There was a loud click! from somewhere, and he whirled, fists cocked.


  “Welcome aboard, gentlemen,” a smooth voice said. “Please remain calm. You have been randomly selected for stat analysis, and are herewith designated specimens A, B, and C. If you’re ready, testing can commence at once.”


  There were a few seconds of a silence as heavy as wet underwear. Then Ironblood spoke up:


  “Who are you?” he called. “Where are you?”


  “I’m all about you,” the voice said. “Or, more simply stated, you are inside me.”


  “You mean we’ve been eaten?” Barker yapped.


  “Not precisely, since I don’t eat. I am a mere artifact, an information gathering device dispatched by the Galactic authorities on a routine sweep of the sector.”


  “Galactic authorities, eh?” Ironblood muttered. “Well, now we know who the enemy is. I suppose their espionage apparatus has been spying on us for years, monitoring our radio broadcasts, waiting for this opportunity. But they’ll find SpArm personnel tough nuts to crack. Name, rank and serial number, that’s all we tell them.”


  “Listen, Captain,” I said quickly, “why don’t we mention that we bruise easily, and that, although we come from a small, backward planet, we’re pretty important to ourselves? Once they realize we’re harmless and scared—”


  “As you were, Mr. Goodlark!” Ironblood cut me off. “We’ll wait for their next move without whining. I suspect they can observe our actions, overhear our talk—perhaps even read our thoughts. We’ll, therefore, think positively. Keep your minds on SpArm regulations. Think of the Alamo and Pearl Harbor. Let them know we’re prepared to die like men!”


  “Why rush things? If we think peaceful thoughts, maybe they’ll get the idea—”


  “The idea we’re weaklings?” Ironblood barked at me.


  “That’s it!” I said. “I mean, why put on an act? Just let it all hang out. We’ll tell them we like to dance and sing; too bad SpArm regs didn’t allow me to bring my eighty-eight stringer, I could play a few cool notes for them—”


  “Dance? Sing? You’re out of your mind with terror, man! Consider yourself under arrest!”


  “What’s the point of this kamikaze approach?” I yelled. “I have plans that involve living to a ripe old age—and there’s a girl named Daisy Fields who’ll be pretty broken up if I don’t come back—”


  “Mere individuals are expendable, Goodlark, you know that—”


  “Time is of the essence, gentlemen,” the voice cut in. “We’ll have to hurry along now. I’ll fire a standard stimulus-array at you and record your response-gestalts . . .”


  “Ignore Goodlark’s responses,” Ironblood ordered the voice. “The man is a degenerate, a freak, not representative of his species. You may base your conclusions on my reactions, and those of Mr. Barker. Remember, Barker,” he added in a low tone, “Regulations! Discipline! CinC SpArm is counting on you!”


  Suddenly the floor turned to wax. As we floundered, lights flashed, red and green and blue. I was clawing my way through a fog as thick as taffy, while sounds blared, squeaked, buzzed. There was a reek of burnt feathers, synthetic rubber, a whiff of molasses, attar of roses, old socks, new leather, dead fish. I was hot, then cold. Pictures of tigers and girls and fast cars and tidal waves and pizzas and sunsets flashed through my brain. Voices yelled, whispered, things poked, rubbed, pinched, stroked me. I mustered what control I had left for a yell, and abruptly it was all gone and the white walls were back. Barker hung in his chair, looking a little pale under the freckles. Captain Ironblood’s hair was slightly rumpled and his collar was turned up on one side, but he was still holding a face like a sphinx.


  “Let them have their fun,” he rasped. “We’ll show them they can’t break us.”


  “Why not yell or something, Captain?” I managed to croak. “Maybe they think we like it.”


  “I’m warning you, Goodlark,” Ironblood snarled, “you do or say anything to disgrace the uniform, and I’ll personally throttle you! Clear?”


  “Strange, very strange,” the disembodied voice of the machine said. “They’re going to have a hard time believing some of this back at Galactic Center. Still, I suppose it takes all kinds of life forms to make a Universe. Now, gentlemen, Galactic policy requires that all testees be fully compensated for any inconvenience I may have caused. Accordingly, I’m prepared to render my assistance to you in the achievement of your personal goals. My facilities are limited, of course, but I can offer you a degree of choice in the matter—”


  “You mean—you’ve already completed your evaluation?” Ironblood took a deep breath and straightened his collar.


  “Chins up, men,” he murmured. “We’ll soon be on our way.” He cleared his throat.


  “Ah, before we go,” he called, “I wonder if you’d mind telling us how we measured up—just as a matter of curiosity?”


  “Why, you reacted as you must, what else? But now, on to the final question: Specimen A, how would you prefer to die: by hanging, drowning, or fire?”


  “It’s no more than I expected from the beginning,” Ironblood said, looking a little pale around the jaws but still holding his cool.


  “Cap’n, tell ‘em they can’t do this—” Barker started.


  “I’ll not beg for quarter.”


  “I guess it figures,” Barker said. “It can’t complete its report until it sees one of us die. Well, I guess you’ll show ‘em, Cap’n—”


  “Stop chattering, you fool,” Ironblood said. “I have a decision to make. I’ll discount hanging at once. It has a felonious connotation I don’t care for.”


  “I don’t know, Cap’n,” Barker said judiciously. “They say it’s pretty humane. I mean the neck snaps, zop, like that, and it’s all over—unless the drop is too short and you choke to death,” he added doubtfully.


  “I’ve never cared much for the idea of drowning,” Ironblood said. “On the other hand, death by fire is reported to be rather uncomfortable too, for that matter.”


  “Boy, I’ve really got to admire the way you’re taking it, Cap’n,” Barker said.


  “I seem to recall that if you inhale the flames, you scorch the bronchi, bringing instant death,” Ironblood said hopefully.


  “Hey, neat,” Barker said. “I’ll remember that.”


  “Good luck, Mr. Barker.” Ironblood thrust out his hand and they gave each other the Grip, their Academy rings glinting in the glow from the walls. Ironblood looked at me.


  “You’re a civilian, Goodlark,” he said, “but I expect you to follow Lieutenant Commander Barker’s orders as if they were my own.” He looked up at the ceiling.


  “All right, fire it is,” he said. “I’m ready.”


  There was a sharp hissing sound, and suddenly there was a heap of faggots half as big as a haystack, and Ironblood strapped to a stake in the middle. Smoke whiffed up, and then red flames flickered and grew and in five seconds the whole thing was blazing away. I got a last glimpse of Ironblood standing at attention in the middle of the bonfire, and then the smoke and flames covered him.


  “He went out like a man,” Barker said. “He gave himself to save us, and never whimpered.”


  A brisk draft had carried the last of the smoke away. There wasn’t even a singed spot on the floor to show where the captain had made his exit.


  “All right, you’ve had your fun,” Barker said to the room. “Now how about putting us back aboard our vessel so we can get on with the mission?”


  “Unfortunately,” the voice stated, “your ship has been disassociated into its component atoms, in much the same manner as has Specimen A.”


  “You destroyed our ship?” Barker yelled.


  “It could be reconstituted, of course, if needed,” the voice said. “But to what end? I have a question for you to answer, remember?”


  “Huh? You mean—the captain’s sacrifice was for nothing? You’re going to offer me the same lousy choice he had?”


  “You disapprove of the alternatives offered?”


  “I sure as hell do!”


  “In that case, B, you may select your preference from among the following: shooting, stabbing, or garroting.”


  Barker gave me his favorite crooked grin. “Well, Goodlark, it looks like the end of the trail for me. But don’t feel bad. I guess your turn comes next.”


  “Listen, Barker,” I said, feeling kind of cold-sweaty and hot at the same time. “Why take it like a bunch of zombies? Why don’t we do what comes naturally and kick and scream and beg for mercy or something?”


  Barker showed me a large, knuckly fist. “You let the cap’n down and I’ll beat your skull in.”


  “What I mean is, I don’t like those choices at all, frankly. Do we have to just sit here?”


  Barker’s grin got crookeder. “Forget it, kid. We’ve had it. But you’re right about one thing. I’m not sitting here and taking it like a little lamb, like the cap’n did. I’m giving them a fight.”


  “How?” I said. “Who do you fight?”


  “I dislike rushing you, but I’m a hundred and three years behind schedule already,” the voice said. “Your choice, please, Specimen B.”


  “Shooting, stabbing, or garroting,” Barker mused. “A bullet is an easy out, assuming the hit man knows his job. Stabbing: slower, unless the knife gets to just the right spot—and messy. Garroting, now—that’s the lousiest way to go yet. But at least there’s something to get hold of. Yeah. I’ll go the rope route.”


  Barker clenched his fists, half crouched, and tried to watch in every direction at once. He almost made it—except that the noose dropped from straight above, whipped around his neck like a snake, and snapped tight before he could make a move. His tongue poked out, and his eyeballs, and something made a noise like stepping on a paper cup, and it was all over.


  And now it was my turn.


  “Specimen C, judging by B’s reaction, you, too, will desire a unique demise,” the voice said cheerfully. “Accordingly, I can offer you the following selection: death by poisoning—fast-acting, of course; anoxia; or simple heart failure. I’d have liked to widen the scope to include exhaustion, desiccation, and starvation, but they’re too time-consuming, I’m afraid.”


  I heard myself swallow. I tried to speak, but my tongue didn’t want to cooperate. I thought about the bitter taste of arsenic; I thought about not being able to breathe; I thought about sharp pains in the chest . . .


  “Well, how about it, C?” the voice said. “Name your choice.”


  “N-n-n,” I said. “None of them.”


  “Eh?” the machine said. “How’s that?”


  “None of them, blast you!” I yelled. “I don’t like any of your shortcuts to oblivion! I prefer to get there in my own way, in my own sweet time!”


  “Really?” the voice sounded shocked. “But—my study of the motivations of specimens A and B indicated that their whole lives were a pell-mell rush to destruction—theirs, and everyone else’s—”


  “Maybe so—but don’t include me in your statistics! I’m not quite as high-minded as they were.”


  “Then—what do you want?” the machine asked.


  I told it.


  “Routine, Mr. Barker,” Captain Ironblood said. “It was a simple matter of calling their bluff. Once they saw we weren’t to be intimidated by their threats, they back-tracked in a hurry.”


  “I’ve got to admit it looks that way,” Barker said. “But I’ll tell you frankly, Cap’n: when I felt that hemp cut into my neck, I never expected to wake up back here aboard ship, on course and in perfect health.”


  “The illusions were fairly graphic,” Ironblood said. “But I was quite certain, privately, that they would never go so far as to murder SpArm personnel.”


  “Well, I guess all’s well that ends well,” Barker said. “But I’d like to see the look on Headquarters’ face when they get our report.”


  I had an urge to speak up and tell them how surprised the Census machine had been when it found out SpArm regs didn’t quite cover the whole range of human aspirations, and how accommodating it had been, once it realized its mistake.


  “There’s one other thing,” I had told it after it had reconstituted the ship and fixed it up a little. “Kind of a minor point, I guess, but don’t you think you ought to reconstitute specimens A and B, too?”


  “But surely, in view of their avowed aspirational patterns, they are better off where they are.”


  “Probably; but CinC SpArm might not understand. And I wonder if you couldn’t make a few adjustments to help them adjust to the new conditions.”


  So the machine had popped them back into existence, as good as new, or maybe a little better. But it wouldn’t do any good to tell them that. They wouldn’t have believed a word of it.


  “There’s just one thing that’s a little unclear, Cap’n,” Barker was saying. “Why is it that you and I have to spend the rest of the cruise cooped up in this crummy little compartment, while Mr. Goodlark has the Imperial suite to himself, complete with a staff of ten, breakfast in bed, et cetera?”


  Ironblood frowned. “I can’t recall at the moment just why that is,” he said. “No doubt the strain of what we’ve been through has given us a little area of confusion there. Suffice it to say it’s all in accordance with SpArm regs . . . I think.”


  “It must be,” Barker said. “Otherwise, why would there be an Imperial suite aboard a three-man scout in the first place?”


  “Logical thinking, Barker,” Ironblood said.


  I didn’t wait around to hear the rest. I eased the gold-plated door shut and turned and walked across the ankle-deep carpet past the table where the evening banquet was spread out to where Daisy Fields waited for me.


  GREAT LOST DISCOVERIES


  Fredric Brown


  Invisibility


  Three great discoveries were made, and tragically lost, during the twentieth century. The first of these was the secret of invisibility.


  The secret of invisibility was discovered in 1909 by Archibald Praeter, emissary from the court of Edward VII to the court of Sultan Abd el Krim, ruler of a small state loosely allied to the Ottoman Empire.


  Praeter, an amateur but enthusiastic biologist, was injecting mice with various serums for the purpose of finding an injection which would cause mutations. When he injected his 3019th mouse, the mouse disappeared. It was still there; he could feel it in his hand, but he could not see a hair or claw on it. He put it carefully in a cage and two hours later it appeared again, unharmed.


  He experimented with increasing dosages and found that he could make a mouse invisible for up to twenty-four hours. Larger doses made it ill or torpid. He also learned that a mouse killed while invisible reappeared instantly at the moment of death.


  Realizing the importance of his discovery, he wired his resignation to England, dismissed his servants and locked himself in his quarters, and began to experiment with himself. Starting with a small injection that made him invisible for only a few minutes, he worked up until he found his tolerance was equal to that of mice; an injection that made him invisible for more than twenty-four hours also made him ill. He also found that although nothing of his body was visible, not even his dentures if he kept his lips closed, nudity was essential; clothing did not become invisible with him.


  Praeter was an honest and fairly well-to-do man, so he did not think of crime. He decided to return to England and offer his discovery to His Majesty’s government for use in espionage or war.


  But he decided first to allow himself one indulgence. He had always been curious about the closely guarded harem of the Sultan to whose court he had been attached. Why not have a close look at it from inside?


  Besides, something—some nagging thought that he couldn’t quite isolate—bothered him about his discovery. There was some circumstance under which He couldn’t get beyond that point in his mind. An experiment was definitely in order.


  He stripped and made himself invisible for the maximum period. It proved simple to walk past the armed eunuchs and enter the harem. He spent an interesting afternoon watching the fifty-odd beauties at their daytime occupation of keeping themselves beautiful, bathing and anointing their bodies with scented oils and perfumes.


  One, a Circassian, especially attracted him. It occurred to him, just as it would have occurred to any man, that if he stayed the night—perfectly safe since he would be invisible until the following noon—he could keep her in sight to learn which room she slept in and, after the lights were out, join her; she would think the Sultan was favoring her with a visit.


  He kept her in sight and noticed the room she entered. An armed eunuch took his post at the curtained doorway, others at each of the other doorways to the sleeping rooms. He waited until he was sure she would be asleep and then, at a moment when the eunuch was looking down the hall and would not see the movement of the curtain, he slipped through it. The light had been dim in the hallway; here the darkness was utter. But he groped carefully and managed to find the sleeping couch. Carefully he put out a hand and touched the sleeping woman. She screamed. (What he had not known was that the Sultan never visited the harem by night but sent for one, or sometimes several, of his wives to visit his own quarters.)


  And suddenly the eunuch who had been outside was inside and had hold of him by the arm. The last thing he thought was that he now knew the one worrisome circumstance of invisibility: it was completely useless in pitch darkness. And the last thing he heard was the swish of the scimitar.


  Invulnerability


  The second great lost discovery was the secret of invulnerability. It was discovered in 1952 by a United States Navy radar officer, Lieutenant Paul Hickendorf. The device was electronic and consisted of a small box that could be carried handily in a pocket; when a switch on the box was turned on the person carrying the device was surrounded by a force field whose strength, as far as it could be measured by Hickendorf’s excellent mathematics, was as near as matters to infinite.


  The field was also completely impervious to any degree of heat and any quantity of radiation.


  Lieutenant Hickendorf decided that a man—or a woman or a child or a dog—enclosed in that force field could withstand the explosion of a hydrogen bomb at closest range and not be injured in the slightest degree.


  No hydrogen bomb had been exploded to that time, but at the moment he completed his device, the lieutenant happened to be on a ship, cruiser class, that was steaming across the Pacific Ocean en route to an atoll called Eniwetok, and the fact had leaked out that they were to be there to assist in the first explosion of a hydrogen bomb.


  Lieutenant Hickendorf decided to get lost—to hide out on the target island and be there when the bomb went off, and also to be there unharmed after it went off, thereby demonstrating beyond all doubt that his discovery was workable, a defense against the most powerful weapon of all time.


  It proved difficult but he hid out successfully and was there, only yards away from the H-bomb—after having crept closer and closer during the countdown—when it exploded.


  His calculations had been completely correct and he was not injured in the slightest way, not scratched, not bruised, not burned.


  But Lieutenant Hickendorf had overlooked the possibility of one thing happening, and that one thing happened. He was blown off the surface of the earth with much more than escape velocity. Straight out, not even into orbit. Forty-nine days later he fell into the sun, still completely uninjured but unfortunately long since dead since the force field had carried with it enough air to last him only a few hours, and so his discovery was lost to mankind, at least for the duration of the twentieth century.


  Immortality


  The third great discovery made and lost in the twentieth century was the secret of immortality. It was the discovery of an obscure Moscow chemist named Ivan Ivanovitch Smetakovsky, in 1978. Smetakovsky left no record of how he made his discovery or of how he knew before trying it that it would work, for the simple reason that it scared him stiff, for two reasons.


  He was afraid to give it to the world, and he knew that once he had given it even to his own government the secret would eventually leak through the Curtain and cause chaos. The U.S.S.R. could handle anything, but in the more barbaric and less disciplined countries the inevitable result of an immortality drug would be a population explosion that would most assuredly lead to an attack on the enlightened Communist countries.


  And he was afraid to take it himself because he wasn’t sure he wanted to become immortal. With things as they were even in the U.S.S.R.—not to consider what they must be outside it—was it really worth while to live forever or even indefinitely?


  He compromised by neither giving it to anyone else nor taking it himself, for the time being, until he could make up his mind about it.


  Meanwhile he carried with him the only dose of the drug he had made up. It was only a minute quantity that fitted into a tiny capsule that was insoluble and could be carried in his mouth. He attached it to the side of one of his dentures, so that it rested safely between denture and cheek and he would be in no danger of swallowing it inadvertently.


  But if he should so decide at any time he could reach into his mouth, crush the capsule with a thumbnail, and become immortal.


  He so decided one day when, after coming down with lobar pneumonia and being taken to a Moscow hospital, he learned from overhearing a conversation between a doctor and nurse who erroneously thought he was asleep, that he was expected to die within a few hours.


  Fear of death proved greater than fear of immortality, whatever immortality might bring, so, as soon as the doctor and the nurse had left the room, he crushed the capsule and swallowed its contents.


  He hoped that, since death might be so imminent, the drug would work in time to save his life. It did work in time, although by the time it had taken effect he had slipped into semicoma and delirium.


  Three years later, in 1981, he was still in semi-coma and delirium, and the Russian doctors had finally diagnosed his case and ceased to be puzzled by it.


  Obviously Smetakovsky had taken some sort of immortality drug—one which they found it impossible to isolate or analyze—and it was keeping him from dying and would no doubt do so indefinitely if not forever.


  But unfortunately it had also made immortal the pneumococci in his body, the bacteria (Diplococci pneumoniae) that had caused his pneumonia in the first place and would now continue to maintain it forever. So the doctors, being realists and seeing no reason to burden themselves by giving him custodial care in perpetuity, simply buried him.


  LAND BEYOND THE LENS


  John Bloodstone


  Many things can lead a man toward destruction. For Michael Flannigan it was a song he had never heard—and a woman he could never forget!


  


CHAPTER I


  AWAKENING


  “If we hit much more of this meteor flak we’ll have to give up and go home,” said Daren, frowning at the radar scope.


  “What’s the maximum size the hull can withstand?” This was from Doctor John Deegan, the thirty-seven-year-old astro-physicist, world-renowned despite his youth. A steady, even-tempered man and reliable scholar, just the type to stand up best under the strain of the responsibility, the unknown dangers, and the very close confinement of a ship that cost more than a thousand dollars for every precious pound she carried. He sat in his bunk now, bending over a collapsible plywood writing board, taking copious notes.


  “I’d say up to a centimeter,” said Roy Gilbert. The newspapers back on Earth were referring to him at that moment as young Doctor Raymond Gilbert, physicist, rocket specialist and ballistics expert, cheerful, capable, practical—possessing a mind that was as steady as a gyroscope. “Mean velocity is enough to give any meteors over that size sufficient mass to penetrate the hull.”


  “Okay,” Deegan said. “Now, what is the mean velocity?”


  “Roughly, that of Earth’s orbital speed,” Doctor Daren replied. “About eighteen miles per second. Of course, most of them are heading sunward and we’re traveling toward the new moon, which puts the majority of them on our tail, and as we’re hitting about ten miles per second, that still gives them an eight-mile-per-second mean velocity of impact. I wish we could stay on the moon until it’s full, so that on our return trip we would enjoy the same advantage, but inasmuch as we’re allowed only seventy-two hours there, we’ll have to strike back in the face of this celestial flak, and the mean impact velocity against our hull will be about twenty-eight miles per second. This will reduce the minimum size and increase the danger of penetration. Putting it plainly, boys, I’d say we have only a slim chance of making it back at all. So far, we’ve tried not to think what would happen if a good-sized meteor hit us. Of course, radar and automatic correction helps to dodge most of the bad ones, but there are just too many meteors in outer space.”


  “It looks,” said Deegan, “as though this first trip out here is going to be the last one for at least twenty years. More vrork is going to have to be done on the meteor problem. Maybe we’ll have to conquer gravity, travel at lower speeds and develop super plating for the hulls.”


  “Whoa!” exclaimed Gilbert, flashing a smile at his companions. “For the gravity problem, tack on at least ten more years. Leave us not be visionary, chum!”


  Doctor Daren did not smile. He spoke slowly and carefully, watching each man intently. “I’d say it would be at least fifty years before another man-carrying space ship will get out here,” he said. “You forget that solar radiations and cosmic phenomena abound out here. Do you know what my instruments say?”


  Deegan and Gilbert turned slightly pale as they stared back at the older scientist. And even Flannigan looked up from the periscope to listen.


  “They say that we’ve bought a pretty expensive ticket for this trip, and that nobody else in the future is going to want to pay the same price.” Daren’s listeners knew it was costing the radiologist considerable effort to get out what he had to say.


  “What is it, Henry?” asked Gilbert.


  “Yes, we can take it!” put in Deegan.


  Flannigan only sat there at the periscope and looked at Doctor Daren in silence.


  “I want you to understand,” continued the latter, “that the instruments are not mistaken. The fact is, we’ve already been under sufficient radiation to make us completely sterile . . .”


  This was followed by a long moment of silence. Deegan had two children. He only frowned and thought of Gilbert, who had just gotten married, and Flannigan, who was engaged to Daren’s daughter Louise. Gilbert’s mouth dropped, agape in an obvious expression of chagrin, and beads of cold perspiration began to glisten on his forehead. He listened to the muffled “ping!” of tiny meteoric particles as they struck the outer surface of the ship, and he swallowed a great lump in his throat. Flannigan, however, was almost expressionless, except for a barely perceptible tightening of the muscles along his rugged jaws.


  “Any reason for continuing onward?” asked Deegan, tonelessly.


  Daren sighed, brushing kinky, gray hair from his forehead, and replied, “You know the amount of government money that’s gone into this expedition. We’re supposed to claim the moon in the name of the United Nations. That’s the principal political objective. More important still, from the scientific point of view, is my radiation research. The instruments already contain priceless information. And there is more to be gained—much more. In fact, we’ll have to send remote-controlled rockets out here later with new types of instruments to pick up new stuff I’m running across that we never knew existed in outer space, or anywhere, for that matter.”


  “There’s your answer,” said Gilbert. “Let the robot ships finish the job. I’m for going back while there’s still a slim chance!”


  “So am I,” said Deegan.


  Doctor Daren raised a quizzical eyebrow and looked at Flannigan, significantly. All three men looked at Flannigan. He was not the leader of the expedition, but he was the pilot, the only member who could handle the ship reliably when it came to take-offs and landings. He was a scientist in his own right, and likeable enough on the ground, but out here he had suddenly become as enigmatical as the multifaceted void of space itself. There was something about the space-flying Michael Flannigan that pointed him out as a marked man.


  They could not see it in his tanned and rugged face, exactly, but under an unruly mop of jet black hair, there beneath heavy, black brows, was an unusual pair of deep blue eyes. And there it could be seen. A wildness, a desperate restlessness, an almost supernatural longing for the indefinable. At times it had camouflaged itself behind a sort of silent and defiant laughter, but now, out here on the untravelled star road to Earth’s far-flung satellite, out here where the mighty Unknown assailed the sanity of the mind and breathed sheer entity into their finite, human fears, they saw that this thing in Flannigan’s eyes manifested itself in an expression of determination that defied all the agencies of Wan and Nature to thwart it.


  Flannigan grinned humorlessly as he replied to their unspoken question. “What was it Columbus said?”


  “ ‘Sail on! Sail on!’ ” quoted Deegan irritably. “But Columbus had a chance, and he was only wrestling with a few thousand miles of water. We’re tweaking the nose of Fate itself, Mike! Be reasonable! I say we turn back!”


  “That’s two votes,” said Flannigan. “What do you say, Doctor Daren?”


  “I am an old man,” replied Daren, with a sad but eloquent smile.


  “Aren’t we all!” retorted Gilbert bitterly. “Let’s go back! What are waiting for?”


  “For Michael Flannigan,” replied Deegan, and there was ice in his tone as he glared at the dark-browed Irishman.


  Now Flannigan’s jaw muscles popped out, hard and lumpy, under a day’s growth of beard. He glared at all of them, with his broad back to the control board. Large, muscular hands gripped the panel board on either side of him in an unmistakeable sign of possession. He was a powerful man, fully capable of manhandling any of them.


  “Listen to me,” he said. “The damage to us is done. We’re sterile. No kids. No family. Okay. Now we know. But we’re alive—and we’re out here. It’s a dangerous trip. We’re risking our lives every second of it. So what! Did you expect a Cook’s tour? What we’re doing is the most important thing in history, and half a century may pass before it is tried again. We’re in communication with Earth. We can tell them what we’re finding out. That information alone is worth a hundred lives. And yet we may come out of this without another scratch. So I say we’re going to the moon!”


  Doctor Daren might have been proud of his future son-in-law at that moment had he not been troubled by one curious impression. It was what the others felt, too, but could not explain: that Michael Flannigan wanted, more than anything in this life or any other life, to get to the moon, alive or half dead, with his companions or without them. One way or another, he had to get to the moon. Though why this was so they knew that even he could not have told them.


  “Michael,” said Daren, “I am the responsible leader of this expedition. Suppose I ordered you to return to Earth—now?”


  Flannigan calmly met the menacing glare of Deegan and Gilbert. “We’d go to the moon,” he answered, “and I’d risk the consequences.”


  Deegan stood up, clenching his fists. “That’s mutiny!” he shouted.


  “Not yet,” put in Daren, raising his hand for silence. “I have not given him the order to return. I merely wanted to know where we stood. The fact of the matter is, I strongly recommend that we make the attempt. Let’s continue onward.”


  Grudgingly, the two men turned back to their work. But Gilbert paused long enough to look fondly at a pinup girl on the wall beside his bunk, and his eyes grew red. It was his young wife.


  Even if he did live through this, there would be no children . . .


  Flannigan slept, for the first time since their take-off twenty-four hours before. And he dreamed, but it was not a dream that belonged to mortal man.


  He was Gur. In his veins flowed the god blood, and he was mighty when Earth was still young.


  It was Earth of eons past, before the great cataclysm. Only the beautiful little red people and the alien green men lived there then. The spiritual, fun-loving, music-loving red ones were indigenous to Earth. They were to leave their legend behind them—tales of the little folk, of fairies and leprechauns. The race of green men had come from the stars ages before and had forgotten how to traverse the void again. These were the trouble makers, the usurpers, who made live sacrifice of the red people to their cold stone gods.


  But cataclysm threatened the solar system. A large celestial body was approaching the sun, and earthquakes and deadly storms assailed the Earth. The red people and the green people turned to their gods and prayed.


  Then he had come—Gur, Bringer of the Lens. Traveling afar in his ship, he had detected the plight of Earth. He had come to its people, a giant, shining god-man of powers and an intelligence beyond their understanding.


  The sun would grow very hot, he told them. Its flames would melt the Earth and turn it into lava, and all life would be destroyed. Eons more would pass before the planet would see life again.


  So he gave the red people the Lens, and they passed into it, to that other dimension and that great, endless world within, where they would be safe from the very heart of the hottest star—for the Lens was indestructible.


  And the green men had come to Gur, laying down their bloodied weapons of war, saying to him that they would mend their ways and give the red men peace, if only Gur would permit them to live in the Land of the Lens.


  And he had agreed, saying to them that they must obey one rule only and never break it. His single rule, given to both the red men and the green men, was that there should be peace and freedom forever. In return, they would enjoy security and eternal life, there in the hidden, secret country, the Land of the Lens. If they ever disobeyed his order, he or his son or his “son’s son, in future time, would return. And he would be called—the Avenger.


  As the cataclysm struck, Gur, himself, entered the Lens, to sojourn for an eon or so with the peoples he had saved. While Earth softened, in the cauldron of celestial fire, into a wobbly ball of lava, the Lens remained inviolate, and life went on undisturbed within. Even when the changes occurring on Earth were so violent that a mighty piece of the planet flew away and became a satellite, bearing the Lens with it, the dwellers in the Land of the Lens knew it not. For there, on their two continents in the endless sea of their hidden world, life was secure and eternal.


  Some there were who were killed by accident, on-rare occasions, and infrequently a child was born, but most of the original settlers were still young when Gur prepared to leave them.


  He did not wish to leave, for he had fallen in love with the fairest of the little women, queen of the red-skinned people. And she with him. Great was her sorrow in those days when she knew that Gur’s time within the Lens was ended, and that for reasons she would never understand he had to travel onward in the Outer Emptiness, where the stars shone down on a new and flourishing Earth and on its cold and airless satellite, where lay the Lens.


  Gur left the red men in possession of one continent in that secret world and the green men in possession of the other. He reminded them again of his command regarding peace and freedom, and then he left them, to be seen no more.


  But Flannigan, in his dream, saw in the hidden land, on the continent of the red men, a vast desert, a desolate wilderness filled with an endless maze of barren ridges of bluish rock, like slate. These ridges formed unscalable walls, and anyone losing his way there would be lost forever. It was here the red men came when they had tired of twice ten thousand years or more of life. This was the Walk Alone, that led to eternal sleep. And here he saw Gur’s loved one, the saddened queen of the red ones. It was she who walked there, alone. And he heard, not in his own mind, but in Gur’s, the sound of tiny voices singing for him his own lament:


  Whither has my lost love gone?


  Altinra, she of laughter,


  She whose eyes were like the dawn


  Where night embraces day;


  She who sings no more of me,


  Who walks into Eternity,


  Taking only memory


  Of love, like blossoms, withered . . .


  Flannigan awoke with a start, to find Daren wiping his face with a small towel from the first-aid chest. Deegan and Gilbert, pale-faced and bewhiskered, were looking over his shoulder in amazement.


  “Good Lord, Michael!” exclaimed the elderly scientist. “You’re perspiring enough to dissolve! What kind of nightmare was that? You’ve been muttering and groaning to yourself for hours!”


  Flannigan sat up, staring at his companions wide-eyed, like a madman.


  “There’s more!” he cried out in desperation, thinking of the song he had heard. “There’s another part to it!”


  “To what? Your dream? What was it?”


  Flannigan shook his head to clear it. “I—I guess it was a dream,” he said. “I’m going space batty.”


  Gilbert smiled wryly. “You have company,” he said. “And we still have thirty-six hours to go!”


  


CHAPTER II


  The Bell of Urg


  After his strange, disturbing dream, Flannigan remained silent, and his companions left him alone with his thoughts—and the periscope. He spent his time observing the moon, which now looked as large as the iridescent Earth astern. He knew that the ballistics called for a landing in the southern part of Mare Serenitatis, but he also knew that that was the wrong place for him. Somewhere in that barren world—the Lens was calling. But where?


  It was late in the second day out that the meteor struck. The radar compensator could not handle the cloud they were traversing, and an iron fragment the size of a ping-pong ball neatly penetrated the hull. Air began to shriek away through two holes, one on either side of the single cabin the men occupied. But they had come prepared. Within five seconds they had rubberized emergency patches over the holes, and the internal air pressure held them in place. Spiny fingers of frost sprang into place around the patches where moisture in the air contacted the deep cold of outer space, while the battered ship hurtled soundlessly onward.


  Without saying a word, they set to work and welded small patches of sheet steel over the holes. Then Gilbert turned on Doctor Daren. His face was pasty white.


  “Let’s turn back!” he demanded. “I’ve had enough!”


  “So have I,” put in Deegan. “Let’s get out of here! There’s a lot more of this stuff out here, and you know that if we get back at all it’ll be a miracle!”


  Daren nodded in quiet assent. “We are fortunate,” he said, “that no one was cut through by that meteor. I think it is best to return. Flannigan?”


  Flannigan looked up slowly from his instruments and turned around to face them. His big hands swatted his knees with a resounding “smack!” His eyes bored into Daren’s.


  “No,” he said, in an even voice. But it was emphatic.


  Daren’s face hardened. “I am in command here,” he said. “You will change course for home!”


  “No.”


  In that moment, Gilbert managed to bring into play the wrench he had been hiding. It struck Flannigan heavily on the forehead. The Irishman’s eyes closed and he fell to the floor, while dark blood poured out of the ugly gash between his dark brows.


  There was no time for remorse. The other two men knew Gilbert had not intended to kill him. But violent action had been justified, because Flannigan had mutinied.


  “Do you think you can pilot us?” Deegan asked Gilbert, after Flannigan’s body had been pulled to one side.


  “I’ll have to. But it’ll take hours to decelerate enough to turn around. With our extra fuel we won’t have to contact Eardi Base for ballistics.”


  “All right,” said Daren, “but get on with it!” His face was a mask of pain and regret as he looked down at Flannigan’s prostrate form . . .


  But Flannigan was not dead.


  He was unconscious, while his mind wandered afar. And once again he heard those elfin voices singing an epic song:


  Where wanders Jith’loor now,


  The joyful king, our ruler,


  gone, of old?


  Where goeth he, with Ank’torna,


  Beloved queen, his lover,


  —tale untold!


  Who stilled the silver flute song


  Of Rah’doorjeen the Player


  from our heart?


  Who knelled to him the Death Song


  At Eve of Tears and made him


  from us depart?


  No more the myriad children


  Of Life and Love and Laughter


  we shall behold


  On Mag’dur’s peak or Kild’rn,


  On flowered plain of Ra’fdur—


  they’re dead and cold!


  Flannigan felt himself drawn by the strange lament through space and time, into the far-off hidden land . . .


  Djik’ri his strong spear arm ready, and he poised his kimblor-wood shield expertly. He waited calmly for the vicious charge of the Zat, for it was fully aware of his presence. Had he not splattered a d’nkun’ror fruit all over its ugly, four-fanged snout? No warrior-hunter of Serin-Gor would have dared to hunt the swift, eight-legged Zat alone other than Djikn Kinri, of whom the bards of the land were already composing songs for coming eons of time.


  He grinned excitedly as his keen eyes met those of the Zat. It had crept aggressively forward on the forest path, searching him out for its legitimate supper. Its hairy face and mad red eyes were made the more horrible by a great, slavering mouth held perpetually agape by saber-like tusk-fangs.


  Suddenly, it shrieked like an insane man and ran like the wind on its spidery legs straight down upon its smaller adversary. But Djik’ri did not give one inch of ground. His greatest weapon was fearlessness, and since the Zat depended upon freezing its victim with terror, it found itself vulnerable to this unexpected technique.


  Djik’ri merely transfixed the beast with his spear and stepped to one side as it died in a bloody frenzy of unvented rage.


  The young hunter smiled serenely at the size of his specimen. Even though Djik’ri was taller and stronger than most of his fellow Serin Ni, it made little difference in this case. The single-handed killing of this giant Zat proved that he was a mighty hunter. But Djik’ri wanted most of all to convince himself of his prowess. Let others think what they would. He was soon to reach maturity and he had important plans, brave and daring plans which might one day shake this whole world of Gra’ghr.


  He turned and looked happily out over the flowered plain of Raj’dur, down from the forested slopes of Mag’dur, and out upon the glistening white, stone city of Rurz’tlid and to the blue expanse beyond, which he knew was Ces’son Nar—the Barrier Sea. He drew up the full one-foot-and-nine-inches of his athletic frame, patted the red skin of his stomach and swelled out his. chest. Ah, but it was good to be alive in this beautiful world! This night he would send a prayer to Gur, thanking him for all the wonders of life that were his to enjoy!


  Suddenly, there rolled up to him out of the city a very discordant sound. Djik’ri knew that terrible sound too well, but he tried almost with a superhuman effort of the will to convince himself that he had not heard it.


  “No! Lord God Gur!” he shouted to the sky in sudden sorrow. “Let not the black Bell of Urg toll forth!”


  But in a moment he heard the sound again, and no longer could he deny that Urg had come. The dreaded sound rolled over the countryside like a tidal wave, drowning the spirit of life and hope.


  Sadly, Djik’ri wiped off his spear and prepared to go home, even forgetting the tremendous Zat he had killed. He was thinking of his people and their heavy hearts at the sound of the Bell of Urg. And he thought of his sister, Mnir’sr Nikin’ra, queen ruler of Serin-Gor. She in particular would suffer the depths of sorrow. He must comfort her.


  Accursed Urg! One day he, Djikn Kinri the Hunter, Son of Jith’loor, would end this law of the ages, and Urg would be no more . . . As he walked down the hunting road, through the colorful plain of Raj’dur, his greenish-blue hair waved in the wind, and his ink-black eyes glared defiantly at the temple tower from which had knelled the mournful announcement that Urg, the Season of Death, had begun


  Mnir’sr the Queen, known to all her devoted friends and subjects as Mnir’ra, laughed like a happy child. The gaseous ntik’a water boiled about her like a dazzling cloud of pearls in the bright yellow light of the four suns of Gra’ghr. It warmed her naked body and bouyed her up and tickled her all at the same time as she was carried down the rapids in a race with Djur Djinri the Swimmer.


  All of the people of Serin-Gor were born swimmers, but they swam best of all in the warm, bubbling spring waters of the River Toor, which passed through the bright city of Rurz’tlid. And never were they so enthusiastic as when their young queen took part in their sports. Naked and beautifully this red people swam, strong men and graceful women, innocent of shame, deserving tenants of the paradise in which they lived.


  “Mnir’ra tied Djur’ri!” cried a chorus of young men and women at the end of the race, where the river turned toward the sea. The contestants sprawled all about on great, warm, white rocks near the arched stone bridge that led to the palace. A dozen eager hands reached out to help their beloved ruler out of the water.


  Mnir’ra laughed in triumph at having tied Djur’ri, the champion, in the race. And she laughed for the sheer joy of living, a joy which was enhanced, perhaps, by the realization that hers was the greatest beauty in the land. Her delicate skin was not as reddish as that of most of the girls, but rather an inimitable shell-pink color. Her hair was the purest blue of the sea, reaching almost to her waist.


  Her maids threw a great white robe about her shapely shoulders and began to comb and brush her voluminous hair as she sang to all who were within range of the clear fairy piping that was her voice. Mnir’ra the Singer began to sing the Song of Life:


  We sing to Life, our eyes look up,


  Alight with joy and laughter.


  There is no strife, we fill our cup


  Today and ever after.


  Our joyous call of life and love


  Through endlessness goes ringing


  To purple Ral, swift moon above,


  Who hears our people singing.


  “Who hears our people singing!” chorused her listeners.


  Boom-m-m!


  The singing stopped.


  Boom-m-m!


  Joyous faces turned pale and all eyes looked up river at the great temple tower.


  Boom-m-m!


  “The Bell of Urg!” cried Djur’ri sorrowfully.


  “Oh, hateful Urg!” cried others. “How surely does Urg cast its shadow on the path of light!”


  “It is a thing accursed!”


  “It should never be!”


  All began to cover their graceful forms with their bathing robes and excuse themselves from the young queen’s presence. Sadness had leapt upon them like a deadly, nocturnal Kran’jandoon, enmeshing them in its writhing, inescapable web. The shadow of death was to lie upon the land of Serin-Gor for six purple moons.


  Queen Mnir’sr Nikin’ra said nothing after that. The knelling of the black Bell of Urg continued from the temple while she walked in sorrow back to the palace. There she was dressed in the mourning robes of the Urg season, and she soon retired to the gardens to walk alone with her thoughts.


  She cried bitterly in protest against the Law of Urg. While she sat by the great fountain of the palace garden and wept, some of the royal bards, playing their stringed instruments atop the palace towers, faced the lowering suns and began to sing the traditional Song of Urg.


  The sad, elfin, trembling notes of their instruments, the tearful singing of the bards, and the vivid realization of the sorrowful task before her, because of the Law of Urg, made Mnir’ra sob as though her heart would break.


  She must, within six purple moons, herself select one hundred youths and one hundred maidens, to be made ready for the ships of the green men, the powerful and ferocious Bi’djar Ri from across the Barrier Sea. These youths were not of the eternal stock who had lived beyond the reckoning of memory. They had to be like herself and her brother Djik’ri—new born and just coming to maturity, or just arrived to it. They would be sacrificed to the bloody stone gods of the green men.


  Her mind dwelled in bitterness upon the clever treachery of her enemy. The ancient command of Gur, Bringer of the Lens, had been that there should endure peace and freedom forever, between red men and green men alike. Or else the Son of Gur, the Avenger, would come back through the Lens. She doubted that the green men still believed in the old legends. In fact, most of her own people seemed to regard the ancient tale of the Lens as a children’s story. Yet Mnir’ra saw in the plan of the green men a clever loophole, should the Avenger ever really come. For under the Law of Urg, established by mutual agreement between the red-skinned Serin Ni and the green-skinned Bi’djar Ri, peace and freedom still remained, though in name only. In ages past, the„ Bi’djar Ri had threatened to invade the land of Serin-Gor unless the red men agreed to supply them, at precise intervals, with victims for their sacrifices. This, they said, would serve to keep the peace, and the Serin Ni would maintain their freedom.


  Mnir’ra reflected that if the priests of the red men of Gur had had real faith in the promise of their god that he or his son or his son’s son would return, in case of war, the Law of Urg would never have been established. But they had been of little faith in those days, as they were now, and they had feared the green men. And so the Law of Urg became fixed in the pattern of their existence. Every hundred purple moons the Bell of Urg knelled forth its call of death in the land of Serin-Gor.


  The Law of Urg had become an ancient and unbreakable pact. It called for hideous tribute, payment in life’s precious blood, for the privilege of not being invaded. And in these times the law was more rigidly enforced than ever before, by Gon’sr Lit’ri, the present ruler of the Bi’djar Ri. In fact, some suspected that one day this famous Gon’ri the Warrior, as he was called, would break the pact and conquer Serin-Gor anyway. For he, of them all, believed nothing of the old legends. He believed only in appeasing the hungry gods of his own land.


  But life under him would be without happiness of any kind, and the sacrifices would not only continue. They would increase without limitations. As long as he did not break the pact, therefore, the tribute required by the Law of Urg was the lesser of the two evils, but it almost strangled Mnir’ra’s compassionate heart to contemplate her dreaded responsibility as ruler of the land, during the Season of Urg.


  “It is sad,” said a deep voice beside her, “that you know nothing of the art of rationalizing, Queen Mnir’ra.”


  Mnir’ra turned her tearful face upward to look into the cold eyes of. Zrand’lir Nzinri, High Priest of Gur. He was almost as tall as her brother, Djik’ri, but he had a lean and hungry look about him which reminded her more of the Season of Urg than of the Hundred Moons of Life which came between. Always during the Season of Urg, Zrand’ri seemed to take more interest in his job than at any other time. He it was who always rang the black Bell of Urg when the hundredth purple moon had set.


  “What must be-must be,” he told her. “Can you not control your mind sufficiently to accept facts as they are? It is such folly to subject yourself each time to these rebellious emotions! As Queen you should be strong and uphold the Law of Urg, as did your father, Jith’loor, and your queen mother before you. Tomorrow you must prepare the lots which shall be drawn.”


  Little Queen Mnir’ra sat up and tried to dry her eyes, but more tears flooded out upon the others. “May Gur have mercy on me!” she cried. “But I curse the Law of Urg! It is not a way to keep the ancient commandment! It is sacrilege! I can think nothing else of you, Zrand’ri, than as a worshipper of the heartless gods of the Bi’djar Ri, so zealously do you seek to gather their innocent victims!”


  Zrand’ri darkened visibly at this. He straightened up, tall and forbidding in his black robe, and he glared down upon Mnir’ra in righteous wrath. He even raised his hand to strike her, but then hesitated, mindful of the palace guards who were fanatic about their queen.


  “Who speaks of sacrilege!” he cried out. “What horror of words is this from the mouth of a queen! You must come to the temple and pray to Gur to erase those words from the Book of Judgement, where they have surely been written against you!”


  “If I pray at the temple, or anywhere else,” cried Mnir’ra, “it will be to ask Gur to lift from this land the curse of Urg!”


  Zrand’ri decided to change his tactics. He calmed down and appeared to reason with her. “But do you not love this fair land? Surely you would not want Gon’ri the Warrior to invade it and lay it waste and make of us a nation of slaves!”


  “No!” cried Mnir’ra, helplessly. “But someday Serin-Gor must grow strong enough to overthrow the Bi’djar Ri, and then—”


  “That day will never come,” smiled Zrand’ri, amused. “You are children of play and song and dancing. You know naught of industry and progress. Else by now you would have great ships to cross the sea, and metal bows for your arrow, to fight back at those who come to take the toll of Urg!” Mnir’ra could not deny the superiority in strength of her despised enemy. Nor could she guess what means might be used to overcome him.


  “You should be sensible and do what is your duty,” argued the High Priest of Gur. But he was thinking more than he expressed in words.


  No one in all the land of Serin-Gor knew the secret thoughts of Zrand’ri, probably because they could not imagine such deception. Zand’ri, too, was tired of Urg, but not because it pained him to see the land deprived of youths and maidens. It was because he longed for power over the land. He, Zrand’ri, wished to be king in place of Djikn Kinri, who was soon to reach maturity and acquire the throne from his sister. And he had already entered into a secret plan that had been found attractive to Gon’ri the Warrior—a plan which might gain support from the green man ruler in acquiring for Zrand’ri the throne of


  Serin-Gor


  “Good day, my queen,” said the priest, suddenly, for he had seen the striding figure of Djik’ri the Hunter enter the garden gate from the palace. He desired as little conversation as possible with that hot-headed upstart. Hurriedly, he walked toward a side entrance to the garden.


  Mnir’ra looked up at her brother with a sad but welcoming smile. She stretched out her hand to him and pressed his own hand firmly.


  “Dear Djik’ri,” she said, “the sight of you is my only consolation in this dark time. I need you so!”


  Djik’ri lay a hard, muscular hand on the fine blue hair of her head and stroked it fondly. He had asked her as a favor to him never to cut it, and now it lay down her back, a sea of loveliness.


  “Poor Mnir’ra,” he said. “I want to help you. Ever since the Bell of Urg began to toll I have been thinking of many things. You know, today I killed a giant Zat.”


  Mnir’ra looked up at him quickly, her brow furrowed with concern. “Ah, Djik’ri, how often have I begged you not to risk your life like that! Why do you do it!”


  Djik’ri looked sternly at her. “Because I must prove my strength,” he said. “Do you recall what accursed day is my birthday?”


  “It was a blessed day when you were born, my brother!” she protested, kissing his hand in an outburst of affection.


  “You know it is the Day of Urg, on which the sacrifice victims must depart on the ships of the Bi’djar Ri. But this Day of Urg, six purple moons from now, I shall be of age! What does that mean to you?”


  “Thank Gur, you will be king, Djik’ri!”


  “And from that moment on I shall prepare this land to fight the green men and rid the world of the Law of Urg!”


  “But that will bring only war and bloodshed and defeat for all of us, my brother! How can you hope to fight the green men who have strong metal bows and great ships of sail?”


  Djik’ri’s fists clenched and his jaws tightened. “Somehow, I shall find a way,” he said bitterly.


  From the palace roof, while the four suns of Gra’ghr went down beyond Ces’son Nar, the bards still sang the endless Song of Urg, which went on day and night throughout the Season of Urg:


  Fair Nil’ra hears vs crying,


  She hears the mir’h trees sighing


  ‘neath Purple Moon.


  O ancient Queen of Beauty,


  Thy love-path in the woodland


  was left too soon!


  No more your sandaled footsteps


  Tread light the hills of Rurz’tlid,


  where r’ur birds cried.


  You sleep where Yuh’dlir slept


  In caves of dread, where Jin’r hid


  and our hearts died!


  “Djik’ri,” said Mnir’ra softly. “Yes?” Djik’ri had been carried away by racial memories which the wailing Song of Urg engendered in his mind.


  “Let us go up and pray to Gur.”


  “For what?”


  “Have you no faith, then, Djik’ri?” Djik’ri looked sullenly at the ground. “Faith?” he said. “I sometimes wonder at a god that would accept Zrand’ri as his priest.”


  “Djik’ri! Do not say that! I hold with you that Zrand’ri is not good, but I, for one, still firmly believe in the ancient legend of the Lens. Remember, Gur’s promise was that, if peace and freedom were disturbed, he or his son or his son’s son would return, and he would be called the Avenger. If we have genuine faith, then all we have to do is reject the Law of Urg. If Gon’ri attacks, his very act of aggression will bring us the Avenger!”


  Djik’ri studied his sister for a long while. Then he said, “Would that I might share this faith with you. But I can do one thing! I can match your faith with an army. Then, if the Son of Gur fulfills the ancient promise, he will have us as his loyal allies, to fight by his side. If he does not come—there will still be the army, and me!”


  Mnir’ra laid her hand on her brother’s arm. “Have faith, Djik’ri. Let us ask Gur to deliver us all from the curse of Urg!”


  “Then let Gur give us a sign, a thing that I may see with my eyes! Come! I have a prayer for Gur myself!”


  On the roof of the palace, in a section removed from the players and singers of the endless Song of Urg, Mnir’ra and Djik’ri lighted holy fires to Gur, and Mnir’ra said her prayer first:


  “Great Gur, hail to thee, O Bringer of the Lens! Hear me, Mnir’ra, distant daughter of thy sacred love of old, Altinra, she who walked alone in Zi’ilgar-Lon, the Desert of Death, to mourn thy absence and to seek eternal sleep! Now her faith is born anew in me, and I am thy humble servant who bows before thy eternal wisdom and begs thy indulgence in this dark hour of sorrow. Grant us, O shining God of eons past, that our people will never more set foot upon the ships of the Bi’djar Ri to die in sacrifice to the false gods of our enemy! Return, O Gur of our fathers, or send us Gurund Ritroon—Son of Gur, the Avenger—to win us justice and safety from our dreaded enemy and enable the people of Serin-Gor to live in peace and freedom and happiness forever!”


  Almost expectantly, Mnir’ra raised her face toward the heavens, where now only Lan Ba’na, the golden moon, pursued her departed brother, Ral, through the starless sky of Gra’ghr. Djik’ri, too, looked for some sign of response to the prayer.


  Then, as a king might speak, ha looked up at the sky and said, “Great Gur, soon I shall be king. I have made myself strong, O Gur, and it is in my heart to make my people strong to fight against the wild armies of Gon’ri the Warrior. Give me, therefore, some sign that thou wilt put thy strength behind me! Lend thy great hand to this cause, O mighty Gur!”


  Again, both worshippers looked expectantly at the sky. But again they saw nothing but Lan Ba’na, the golden moon. After a while, Djik’ri frowned angrily at the sacred fires.


  “There is no god,” he said, “nor are those fires sacred. It is all but sham and illusion. We are alone upon this globe, and the battle is ours to fight alone.”


  Mnir’ra suddenly stood up and gripped her brother’s shoulder. He looked at her and found her pointing in amazement toward a distant point which lay beyond the dark shoulder of Mag’dur.


  “We have been looking in the wrong direction!” she exclaimed. “We forgot the ancient temples, where Gur once truly lived! There is a light, Djik’ri! Look!”


  Djik’ri looked, and then he became speechless with wonder. For there where he knew the incredibly ancient ruins of the temples to be, he saw vague tendrils of white light reaching upward into darkness.


  “There is your sign!” cried Mnir’ra.


  “It is a signal to us! A call!”


  Djik’ri looked unblinkingly at the weird lights in the distance, until they faded suddenly into darkness again.


  “I must follow that sign,” he said, “to prove that it was not some useless hallucination. It must yield a definite symbol or message to me from Gur, and if it be so then I shall take great courage and have great strength as king. Mnir’ra, I must go at once!”


  “Take me with you!” she pleaded, excitedly, not fully realizing what strange things were stirring in her breast. “I, too, must see this miracle, for I feel that the ancient power of the Lens is awakening!”


  “Then follow me!”


  None there were who saw the yellow-haired, gryphon-like Ban’thorn with its hawkish head which carried Djik’ri and his sister swiftly on its silent paws across the rising plain of Raj’dur, under the bright rays of Lan Ba’na, the golden moon of Gra’ghr.


  They rode afar, for the ancient temple ruins lay beyond the shoulder of Mag’dur. They rode onward through the night, deep into wilderness, searching desperately for a physical proof of the great miracle for which they had prayed . . .


  


CHAPTER III


  Into the Lens


  Gilbert instructed his two companions to tie themselves into their bunks in preparation for heavy deceleration. Flannigan’s body had been picked up off the floor and placed in his own bunk. They had strapped it down extra tight.


  As the deceleration increased, the blood drained from their faces and their flesh pressed against their skulls so that the face of each man looked like a shining death’s head. Daren blacked out first, then Deegan. But Gilbert clenched his teeth until he thought he had welded his jaws together forever, and he struggled to peer out of an encroaching blackness, while his tense, white fingers clutched the remote control beside him which activated the decelerator feed-valves.


  He was reflecting, dimly, that a man might weigh about fourteen hundred pounds now if he could be put on a scale. Then, suddenly, he thought he was losing his mind, for out of the corner of his eye he saw Flannigan’s form move! He could barely turn his head, but when he finally did he saw Flannigan staring at him through the caked blood that half covered his face! Gilbert knew, when he saw the hideous, open gash splitting Flannigan’s forehead, that the man would be scarred for life, if he lived to see the Earth again.


  There was a loud report, as though someone had fired a gun in the room, and Flannigan sat up between broken safety straps. Gilbert froze with terror, for this was supernatural! Either that, or he was out of his mind and suffering delirium tremens.


  Now Flannigan unloosened his remaining straps and stood up, where no human being could possibly stand. Except for the half-mask of blood on his face, he was colorless, almost white as marble, and he glistened with perspiration. Slowly, as though Gilbert were seeing h’m in the unreality of a dream, he crossed the room and removed Gilbert’s fingers from the remote control. His hand seemed cold.


  Within a few seconds, the deceleration was stopped, and color began to come back into everyone’s faces, all except Flannigan’s. Daren and Deegan came to and looked in uncomprehending amazement at their pilot.


  “He’s inhuman!” screamed Gilbert hysterically. “He broke his straps and stood up! He just walked over and took control!”


  “Flannigan!” said Daren peremptorily.


  But Flannigan kept his eyes glued to the periscope. It was as though he were unaware of their existence.


  Deegan rose silently to his feet and made a sign to Daren and Gilbert. Slowly, tensely, the three of them got together in the middle of the room, shoulder to shoulder. And then they sprang upon the Irishman.


  Headlocks, armlocks, rabbit punches and mad, desperate lunges and tuggings all proved to be of no avail. Flannigan merely turned around and flung them to the opposite end of the control room. They lay panting in the spell of a nameless fear, for they had felt in their opponent an irresistible strength that was alien to their kind.


  His strange, deep blue eyes stared at them in such a way that they could not endure it, and they turned their faces, only to look back again in horrified fascination.


  “Flannigan!” gasped Daren from his spot on the floor. “What in the name of Heaven has come over you! You are taking us all to our deaths! You know that! We’ve got to turn around! Go back, Flannigan! Go back!”


  “It is said that God created the Universe,” said Flannigan, in a rumbling, stentorian tone they had never heard before. “But there are other universes—and my own destiny would be incomprehensible to you. So you shall do as I say, until we get to the moon. After that, the ship is yours. I can explain no more.”


  They did not land in Mare Serenitatis. Flannigan had seen, at last, what he knew he had been looking for all his life, yet he was Sure no human eyes could have discerned the eerie tendrils of light reaching out into space toward the tiny rocket. Ghostly hands of an ancient power, calling the Wanderer home . . .


  Beyond Serenitatis they hurtled, close now, so close that the chalk white, towering walls of the lunar Appenines swept past within twenty miles. Lower still, hurtling across Eratosthenes and onward toward the fifty-mile crater of Copernicus, almost to the ageless shore of Mare Imbrium. Then, a blood-draining turn, and they were coming down, stern first, alongside the Earth-illuminated walls of the crater Rheingold.


  After the landing had been secured, Dareij said, “We are the first men on the moon, Flannigar. I don’t know what your plans are, but now that we’re here we’ll have to communicate with Earth Base concerning our new position and the ballistics for take-off. I believe they’ll still make us wait here the planned seventy-two hours. In view of this I’d like to continue as planned and make our explorations and tests.”


  “I said that when we reached the moon the ship would be yours,” Flannigan replied. He was already entering the hatch to go below to the space suits and the airlock.


  But Daren detained him, trying to find some trace of the old Flannigan in those cold blue eyes. “Where are you going?” he said. He, too, noticed the ghastly wound on the other’s forehead and knew it would leave an indelible scar.


  Flannigan looked at him with that piercing, alien look that was so hard to endure. “I go where no man may tread,” he answered. “So don’t try to follow me.”


  Daren looked at Deegan and Gilbert and saw that they were as helpless as he was to detain the other. Then he looked back into the alien blue eyes.


  “We have just seventy-two hours, Flannigan,” he said. “Maybe less.”


  “Don’t look for me.”


  Daren’s fingers gripped Flannigan’s shoulder, hard. “Don’t be a fool, man! What about returning to Earth—to Louise!”


  Just for a fleeting instant, Flannigan’s eyes softened. Then he said, “I am sterile.”


  “Is that why you’re determined to commit suicide?”


  “This is far from suicide. It is an awakening—and a duty. Goodbye!”


  “Then we’ll have to return without you?” Daren called through the hatch.


  But Flannigan was already getting into his space suit.


  Under the bright, bluish-white light of the Earth, the moon lay cold and terribly silent, its jagged mountains and crater walls looking like the jumbled ruins of a city of Titans—now resentful of being disturbed out of its sleep of ages. Flannigan, under his armor plate hood and back shield, was climbing the jagged wall of Rheingold. Once in a while, a tiny meteoric particle pinged against his hood, but outside of that he was surrounded by the cloying, almost tangible stillness of interplanetary space. He paused only once to look back at the ship. It lay over a mile below him, a tiny, dim spot of Earth-light reflection. Daren and the others, he reflected, must have claimed the moon already in the name of the United Nations.


  He looked upward also at the looming face of Earth—the planet that had borne his flesh but not his spirit. The part of him that was a man turned fleetingly to earthly memories—white gulls gliding on the tangy air over the small blue bay of Mazatlan, colored sails in the sunset off Waikiki, the blinding whiteness of eternal snow mantling the Andean horizon across lofty Titicaca, the multi-laned traffic at Wilshire and Western in Los Angeles, the misty panorama of San Fernando Valley in the early morning, the smell of fresh coffee, the warm breath and the soft lips of a blonde, blue-eyed girl—Louise. Perhaps—no, he was quite sure of it—he would never see these things again. Beyond Earth, the unblinking abyss of stars was like the raven, saying—“Nevermore!”


  He turned his face again, abruptly, toward the rim of Rheingold, beyond which dawned a corona of writhing light which he knew was not being registered by his eyes of flesh and blood. There was an older eye, and an older blood—and these were responding now to the call of the Lens, with a will that was his own and yet not his own, but which he had to admit was superhuman.


  Even in the midst of it all, Flannigan, the man, had to ask himself: What is a god supposed to do? Because he knew that such he would be—in the Land of the Lens. An ancient destiny, written on the sands of time that were buried under a thousand strata before the birth of Man, had made it so . . .


  Three hours later, Flannigan entered a crevasse that split the inner wall of Rheingold. He followed the natural floor, wading ankle deep in cosmic dust that rose and fell with peculiar abruptness, having no air to support it. In his tanks there was air, however. Enough for three days. Under the light lunar gravity he was carrying six hundred Earth pounds of equipment.


  There beneath the lunar surface, in a low-roofed cavern, he found the Lens. He could only guess at its dimensions, because it glowed now with a light that was detectable even to his physical vision, and it half blinded him. He could only make out that it was half imbedded in a wall of frozen lava, a wall that had once been boiling liquid in the unimaginable heat of solar disruption, but which could never affect the alien substance of the Lens.


  As he approached, it, his steps faltered, and finally he stumbled and fell to the ground, his senses reeling. A million fish-hooks, it seemed, were plucking the flesh from his bones—and a cosmic force hurled him into vastness, where the Maelstrom of Creation spun him into vertigo. He felt finite and infinite, Instantaneous and eternal, occupying nothing and yet filling all time and all space, while an incomprehensible sound, the almost undetectable diminuendo and the unendurable crescendo and crashing of the music of the spheres, assailed him and fanned the forces of his life into a flame that consumed the finite man and forged a new being: a godling, drifting down paths not traversed for eons, into a far-off place, a secret land—the hidden Land of the Lens . . .


  He awoke to the sound of wild birds singing, and through his mind ran the words of a song he had heard before:


  No more your sandaled footsteps


  Tread light the hills of Rurz’tlid


  when r’ur birds cry . . .


  And he knew these were the r’ur birds. He knew that the wind he heard was sighing in the purple-flowered mir’h trees that stood about among the towering walls of the ancient temple ruins. For this was Serin-Gor, and Djik’ri the Hunter and Mnir’ra the Singer were coming to him here in the wilderness to bid him welcome. They would be riding a gryphon-headed Ban’thorn, hastening to find him and serve him, for he was Gurund Ritroon—Son of Gur—the Avenger.


  He knew what had brought him here. He understood the trouble that was in the land, and he knew who would ke his friends and who would be his enemies. Chief among these latter were Zrand’ri, the false High Priest of Gur, and across dark Ces’son Nar, the Barrier Sea, lay Bi’djar-Tan, land of the green men, home of Gon’ri the Warrior, who was an unbeliever, a would-be conqueror standing at the head of unnumbered, battle-hungry men, plotting to defy the ancient commandment, to destroy the peace and freedom established by his father, of old. Here there was work to do.


  But first of all, Gurund Ritroon was hungry. He shook his head to clear it of dizziness, and then he got to his feet. He was naked, but that could wait. His people, the Serin-Ni, would clothe him. In the meantime, a skirt of kimblor bark would suffice.


  So in the dawn light of the four suns of Gra’ghr he walked naked into the forest in search of food. He had not gone far before he was confronted by a hideous eight-legged creature that was half again his own size. It had an ugly, four-fanged snout, and when it charged him it shrieked like an insane man.


  The Zat pounced upon its strange, white prey and caught the large man-thing’s muscular arm between its powerful jaws. But the man-thing took it by the mouth and easily tore its jaws apart. As it died, it realized, vaguely and too late, that this was no man-creature of Serin-Gor. It was the mightiest being in the world . . .


  Later, when Gurund Ritroon stepped out of the forest to look at the wild shoreline of Ces’son Nar, where lay the great temple ruins, he wore a skirt of scarlet kimblor bark. And he was not hungry any more. Only thirsty.


  He stood on the edge of a low bluff, above rock-strewn sand, and he sniffed the air. Somewhere in the depths of his mind a memory stirred, of another place which someone attached to his past had known in the days of his childhood. A green, peaceful place called Kilarney. This place reminded him of it. This was the magical place, the hidden land of the tiny folk—the leprechauns—this other-world memory seemed to tell him. But he was small now, himself, whereas in that other life he had been large. Even so, he knew he was a head taller than the red people, and all the strength of that other-world man, plus some the Lens had added, was concentrated in his small, densified frame. That was why the Zat’s teeth had only scratched him lightly, and that is why he had been able to tear it apart.


  He passed his hand over his forehead. He expected to find an open wound there, but there was none. Whatever had been the injuries, defects or weaknesses of that other self, they had been obliterated by the Lens. He was reborn.


  To his left was a small waterfall. He leapt to the beach below him and approached it. Something stirred within his spirit as he walked. He did not know what mysterious thing it was, but he sensed that it was good. Perhaps it was the sweetness of the scented air, or his sense of terrible strength and well-being—or an awareness of achievement, of something he had wanted to accomplish for millenia of time. Maybe that was it. He had arrived at last to search for his lost love Altinra, or was it his father’s love, or someone else in whom the memory of Altinra had been born again?


  When he drank from a great, clear pool at the foot of the waterfall and saw bright, silvery fish swim toward a cool-green, sandy bottom, he felt better than ever,


  Then, suddenly, when he looked up, he saw them. They were seated on the Ban’thorn, on the opposite side of the pool. The weird beast stared fixedly at him with baleful, yellow-green eyes.


  On its back sat Djik’ri, a handsomely built little fellow. His skin was reddish; his hair, which touched his muscular shoulders, was of a glistening blue-green color; and his fearless but somewhat amazed eyes were coal black. He wore trunks and sandals, and on his back was a large quiver which contained three long spears. At his side was a long wooden shield. He carried no other weapon but a small, stone hunting knife.


  As the Ban’thorn he was riding turned sideways, birdlike, to get a better view of the situation, Gurund Ritroon saw Mnir’ra, who rode behind the little red man. Her complexion was light rose, or sea-shell pink. Her voluminous hair was a glistening soft blue that combined the shades of sea and sky. Her eyes, which looked directly into his with a childlike, searching intentness, were pools of midnight. She wore sandals and filmy trousers, laced tight at the ankles and full to the hipline, where they seemed to become part of her body, terminating at the waist. She wore nothing else except a black cloak over her shoulders, which was held there by two straps that met between her collar bones under a beautiful, jewel-studded medallion, the symbol of her royal rank. It was a glistening, twelve-pointed star, resting between two pale rose breasts which seemed to the god-man who looked at her to be the crowning jewels of her adornment.


  Time went on, but nothing happened. He only stared at the little blue-haired queen, caught as though in a magic spell by her eyes. And she, herself, appeared to be in some sort of spell, for her companion noticed her attitude with some wonderment.


  “Y’uj’ijo e’si’ia uz’o?” he called, and the god-man understood: “Who are you?” Djik’ri,” had asked. “And where do you come from?”


  In their own language, he shouted back in a mighty voice that crashed boomingly above the waterfall: “You know who I am and whence I come, else you would not have ridden here to find me!”


  He saw Mnir’ra’s eyes widen with wonder and delight, and she cried out to her brother in a silvery voice, but her words were lost in the roar of the waterfall. Djik’ri guided his mount unhesitatingly into the pool and it swam, though somewhat unwillingly, in his direction. It did not like his large proportions and it let out cackling cries of alarm to express the opinion. But Djik’ri goaded it on, relentlessly, like the master rider he was.


  The god-man held his ground, waiting for them. He smiled reassuringly as they approached. When they came up on the shore about six yards from where he squatted, they dismounted. The Ban’thorn immediately ran to the seashore and waited there at a safe distance.


  The two beautiful little people stood where they were, hesitant, just slightly fearful of him. For to them he was of heroic proportions, white of skin—which was alien—so white, in fact, that he seemed to glisten like shining marble. He was even taller than the dreaded Bi’djar Ri, taller, perhaps, than even Gon’ri the


  Warrior. If they could see him standing up they knew he would be fully as tall as a god should be, a tall, shining god, as was Gur, in ages past.


  Then he did stand up, and he began to walk toward them, but that seemed to be a mistake, because they both retreated, instinctively, in spite of their great hope that he was the one they sought. So then he stood still.


  “I am Gurund Ritroon,” he said. “I come from the Outer Emptiness, which lies beyond the Lens.”


  At once, the other two dropped to their knees and bowed their heads, with arms and fingers extended in his direction.


  “Hail, Son of Gur, the Avenger!” he heard Mnir’ra cry out. “Thanks be to Gur that you did not fail us, in our time of need! The ancient promise is fulfilled!”


  The god-man hesitated. He knew precisely the role he was to play, knew he had great strength, perhaps even immunity from physical harm. But not all was clear to him. He did not know what powers he possessed, if any. He was vaguely disconcerted that his plan and strategy were not clear and certain in his mind, that he should be compelled, like any man, to think of each step he must take as each circumstance presented itself. What was a god supposed to do?


  “Arise,” he said, for want of anything more appropriate to say.


  Whereupon the red man arose, as did his female companion. He took her hand and led her slowly toward the god-man, close, enchantingly close. The god-man’s deep blue eyes looked down into hers, and she colored deeply in her embarrassment.


  “You are Mnir’ra Nikin’ra, Queen of the Serin Ni,” he told her. “I have heard your prayer, and I am here.” Without knowing why, he reached out his hand, as that dimly remembered other self might have done. Djik’ri was the first one to take it. Instead of merely shaking it, however, he fell to one knee and pressed it humbly to his forehead. His own hand was surprisingly firm and strong. Gurund Ritroon looked upon Djik’ri and found that he was worthy.


  Then came the thrilling thing he had been waiting for. Mnir’ra, she of the dream-clouds of sky-blue hair, reached out and gently took his hand. When he felt that doll-like hand in his and saw her glowing smile and her moist, welcoming eyes, he felt some of the strength go out of his legs momentarily, and he was breathless.


  “You are exceedingly fair,” he said, as she kneeled and touched his hand to her forehead.


  Then her dark eyes looked up again into his. She said nothing, but she smiled as she had before and his head swam . . .


  After a while, he began to be aware of what Djik’ri was saying to him:


  “And of course we will rebuild the ancient temple. But first of all, I hope that it is your wish to aid us in our cause against the Bi’djar Ri, for this is the Season of Urg. I have pledged my life to resist the increasing pressure which has been brought to bear on us, and if you would lead my army against the superior forces of Gon’ri the Warrior, I stand ready to command them for you. But there is little time, if you would put into effect any plans of your own, for even today my sister must begin the task of selecting the victims of the sacrifice.”


  Gurund Ritroon looked into Mnir’ra’s eyes and saw tears. They were tears of sorrow, tears of dread, and tears of supplication. He looked for a long while in wondering silence at the two beautiful red people before him. And he struggled desperately to find within himself the power to help them. Again came the unanswered question: What must a god do?


  Then he remembered his other self, the Earthman, Flannigan. Flannigan, who had needed his god-self to reach the Lens. Now, beyond the Lens, the god needed the man, Flannigan. Flannigan, Master of Science. That was it! Superior knowledge! Therein lay his power!


  A grim smile crept over the lips of Gurund Ritroon. He was getting ideas from the Outer Emptiness, from Flannigan, man of Earth.


  “How many red men and how many green men are there?” he asked.


  Djik’ri’s brows furrowed as he wondered why a god should ask questions. But he hastened to reply. “Of red men there are many, about fifty thousand,” he said. “We do not know the number of the Bi’djar Ri, since we have never been to their country—that is, and returned!”


  “How many ships do they have? We do not know, as they bring only enough to carry back the victims of Urg. Although the last time I recall there were several extra ships full of armed warriors, including Gon’ri himself, who looked with too much interest upon our fair shores and wooded hills. Perhaps each time now he will send more ships until there will be a sufficient number to carry out an invasion.”


  Gurund Ritroon was getting an inspiration. His grim smile turned to one of enthusiasm. He looked at Mnir’ra.


  “The young men and women whom you are going to select for the tribute of Urg will not have to go if they are willing to work for their own salvation,” he said. “As you select them, send them to me. Also, send me as many others as you can, but in strictest secrecy. We have enemies, even in Serin-Gor. Surprise must be one of our weapons, but I will give you others. Djik’ri, you must stay here to help me, as much as you can. There is much you and your people will have to learn and do, and the time is short.”


  Djik’ri’s face lighted with fierce elation. Mnir’ra’s eyes again glistened with tears, this time out of joy and gratitude.


  She reached out and took his hand once more. She kneeled before him and touched his hand to her forehead. Moved by an irresistible impulse, he reached out with his other hand and gently stroked her sky-blue hair, so fine it was even difficult to feel. On a further impulse, he pulled her to her feet and drew her close so that each was aware only of the other’s eyes. She was so close that they touched, and her doll’s body seemed vibrant, soft and warm. Then, as though it were inevitable, he kissed her on her forehead.


  Djik’ri stared at him in open-mouthed amazement. Mnir’ra hastily withdrew, her shell-pink coloring deepening to rose red. She signalled goodbye to her brother and ran shyly toward the distant Ban’thorn. And in less than a minute she was galloping away into the woods, leaving Djik’ri alone with their strange new god.


  Gurund Ritroon stood there, wondering if he had been motivated more by the god in him or the Irishman.


  Djik’ri heard him mutter a great and powerful incantation. It was a cryptic, magic thing that he knew was not for his ears, and he turned respectfully away, even though the English language was incomprehensible to him.


  For Gurund Ritroon waved his arms in the air and said aloud to himself, “What will she be thinking of you now, you blasted idiot! A fine god you’re making yourself out to be—kissing leprechauns!”


  


CHAPTER IV


  “Spears Shine Forth”


  Zrandi’ri, High Priest of Gur, suspected that something was amiss. The citizens of Serin-Gor were a naive people who could not very well dissimulate. By their very secretiveness he knew that something of momentous proportions was brewing. As nothing of momentous proportions, other than Urg, had ever occurred in his memory, the thing was extraordinarily strange.


  The more suspicious he became, the more he found that gave him cause for suspicion. He was aware of secret meetings behind closed doors, of lights burning in various windows until the small hours of the dawn. Services in the Temple of Gur were alarmingly reduced, even though the Season of Urg had always served to increase the attendance previously. Reports filtered in concerning the movement of large groups of people to the other side of Mag’dur. And where was Djikn Kinri the Hunter, who was soon to claim the throne from the regency of his sister? His absence lent particular significance to the unprecedented occurences. Finally, when Zrand’ri saw crews of men erecting strange devices on the beaches as though in preparation against an invasion, he took action.


  The small army of Serin-Gor existed merely as the result of ancient tradition. Complete lack of battle experience had always been a weakening factor as far as effectiveness was concerned, but at least it consisted of more than three thousand men, and they were reasonably disciplined. In latter years, since the death of old King Jith’loor, who had walked alone in Zi’ilgar-Lon to find eternal sleep after the accidental death of his wife,


  Ank’torna, the Counselors of the Queen Regent had organized the management of the army temporarily under the priesthood of Gur, largely owing to Zrand’ri’s own eloquent arguments, and thus the High Priest enjoyed the commanding generalship, a privilege which would end upon Djik’ri’s maturity and his consequent acquisition to the throne. In the meantime, Djik’ri was a high officer in command of several regiments. But the army knew that Zrand’ri, for the time being, was the commanding general.


  For this reason Zrand’ri called in one of his most trusted generals and said, “What is the meaning of building defenses without my orders? And where is Djikn Kinri?”


  The man on the carpet was of a heavy, red complexion, a cruder type than most of the Serin Ni. He was Zrand’ri’s closest confidant because their temperament was similar, and he had given his entire allegiance to the High Priest for purposes of personal advancement. Also, he despised Djik’ri because he knew that, although their ranks were equal, Djik’ri was the better man, and moreover he was soon to be king and would then take over the army command from Zrand’ri, his benefactor. It was a strong case of professional jealousy, and Zrand’ri knew he would like to see any possible obstacle placed in Djik’ri’s path to keep him from becoming king.


  “I am pleased to tell you,” he said, “that I have been making a thorough investigation of this affair and I have gathered many very startling pieces of information. My report would have been made to you tomorrow, anyway, if you had not called me in. But I’m glad you did, because it’s high time for action.”


  Zrand’ri looked unimpressed. “You have told me nothing so far,” he admonished.


  “Very well, I shall make my report. It seems that the Queen and General Djikn Kinri have put out a secret call for volunteers. They are uniting all of Djik’ri’s companies and deserters from other units and all of General Djur Djinri’s companies under one command and have also enlisted the group chosen for Urg into their work. They are working very secretly, because it appears that they wish to make as much progress with their plans as possible before you take action to oppose them, as they presume you will do in view of your position as High Priest, in charge of the Urg Law jurisdiction.”


  Zrand’ri’s face darkened in rage at knowledge of this maneuver of Djik’ri’s. “What is Djik’ri’s objective in all this?” he asked, trying to control himself long enough to get the story straight.


  The general watched his chief closely as he replied. “Djik’ri, on the Day of Urg, which is also the day when he becomes king, intends to abolish the Law of Urg by resisting the green men.”


  Zrand’ri’s mouth dropped agape. His fierce eyes stared at his informer. “I knew,” he said, “that Djik’ri was against the Law of Urg, but I did not know that he would have the courage or knowledge to move so soon. He is a fool! Does he not know that this defiance of Gon’ri the Warrior will precipitate a disastrous invasion upon us?”


  “Now we come to the most astounding part of my report,” replied the general. “Djik’ri has an ally.”


  “A what?”


  “An ally. My agents have gone to the other side of Mag’dur, to the site of the ancient temples, and they have seen him.”


  “Him?” queried Zrand’ri, mystified.


  “Do you mean that Djik’ri’s ally only consists of one man?”


  “Yes, but what a man! Perhaps you will appreciate what I mean when I tell you that they call him—Gurund Ritroon!”


  Zrand’ri’s eyes widened with sudden fear, and he staggered back, one hand raised before him as though to ward off a physical blow.


  The name was self-explanatory—Gurund Ritroon, Son of Gur, the Avenger!


  After a long moment of silence, Zrand’ri’s face darkened with suspicion. “I do not believe it!” he said. “What does this imposter look like?” Again the general watched Zrand’ri as he answered him. He, himself, wanted to know on which side lay the truth, for many strange things were happening. “He is taller than us, taller even than any green man,” he said. “He is not of this world, for he is purest white and glistens like polished marble, and his hair is black, and his strength is the strength of a score of Zats. He speaks our language and says that he has come from the Outer Emptiness, from beyond the Lens.”


  Zrand’ri was thinking fast. If the physical description were true, then he was truly not of this world. But where could he have come from? Had Gur actually sent the Avenger, after all? Zrand’ri had never really believed the old legend of the Lens.


  “No!” he exclaimed in jealous rage. “He cannot be Gurund Ritroon! Gur would have notified me of his coming! If he be an emissary of any god, then he is an enemy in our midst, serving the bloody gods of the Bi’djar Ri in an attempt to undermine us. If he succeeds in deceiving our people, this can be the end of Serin-Gor! I must go and see him at once with my own eyes!”


  “I am at your service, Zrand’lir Nzinri,” said the general.


  “What is this . . . this false god’s plan?” asked Zrand’ri concernedly. “What is he doing?”


  “He has them all working,” replied the other. “In the mountains they go searching for samples of unusual substances, and they are digging up the ground, taking out many things such as the black stone of fire, which the god-man calls ‘co-al’. And there are great, glowing fires where another type of earth is melted down and a liquid substance comes out that, when hardened, becomes black metal. There are huge mill stones turned by many people, and the red, glowing metal is pressed by them into sheets, for shields and armor. They are making strange new weapons. There is one called ‘Vee-One’ which is a new type of bow with a strange metallic coil in it that can hurl fire brands at the enemy faster and farther than the arrows of the green men. For the first time this puts the Bi’djar Ri in our range before they can get close enough to shoot us, should they attempt to invade us one day.”


  “I see,” said Zrand’ri, fuming. “And what are these contraptions they are erecting on the beaches?”


  “They are called ‘Vee-Two’.” replied the general. “They consist of a series of huge catapults made of entire trees bound cleverly together. These will be used to throw huge rocks out to sea and sink the ships of the green men as they approach. I believe there is a variation of this called ‘Vee-Three’. The god-man has sent people to bring back great jars of the black liquid of fire from the bubbling pools beyond Kild’rn, even from the edge of Zi’ilgar-Lon. Flaming cauldrons of this black fire liquid may also be hurled out to sea by means of the catapults to smash into masts and sails of approaching ships and set them afire. Great is the knowledge and cleverness of this stranger.”


  “Hm-m-m. Very clever. And I suppose he has some other ‘Vee’ weapons in production?”


  “Oh, many others which could not be sufficiently analyzed because of their strangeness and variety, and even those working on the projects did not understand the nature of what they were preparing. Some there are who cook and ferment plant and earth substances to produce searing acids which, when put to work in some strange way with the soft, heavy metal, gus’drun, and the black stone, d’ril, produce a mysterious, invisible form of life that can bite without leaving a mark on you. And there is a black powder they have made which, when ignited, explodes with a blinding light and can tear down walls of stone. My men have even seen a strange thing that sears the sky with a streak of flame at night and lands afar in the forests, blasting trees and rocks asunder, like a thunderbolt of the gods. It is a powerful magic this god-man is giving them, but secrecy there is very great, and all but one of my spies were apprehended and killed. There is very high morale among Djik’ri’s men, and he has several thousand civilians working for him also. Beyond Mag’dur the seashores and the hills and forests are loud with the sounds of unceasing labor, day and night. They have even rebuilt one of the ancient temples for this man-god to live in, and they have clothed him in the raiment of a great king, and they worship at his feet. It is truly a great deception of the people, as you say.”


  Zrand’ri’s dark brows lowered in his frustration. He glared for a long while into space. Then, suddenly, he gave a command.


  “Call in every army officer,” he said, “who is loyal to Gur and who has the future safety and welfare of Serin-Gor at heart! This false god who has come among us has bewitched Djikn Kinri into believing that he is doing good for his country, when in reality he is playing right into the hands of the Brdjar Ri, giving them a legitimate chance to invade us! What are these few new weapons against the unnumbered hordes of green men under Gon’ri the Warrior, whose armor is also of metal and whose ships can fill, Ces’son Nar to the horizon, and whose heart is merciless for all the Serin Ni? There is no time to lose if we would save our country! Call the army to me! Tell them that I, Zrand’ri, proclaim this white giant to be an imposter! He comes not from Gur, but from the blood-hungry gods to whom our innocent youths are sacrificed! And he hungers only after more! He is after our destruction! If they love their country and if they care for Djik’ri or their queen, they will rescue them from their great delusion and oppose this stranger. Tell them that if they would see with a clear eye in this terrible moment of bewitchment they should cling to me, Zrand’ri, for I am not deceived! Go!”


  Even to a man more shrewd than the general, Zrand’ri would have been impressive, making this impassioned speech. The general left, half stumbling over himself to get out of the temple.


  While Zrand’ri waited for the army chiefs to come to him, he climbed into the temple tower where he kept a strange pet. This was a huge black Ieh’nu, not indigenous to Serin-Gor, a secret gift given to him by none other than Gon’ri the Warrior in recognition of his Quisling allegiance. The Ieh’nu was a species of homing bird with a serpent’s head and deadly fangs, of great wingspread and an untiring strength. Gon’ri was taking no chances. He had been informed about Djikn Kinri’s coming kingship and all about his strong temperament and resentment of the Law of Urg. Should anything unusual develop, the agreement was that he was to be warned ahead of time by means of the Ieh’nu.


  The upper priesthood of both continents knew a sort of cunieform symbolism which was akin to writing, by means of which they could transmit secret messages. Zrand’ri prepared such a message on the silky bark of the kimblor tree and rolled it up so that it would fit into a small wooden cylinder attached to the leg of the Ieh’nu. Once he had it well fastened in and secured, he released the great bird. It spread its somber wings and glided silently away over the Barrier Sea without the slightest hesitation. Zrand’ri watched it go, thinking of the cryptic message he had prepared:


  Spears shine forth:


  Dark clouds appear;


  The fortress is tall and thick. . . .


  What this meant was that treachery was in the air and that Serin-Gor was preparing new weapons and was getting ready to resist. It also said that the resistance would be very strong, which meant that the Bi’djar Ri should come full armed for battle.


  Thus did Zrand’ri try to earn his chance at the Quisling kingship of Serin-Gor, in case Gon’ri the Warrior’s plsm of conquest should be carried out.


  Much smaller things than political intrigue ofttimes affect the course of history, however. One such small thing was Zrand’ri’s belfry boy. He had been assigned the duty of feeding the Ieh’nu, and he had learned whence it had come. When Zrand’ri released the weird creature, he made sure the boy was not present, but there was nothing to prevent the boy from seeing it from the hills of Rurz’tlid as it winged its way across the Barrier Sea. And much he wondered about Zrand’ri’s purpose in releasing it . . .


  Gon’sr Lit’ri, known to fame as Gon’ri the Warrior, was physically, politically and financially the most powerful green man on all the planet of Gra’ghr, which was not an inconsiderable achievement inasmuch as the land of Bi’djar-Tan consisted of a great continent teeming with hundreds of thousands of restless green men, all of them warlike, often fighting wars of their own against each other, galloping thousands strong across the deserts and mountains astride their fighting Ban’thorns, causing lesser kingdoms and principalities to rise and fall like the restless tides of Ces’son Nar. Many were the powerful chieftains who would have risen against Gon’ri had he not learned to rule them all with a hand more ruthless and merciless than their own.


  In his sandals, he stood all of two feet in height. A love of rough sports and bloody experience in battle had given him a very powerful and impressive looking body. Like all of the Bi’djar Ri, he was as hairless as the carnivorous karn-ger cat that sat chained beside his throne, and a slight tendency to exude oily moisture from his skin kept his body glistening.


  His habitual apparel consisted of a split skirt, open on each side, from the belt line down the thighs. The skirt was heavy with gold braid and weird, jeweled designs connected with his polytheistic religion. The belt he wore was a pure band of gold which supported, besides the skirt, a very long, jeweled fighting dagger. On each powerful forearm he wore two bright bands of silver. They were kept in place by the size of his muscles and were there to remind him, should they ever slip, that he must keep his strength up to par.


  A single scar located symmetrically between his brows added dramatic effect to his perpetual frown. Gon’ri had never been seen to smile or heard to laugh in his life. And small wonder. He had witnessed every live sacrifice in the capital since he was old enough to understand, which was thousands of years ago. But he was a great supporter of the sacrifices. Criminals were usually sacrificed, and the word “criminal” was taken to mean any and all enemies. Therefore the threat of the sacrifice gave him power. It gave the priesthood power, and the priesthood was his machine of state. It was a tradition, a way of life which was a part of the social structure of green-man civilization. The worship of their terrible stone gods and the live sacrifices were vital.


  But with the growth of the population, which could not be curbed even by recourse to wars or sacrifices, there was a greater incidence of those who got ideas about overthrowing the system, not because they were loath to sacrifice whom they pleased, but because they, too, were hungry for power. So Gon’ri felt that he not only needed a greater source of victims for the sacrifice than that provided by the Law of Urg; he knew that it would be healthy also to satisfy the appetites of his stronger chieftains by initiating a campaign of conquest against the Serin Ni.


  As he stood that evening at a window of his palace in the green-man city of Inis’dur, he gazed reflectively at the leaden, windy sky, the bleak stone buildings, and at the gray granite cliff walls of the stony mountains beyond the city. He missed the sunny skies of Serin-Gor, and its green wooded hills and sparkling streams and flowered plains, and he longed for the arrival of the time to make the journey to pick up the sacrifice victims on the Day of Urg. Just as he ached with inaction, so did the whole nation. Somehow the action must be provided. His desires fought with superstition in his dark soul. Would Gur fall upon him, after all, for breaking the old commandment? Or was the story of the Lens but the fiction of the red men, to save their skins? He had always scorned the ancient legend outwardly, and in his heart he had tried to.


  At that moment, a priest entered the room and came to his side, excitedly. He, too, was a bald, oil-exuding green man, but of much smaller stature and of a much more slender build. On his forehead dangled the emerald symbol of his priestly station, meaning that he was one of the dreaded Sacrificers.


  “Gon’ri!” he exclaimed, holding out to him a curious scroll of tree bark. “This is amazing news!”


  The ruler of the Bi’djar Ri, without change of expression, turned and took the bark. He unrolled it and looked at the cryptic ideograms drawn there. “What does it say?” he asked. “Where did you get it?”


  The wiry priest could hardly contain his elation. “Your last question should be answered first,” he said. “It comes from our good friend Zrand’ri of Serin-Gor, brought by the Ieh’nu you gave him!”


  Gon’ri tensed, outwardly subduing his excitement. He grasped the priest’s arm in a painful grip, while he gave him back the bark scroll. “Read this!” he commanded.


  The priest paraphrased the symbol expertly. “Zrand’ri wishes to advice that the people of Serin-Gor are gathering together to resist us on the next Day of Urg. There is much secret activity and preparation of new and powerful weapons. He further states that in his own opinion we should be careful because the resistance is going to be strong.”


  “Ha!” cried Gon’ri, showing his white teeth without smiling in his high elation. “The red men are taking the first step to break the ancient pact! We offered them peace and freedom in return for obedience to the Law of Urg. Now if they resist us they free our hands! We may attack at will!”


  “You are right!” replied the priest. “This is evidence enough, because it comes on the personal authority of Gur’s own High Priest. It is an official declaration that the treaty of Urg is being broken. Therefore, it is your solemn duty to invade!”


  Gon’ri was moved to smile, but instead he staggered with the effort of self-composure. He went over to a stone bench and sat down to get a grip on himself. Still he did not smile and his scarred frown only deepened.


  “I hope,” he said, “that those songbirds will be able to put up enough resistance to make it interesting for us. The war chieftains of Bi’djar-Tan are restless and filled with a fierce appetite for physical activity. This must satisfy them. Call in my Counselors of War!” he ordered. “I want to assemble our local naval forces and the regular army for a surprise attack, well before they expect us!”


  When the excited priest hurried out of the chamber, Gon’ri got up and walked meditatively under a low arch that gave access to his throne room, and for the first time there was the slightest suggestion of a cold smile about his lips.


  On the low dais, beside the throne, sat Wur’lun, his great, hairless karnger cat. He yawned, showing three rows of shark-like teeth in his cavernous, toad-shaped mouth, and his three ruby-red eyes blinked at his master sleepily. The largest, most powerful and deadly carnivore on the planet, capable even of handling several Zats at a time, he was the king of beasts, and apparently he considered it quite appropriate to lie on the throne dais of Gra’ghr’s green-man emperor.


  Gon’ri walked over to a large table that stood below the throne. On it rested a fresh cageful of lur’lurs, furry white, rabbit-like creatures that squealed in terror every time that Wur’lun moved.


  Gon’ri stared at the karn-ger cat. “What do you think, Wur’lun?” he said. “The red-skinned minstrels think they can fight! So that means we move upon them!” The scar between his brows grew dark with shadow and the suggestion of a smile on his lips stiffened into a contemptuous sneer. “And Zrand’ri would be my puppet king of Serin-Gor! Pah!” He opened the cage and extracted a squealing lur’lur. He held it in his arm and stroked it reassuringly until it calmed down. “I’ll be emperor of Gra’ghr,” he said to Wur’lun, who watched the lur’lur intently. “And I’ll rule from sunny Rurz’tlid by the River Toor, where Mnir’ra the Singer will sing—and swim—for my personal entertainment.”


  Wur’lun filled the throne room with a reverberating growl, and Gon’ri raised an eyebrow at him. “What of Djikn Kinri the Hunter?” he asked. In the same instant he cracked the spine of the lur’lur so that it was crippled, and he tossed it to his pet. “A good question, Wur’lun—and there is your answer!”


  At last, Gon’ri the Warrior smiled, as he watched the karn-ger cat eagerly devour the broken and bleeding animal. But it was a cold smile of lofty amusement . . .


  


CHAPTER V


  The Irish in Him


  Gurund Ritroon had to admire the red men. They had not even discovered, as yet, the principle of the wheel, yet they took remarkably to his production methods and proved to be really constructive.


  The whole shoreline for the distance of a mile from his rebuilt temple was an open-air factory and armed camp. He had the Serin Ni divided into specific work groups and progressive training units, under Djik’ri’s able generalship and that of his friend, Djur Djinri. Even little Mnir’ra had settled here for a while. Gurund Ritroon’s encouraging plan had inspired her to finish her previously odious task of selecting the victims of Urg. They were all selected in record time and were there on the beach breaking production records, for they worked for their own salvation.


  Group One had graduated back to Rurz’tlid, where they were building Vee Twos, the catapults for coastal defense. This project was already in the finishing stages and the coast artillery units of the army had already been selected and trained to man these weapons.


  Group Two was still busy advancing the project on Vee One—crossbows. He, himself, tempered the metal and turned out the springs and the red men manufactured the wooden parts and the metal-tipped arrows and the oil-dipped fire brands. Over five hundred Vee Ones were already in the hands of DjiL’ri’s infantry.


  Group Three was working on chest armor and metal shields, and most of the bowmen were already equipped.


  He kept Djur Djinri busy training infantry in defense and commando tactics, using crossbows, spears, spiked bludgeons, in closed and open fighting, and even in judo.


  Strategic Group Four was split into two sections. One did his coal and iron mining and brought him natural oil and sulphur and saltpeter and made charcoal, while the other section made use of the ingredients thus supplied.


  Group Five was under strict secrecy. They were putting together his major Yee-weapons under his personal supervision, but he doubted that he could get these latter ready in time to be effective for the first attack by Gon’ri the Warrior. They all knew now, thanks to Zrand’ri’s belfry boy, that the green men had probably been tipped off ahead of time, and that the battle might begin well before the Day of Urg. The least Gurund Ritroon hoped for was that the green men’s first assault would be driven back, and that Gon’ri’s subsequent preparations for a major invasion would then give him a chance to set up his major weapons. These latter were complicated, and he was handicapped for want of time and suitable materials, but at least he had gunpowder, a small supply of crude copper wire, and wet cell batteries, a few makeshift vibrators and spark coils. He doubted that he could do all he hoped to do, but he was determined to try—and he was teaching Djik’ri as fast as the bewildered little red warrior could take it . . .


  “We cannot express our gratitude to you,” Djik’ri told him one night before the Day of Urg. “You are changing the destiny of a planet!”


  Gurund Ritroon was standing over am crude anvil, sweating over the task of fashioning two halves of a hollow iron ball. This was Vee Ten, the nature of which Djik’ri understood, thanks to his teaching.


  “We cannot allow ourselves to be overconfident,” he cautioned, tossing a mop of dark hair off his forehead. “Your army is divided. Zrand’ri seems to be producing some effective counter-propaganda, and many units have remained under his command. Having a split army at this time is not good.” Djik’ri smiled confidently. “With our superior weapons we could repel the Bi’djar Ri with half our number.”


  “Let us not be too sure of ourselves,” retorted Gurund Ritroon. “Treachery behind your back, while you are fighting for your life is a deadly handicap, often a fatal one. You must make every effort to unify the armed forces of Serin-Gor.”


  “But Zrand’ri has convinced many of them that you are an emissary of the enemy gods, and that you seek to deceive us,” replied Djik’ri. “He, too, can appeal to the men on the basis of patriotism and loyalty, as well as the fear of breaking the Law of Urg. What we are doing, you know, serves to justify a green-man invasion, according to the terms of the ancient pact.”


  “Djik’ri,” said Gurund Ritroon. “Are you, too, torn by doubts? Are you unsure of yourself?” Then he regretted that he had said this, for when he looked at Djik’ri he saw such an expression of hurt pride as he had never witnessed before, in this land or in the world of the Earthman, Flannigan.


  Djik’ri became rigid. He turned without a word and stomped out of the workshop.


  “Wait!” said Gurund Ritroon, dropping his work.


  He overtook Djik’ri on the broken steps of one of the temple ruins. Several hard-working red men had paused to witness the scene. Their young king-to-be stood stiffly and coldly determined, one hand on the handle of his knife. His black eyes blazed into Gurund Ritroon’s.


  “I can’t have even you accuse me of indecision or cowardice!” he said. “I want you to know that even without your help I should have defied the Bi’djar Ri!”


  With this he turned on his heel and walked away.


  Gurund Ritroon was so chagrined over this incident that he could do no more work that night. He was as fond of Djik’ri as he might have been of his own brother. In fact, he was proud of him. But now he had offended him and he felt, in his god-loneliness, that he had lost a much-needed friend.


  He walked down to a secluded spot on the beach, away from the large red-man camp and their fires. He sat down on the still warm sand and looked out to sea. Flannigan, the human shadow within him, was in control of his emotions this night, and he allowed the human alchemy of desire to undermine an otherwise cosmic perspective. Gurund Ritroon was humanly lonely now, which was quite different from god-loneliness.


  Lan Ba’na was moving swiftly, almost perceptibly, toward the horizon of Ces’son Nar, casting a peculiarly golden moonpath on the waters. And Ral, the purple moon, lagged behind, farther up in the sky. The whole scene provided an unearthly beauty which stirred embers of memory in the man Flannigan which had been all but forgotten by his race. This was true enchantment. He did not have to imagine he was in wonderland. He was.


  As the camp settled down for the night, sounds diminished to the point where the soft singing of the bards predominated In the cool, moonlit night. As an Earthman, he had heard that saddest of all musical instruments, the Quichuan quern of the Peruvian Andes, but this singing of the bards of Serin-Gor outclassed the quena. Sometimes the intricately harmonized note quivered through him like an invisible current, shaping his mind and heart irresistibly to their mood.


  Then he was suddenly startled to hear, somewhere close to him, the fairy singing of a red woman:


  Whither has my lost love gone?


  Altinra, she of laughter,


  She whose eyes were like the dawn


  Where night embraces day . . .


  He tensed, uncontrollably. This was the old song, the song that had connected him to his strange destiny. At last, here was the Singer, the one who knew the other verse! With an awareness of destiny being fulfilled, he listened for the rest of it, the other part that he had never been able to quite recall before:


  She who sings no more of me,


  Who walks into Eternity,


  Taking only memory


  Of love, like blossoms, withered.


  Why, my love, is fate so cold,


  To fill the heart in vain,


  Giving today to have and hold,


  Only to lose again?


  Meaning dies and beauty’s left


  Alone in desert’s waste.


  O leave me not of thee bereft!


  O follow thee in haste!


  Gurund Ritroon got to his feet. H« looked into the darkness in the direction of the singing, and he became aware of an approaching figure. It was a woman, one of the perfectly formed little red women. He thought he knew who it was, but he knew certainly that whoever It was he had waited to find her throughout an eternity.


  And then his heart gave a great leap, because it was the one he had hoped it would be—Mnir’ra, distant daughter of Altinral She came wearing white flowers in her hair. Her perfect little feet, like those of a miniature pink porcelain gazelle, were bare. She wore only a cool, split skirt, open down the thighs. Traditionally, she wore nothing above her waist but her own beauty. To both his god senses and his human senses she was a treat to the tranquillity of his soul. He was not only irretrievably cast away into alien sphere of existence; he was impossibly in love with a leprechaun!


  “Gurund Ritroon!” she called to him, in a happy tone of voice. “How wonderful it is to find you alone!”


  “You took the words out of my mouth,” he translated the Earthman’s emotions into Gra’ghorian speech. “What are you doing here?”


  “I came hoping to find you,” she said. She had reached his side now and she placed one small hand on his arm as she looked up with a glowing smile into his face.


  To all her intoxicating, elfin beauty she had added the scent of an exotic perfume—some sort of flower oil with which she had bathed her entire body so that it glistened softly in the moonlight.


  Gurund Ritroon’s head swam. Every ounce of manhood in him urged him to take her up in his arms and tell her she had to belong to him. But something troubled the god in him. It was the memory of another love, Altinra, who walked alone in Zi’lgar-lon, the Desert of Death. Was this the price she had paid for loving a god? And then he knew why. As a god, he had a mission to fulfill. After a while, the Lens would take him back again into the Outer Emptiness, and Mnir’ra, if she loved him, would also walk alone where Altinra had gone in ages past. If he had been only a man, perhaps, yes, but the Son of Gur had a mission to fulfill. To think of himself now would be to destroy the object of his love. He could not permit this to happen.


  “Gurund Ritroon,” she said softly.


  “Yes?”


  “Please take me in your arms and hold me.”


  This request hit him like a thunderbolt. He looked at her with widened eyes. “Hold you?” he gasped. “Why?”


  “Because I love you.”


  His brain whirled. Impossible world; impossible love. But here it was.


  He made a herculean effort to control himself, but desire suddenly flattened his inhibitions like a tidal wave crashing through a village of paper dolls, and he swept her into his arms. If her doll-like body had been warm and vibrant before, right now it was a maddening flame!


  He kissed her on her lips, while her arms went around his neck, and where their hearts had glowed before, now they melted.


  “How can I help myself?” he muttered aloud in English. Then he said to her, “We have to figure this thing out before it is too late. How can we two love each other?”


  She only smiled in dreamy happiness as she passed a warm hand over the great square of his chest. “Isn’t it already too late to question how or why?” she answered.


  “Yes. I mean—but I am not of your world.”


  Mnir’ra looked at him suddenly with deep understanding. “I know, my dearest,” she said. “You are Gurund Ritroon, a god. You are not human.” She thought for a moment that the god trembled with resentment at that remark, but it was not the god. It was the Irishman. “Still,” she continued, “I remember Altinra, and it seems that I was born waiting for you. I could never love another, and it is better, therefore, that I should love you while you are here and then lose you forever, than never love you at all. I can only love you, beloved. I want to belong, and to be loved, even if you are a god. I know your love has waited for me whole ages in the Outer Emptiness, and so that is why I entrust my love to you.”


  He set her on the ground. “Let me take you back to camp,” he said, almost tonelessly. “I love you, yes. How could I ever deny it? But beyond our happiness lies great pain, and I’m asking you if it’s worth it? You must sleep on this problem, Mnir’ra.”


  But Mnir’ra stamped her foot on the ground in sudden anger. “I’ll have you know that not even Gurund Ritroon, if that’s who you really are, can deny the love offer of Mnir’ra Nikin’ra! I have offered myself to you to own and love as a wife, but now I will see you come crawling to me before I will even think of it again!”


  “But Mnir’ra, I—”


  “Good night!” she cried bitterly. And she ran away like a little wild animal, her incredible hair floating behind her.


  Gurund Ritroon stood still and held both hi» temples. “Ye gods!” he exclaimed in English. “Two-time loser in one night! Now they’re both mad!” Ruefully, and with many conflicting emotions raging within him, he turned back toward his temple dwelling, where Djik’ri also slept, with the intention of going to bed. However, had he been aware of a thousand or so pairs of hostile eyes peering at him from the woods over the dead bodies of a score of sentinels, he might have slept that night even less than he did.


  


CHAPTER VI


  Civil War


  The red men slept peacefully within sight of the new Temple of Gur, which was the symbol of their new-found hope. But there were other red men, in the bordering forest, who regarded the temple as a threat to their very existence, for Zrand’ri’s appeal to superstition had turned more than half the army to his side.


  Zrand’ri himself was present at the head of this silent army, mounted on a Ban’thorn, surveying the camp in company with the dark redskin who had first reported to him concerning these strange activities.


  So far, his plan was working satisfactorily. The major portion of the army was his, he had sent his message in time to Gon’sr Lit’ri, and if he were any judge of the green warrior, he knew that there would soon be warships riding the Barrier Sea. And here, to complete his luck, was a sleeping camp, sentinels all taken care of, and the god-man where he wanted him—inside the temple along with Djikn Kinri, who slept there also, according to Zrand’ri’s spies.


  “The Queen,” he whispered to his general. “She sleeps within the camp this night?”


  “I am informed,” said the general, “that for some reason unknown to us she started back toward Rurz’tlid tonight with a company of guards.”


  “You are . . . ah . . . taking care of that situation?”


  “Yes, your Holiness.”


  Zrand’ri grinned in triumph. “Good!” he said. “Then proceed at once with orders one and two!”


  The general saluted. He signalled to a nearby aide, and the latter raised a long, slender tube to his lips and produced a thin, high, piping sound. As this faint sound reached the ears of the army surrounding him, about one thousand shielded spearmen moved resolutely out upon the beach toward their sleeping countrymen.


  Then the general’s aide piped again, this time twice in succession. At this signal, a special task force of men heavily laden with special equipment moved in frantic haste toward the newly constructed temple.


  Djur Djinri was a very conscientious general, a man capable of taking care of his responsibilities. It is owing to such chance virtues as this in times of epic emergency among all civilizations that great national tragedies have been circumvented with only seconds to spare. A hundred generations of red men on the planet Gra’ghr were to revere the memory of Djur Djinri because, besides being a good general, he was a light sleeper as well.


  He had heard the gurgling, muffled cry of the last sentinel as he had died at the hands of Zrand’ri’s men. Wisely, he did not leap to his feet and cry an alarm, as he knew well the size of the total army, and his own small force of eight hundred men told him that Zrand’ri had about twenty-two hundred at his disposal. Some would naturally be in Rurz’tlid, but there could well be fifteen hundred here, if his suspicions were verified that a major attack was about to start.


  Suddenly, campfire light reflected from a score of spears in the woods, and he knew beyond all shadow of a doubt that the worst had come. By mortal struggle, the men of Serin-Gor were about to weaken themselves in the face of imminent warfare with the Bi’djar Ri.


  He weighed the possibilities and consequences swiftly in his mind. If Zrand’ri won, there would possibly even be no Gurund Ritroon to help them against the green men, and no Vee-weapons. This preparation for resistance which had already been made evident would, he knew, precipitate the dreaded green-man invasion upon Seria-Gor and find them unprepared. A small boy who worked in the temple had brought a message to Djik’ri that, seven days ago, Zrand’ri had communicated with Gon’ri the Warrior by means of a Ieh’nu. This would bring the green-man hordes upon them at any hour. The red men, if caught with divided forces now, would lose, to become slaves to the green men forever!


  Like a flash of divine inspiration the thought came to Djur Djinri that here, in this hour, the destiny of a world might be decided. Gurund Ritroon was asleep in the temple, as was Djikn Kinri. He had no way of awakening them, and Zrand’ri might trap them there by barricading the door and windows. Plainly then, the work of salvation rested upon his own shoulders!


  Quietly, the general pulled on his armor and checked up on his new crossbow and metal-tipped arrows. At the same time he nudged his neighbor, a blissfully slumbering captain.


  “Pass the word along,” he said. “But whisper it. Let not a man speak aloud under penalty of death. We are about to be attacked. Get armor and crossbows ready and prepare to execute maneuver three.”


  By the time Zrand’ri’s men stepped onto the beach, many hundreds of Djur Djinri’s men were ready, and others were getting ready, as quietly and unobtrusively as possible.


  “The camp’s awake!” cried one invader inadvisedly. For his trouble he received a spear in his back, and he was through with speaking forever.


  “Attack!” cried Zrand’ri’s general, and the invaders hurled their spears at a wall of armored men rising up from the sands.


  The spears bounced off of metal shields and chest armor, while strange, powerful bows shot metal-tipped arrows at them with lightning speed. It was that first counterblow which saved everything, because it withered the invader’s ranks enough to equalize the numbers on each side.


  From there on it was hand to hand and spear to spear. And many of Djur Djinri’s men were still taken by surprise, not having had ample time to prepare themselves. But in the confusion the major portion of armored men were able to escape into the forest, leaving an almost empty camp to Zrand’ri. He could only boast of less than two hundred enemy dead, wounded and captured.


  The men under Djur Djinri became Gra’ghr’s first guerrilla fighters. With firm purpose, Djur Djinri gathered them together in strategic groups and dispersed them again with a definite plan of action.


  “We must remain free,” he told them, “to man the coast defenses when Gon’ri comes. Our forces are small, and we may not be led by Gurund Ritroon or Djik’ri, because I believe they were trapped inside the temple, but with what Gurund Ritroon has given us we may be able to turn Gon’ri back for more reinforcements. By the time he returns, Gurund Ritroon may be free. In the meantime, we must also keep Mnir’sr Nikin’ra in mind. Zrand’ri may wish to capture her and take the throne. Therefore, follow these orders. One: Do not form larger groups than a platoon until you hear the password, which is—Urg! When that comes, all converge immediately on the beach defenses at Rurz’tlid and defend your country to the death! But in the meantime, stay hidden and well dispersed in the hills surrounding Rurz’tlid. Three: Try to capture officers and men out of the opposition forces under Zrand’ri and convince them that they must join tis. Explain our side of the question by saying that we have proof that Zrand’ri is a traitor. He has sent a message to Gon’ri by means of a leh’nu which Gon’ri gave him for that purpose. This means we are in imminent danger of attack, and therefore we must all unite! It is only Zrand’ri who wishes to divide us, because he wants the throne. Djik’ri and Mnir’ra have sworn to me that Gurund Ritroon is genuine, for he came in direct response to their prayers to Gur. Tell them not to become traitors, but to protect their queen and country and follow the banner of Freedom which we have set before us.”


  The guerrillas actually made a banner that night. It was white, emblazoned with a menacing looking cross-bow and metal-tipped arrow. By morning there were several to unfurl in case sails were sighted on the Barrier Sea . . .


  Gurund Ritroon was awakened by Djik’ri, in the temple.


  “Wake up!” he shouted. In the light of the torch he held in his hand, Gurund Ritroon observed that his previous expression of proud indignation had been supplanted by one of genuine consternation. “The camp has been wiped out!” he exclaimed. “We’re trapped! They’ve barricaded the door and windows! Zrand’ri’s men are outside, his own special guard. You’ve got to get us out of here! Do you know what this means? Gon’ri the Warrior will invade this country at any hour now and the new defenses will not be manned! Many of the new weapons art stored here in the temple. In spite of all your planning we may be wiped out—conquered! And since I know Zrand’ri wants the throne, he has probably taken Mnir’ra!”


  Gurund Ritroon took a great, deep breath and got to his feet. “Mnir’ra? Taken by Zrand’ri?” he said in a rumbling voice. His brows came close together, lowering over narrowed blue eyes. The marble whiteness of his face darkened, and knots of stubborn muscle lifted along his jaws. Now he was Son of Gur, the Avenger, and to his godly strength was added the flaming temper of an Irishman.


  “Let’s get out of here,” he said between his clenched teeth.


  “But that’s just it!” complained Djik’ri. “We can’t get out! They’ve barricaded everything! And outside are about five hundred of Zrand’ri’s men just hoping we’ll try to come out into the open!”


  “I don’t give a damn about those little runts!” Gurund Ritroon broke unconsciously into English. “I want to get out of here! That’s all I ask!” He placed his shoulder to the heavy wooden doors of the temple and heaved mightily. Under the terrific pressure, the thick timbers splintered, but beyond were tons of sandbags and boulders, braced by more timbers. Sweat and strain as he might, he found the barricade too heavy to be moved.


  “Great Gur!” moaned Djik’ri. “Why should I be imprisoned like this I Please, Gurund Ritroon! If you are Son of Gur, the Avenger, you must get us out of here!”


  The god-man sensed Djik’ri’s deep anguish and mortification. For a leader like Djik’ri to be caught in a spot like this at a time of national emergency, he knew, was maddening. He was troubled enough by his own sense of urgency.


  “The powder!” exclaimed Djik’ri.


  “We can blast our way out!”


  Gurund Ritroon shook his head. “I could, perhaps, but the size of blast it would take for that barricade might kill you.”


  “Then let’s try the windows!”


  “Those niches are too narrow for me, but you might be able to get through one of them.” Gurund Ritroon jerked loose one of the heavy timbers sticking out of the shattered door of the temple. He used this as a battering ram, through one of the side window niches. Soon he had crashed through the outside timbers of the smaller barricade, and the pale light of dawn filtered in to them. In their field of vision was the vine-grown side of the steep bluff beside which the temple had been built.


  “You could get through that,” he told Djik’ri, “but you’d probably be captured.”


  “One of us must get through and make contact with any survivors who might still be on our side. They must be rounded up to man the beach defenses at Rurz’tlid!” Djik’ri prepared to go through the window. “Once I contact those who are loyal to the throne, I know I can win over a lot of the others from Zrand’ri. It has to be done quickly, because even at this minute there may be sails on Ces’son Nar!”


  Gurund Ritroon looked appreciatively at the little red warrior. “All right, Djik’ri,” he said. “But don’t worry about me. I’ll take care of myself. And I’ll see you soon.”


  “But if you go through the front, you’ll expose yourself to Zrand’ri’s crack troops, and many of them are armed with Vee Ones!”


  Gurund Ritroon glared at Djik’ri. “Have you forgotten who I am?” he asked, boomingly. “You forget that the outcome of this struggle was written eons ago. I am the Avenger I Now, have faith, and go!”


  Without another word, Djik’ri climbed into the window niche and pulled himself through. Gurund Ritroon watched him closely as he began to scale the bluff outside.


  Then, suddenly, he saw Djik’ri stiffen and throw his head back in pain. A metal-tipped arrow, shot from a cross-bow, had neatly pinned him in the back. He bent over backward, struggled to reach the arrow with one free hand, and then fainted, tumbling down out of sight.


  Gurund Ritroon watched speechlessly. He looked stonily through the window niche at a sharp tree root that protruded from the bluff. It dripped Djik’ri’s blood. In the brightening dawn light, each drop seemed to be a priceless ruby.


  Outside he heard shouts of triumph from Zrand’ri’s guards as they scampered toward the temple to claim Djik’ri’s body. Gurund Ritroon’s fists clenched. There were many solemn things he swore he would accomplish this day.


  In less than five seconds he had a long wooden bench up-ended against the temple door. He sprang on top of it and looked through the window niche there. This was too small even for Djik’ri’s body, and it was not barricaded. Through it he could see hundreds of red men running in his direction up the beach, brandishing spears, cross-bows and metal shields. In his hand he held Gra’ghr’s first version of the bazooka. Grimly, he thrust it through the niche and fired, point blank, at the oncoming men.


  Then he was stayed at the sight of the sudden carnage wrought. Twenty of them died instantly, half ripped apart. Others rolled about in bloody agony. Many turned and ran while others groveled on the sand in abject terror. Never in the history of their world had such a weapon been seen or heard. To them it was a thunderbolt of the gods.


  After all, thought Gurund Ritroon, these were Mnir’ra’s and Djik’ri’s people, even if they were revolutionists. He’d have to control his temper and spare them as much as he could, even if the little devils had killed the best man they had—their own king, who might have been their greatest—“Djik’ri!” he moaned, fighting back the moisture in his eyes. “You poor, brave little leprechaun! They got you in the back!”


  After that one bazooka shot, he got busy. There was the matter of blasting his way out of the temple. He loaded the inner side of the barricade, behind the splintered door timbers, with metal containers of powder and attached a home-made fuse. With Djik’ri’s torch he ignited it. And then he ran to the far end of the temple, up on the altar, where rested a facsimile of the legendary Lens. He held his ears, hoping that his densified frame could withstand the concussion . . .


  


CHAPTER VII


  The First Invasion


  That same morning, Djur Djinri’s tired guerrillas espied with dismay a great fleet of green-man ships sailing down upon Rurz’tlid. Never had such a force of green men been seen before—fully thirty vessels crammed with warriors. There would be an average of three thousand men on those formidable vessels! And, the only body of red men really disposed to resist them numbered six hundred!


  Undaunted, General Djur Djinri passed the, word along.


  “Urg!” “Urg!” “Urg!” sounded the cries of action through the forests above the flowered plain of Raj’dur. Many a bugler lifted the shrill grindnir gourd to his lips and startled the citizens and the garrison below. From the city, men and women looked up in astonishment to see a small army of six hundred armored men running down upon them, carrying a number of white banners before them. These banners carried the picture of a strange new weapon, that which they brandished in their hands.


  Zrand’ri’s men quickly organized to resist. There were about a thousand present in the city’s garrison. But Djur Djinri’s archers, dropping in long lines to their knees to take aim and fire, withered their ranks with crossbow shots long before they came in range of the defenders’ ordinary bows. The spearmen rushed for cover in confusion, as did the common citizenry. All were amazed, terrified and bewildered, trying to analyze their precarious predicament and weigh values.


  They knew their country was about to be invaded by a dreaded foe, and these brave fighters from the hills seemed to be disposed and equipped to make a defensive stand. Yet Zrand’ri’s men opposed the defenders of Serin-Gor!


  By the time Djur Djinri’s forces gained the city’s outskirts, they found Zrand’ri’s men and many of the citizens joining their ranks and fighting off the waning opposition.


  “Follow the banner of Freedom!” cried the guerrillas. “Zrand’ri the traitor brought Gon’ri upon us! He has captured Mnir’ra and seeks the throne for himself! Down with Zrand’ri! Fight for the Queen and Djikn Kinri—and Gurund Ritroon!”


  Zrand’ri, fuming from his temple tower, shot orders at his remaining officers. “Tell them that Gur forbids this sacrilege!” he shouted. “They struggle in vain against a destiny that is written! They must cease all resistance at once!”


  But by the time the guerrillas reached the beaches the whole army, with the exception of a few of Zrand’ri’s special guards, was with the defenders.


  “Down with Zrand’ri!” they shouted. “Long live the Queen! Long live King Djik’ri! Long live Serin-Gor!”


  Gon’ri the Warrior, from the crow’s nest of his flagship, trained his keen eyes upon the distant shoreline and estimated that only about two thousand fighters were there to oppose him.


  “I am highly disappointed,” he said to his chief adjutant who stood in the crow’s nest beside him. “The resistance is less than I thought it would be. However, that is due, no doubt, to Zrand’ri’s good work. In a way, I suppose I should consider him for a small reward of some sort.”


  “I see some fighting around the Temple of Gur,” remarked the adjutant. “Zrand’ri must be holding out there.”


  “It means, no doubt, that he is holding Queen Mnir’ra there. He promised me the Queen in exchange for the throne of Serin-Gor. Make the temple objective number one instead of the palace. Now, you’d better get back on the bridge because we’ll soon have them in range of our bows. We want to give them our best volleys before we get within range of their weaker fire.”


  The adjutant suddenly grasped Gon’ri’s arm and pointed at the sky. “Look!” he exclaimed.


  And Gon’ri looked. He saw hundreds of long, thin lines tracing their way toward his ships, as though some herculean force had thrown out hawsers to them.


  “What is it?” he queried.


  “Those are trails of smoke!” cried the adjutant. “Arrows carrying fire! A brilliant weapon, but where did they get it?”


  “I find this not so entertaining,” frowned Gon’ri. “Signal all ships full sail ahead! We must get on land among those minstrels before they set us all on fire! How do they have a superior range?”


  “New type of bow, sire! It looks like you’ll get the kind of resistance you wanted! With your permission, I’ll go to my station at once!”


  The adjutant nimbly slithered down the rigging instead of using the mast ladder. For it was obvious that a serious emergency had arisen. Some of the ships were already throwing up clouds of smoke and flame, their compliments of fighters leaping into the sea.


  “Full sail ahead!” shouted Gon’ri from the crow’s nest. “All bowmen at stations! Get in range! Full volley! I’ll have the head of the bowman who fails to find his mark!”


  Filled with excitement and wonderment, keen to the scent of battle in the midst of smoke and flame, the powerful green bowmen crowded the forward gunwhales of the full-canvassed ships and held their arrows aimed for the command to fire. Some ships, heavily gutted by flame, were falling behind and wallowing cross-wind in the path of others. Suddenly, metal-tipped arrows of death sprang from the shoreline with unforeseen velocity and decimated the ranks of Gon’ri’s prize bowmen before they could fire. Scores fell into the sea, clutching at deeply imbedded arrows in hearts and throats and bellies.


  “Full speed! Full speed!” shrieked Gon’ri. He had only twenty ships left in the running. Fully ten ships had lost speed because of burning sails. One was capsizing.


  But just as the still formidable fleet brought the red men within range of the green men’s bows, a new weapon was brought into play. Not much attention had been given by the enemy to about fifty strange structures lined up along the beaches for about one mile. These looked like tree trunks tied together and bent over by the wind.


  Suddenly, these batteries of Vee-trunks straightened up in many places, and as they did they hurled huge boulders or flaming cauldrons into the sky. Being released at close range over closely riding ships, the percentage of hits was high. The great ponderous rocks came crashing through masts and sails and men, shattering the decks and in some cases going through the hulls. The flaming cauldrons shattered, spewing flame and destruction wherever they hit. Two ships floundered. Four more were incapacitated with rigging down.


  “Faster!” shrieked Gon’ri. “Drive into the shore!”


  Then the red men hit the ships with a huge volley of new fire brands. And they again withered the ranks of the green men with crossbow fire. They also released more catapults. Men died on the decks and in the sea. More sails went up in flame. Clouds of boulders and flaming cauldrons descended upon the attackers.


  And so it was that, of three thousand battle-hungry green men, only about fifteen hundred succeeded in getting their feet on shore that day. But once on shore, engaged in hand to hand combat, they changed the aspect of the struggle somewhat. For in spite of a sprinkling of armor among the defenders, and in spite of some good archery and spearing and bludgeoning, the green men were larger and stronger, and they pushed their advantage.


  Led by Gon’ri himself, one large group pushed rapidly toward the temple to take the Queen


  Djur Djinri’s hands were tied with the main defenses of the city, but he was vividly aware of the spearhead that was approaching the temple. Green men and red men dueled with spears and bludgeons. Since metal work on Gra’ghr was still in its infancy, swords were unknown. The spear dueling was a spectacular activity which held a double threat for the weaker contestant. One could go down with a split skull from the hard blow of a spear shaft as well as a pierced abdomen. And it was noisy. Thousands of shafts clattered and banged in the streets of Rurz’tlid, and many a red man vas transfixed by a powerfully driven spear. The majority of green men who lay dead had been reached by sniping bowmen from the rooftops.


  As best he could, Djur Djinri fought his way toward the temple, forced by the menacing circumstances to leave his station in the hands of lesser officers. Gon’ri’s group was close to establishing contact with Zrand’ri’s special guards. Fearing that he would not arrive in time to avert the capture of the Queen, Djur Djinri ducked down a side alley, intent upon following a special short cut.


  When Gon’ri finally did gain the temple, he lost no time in getting down to business. Zrand’ri received him with a triumphant smile, although a worried shadow lingered about his dark eyes. Around his neck was a silver chain which supported a sort of holy water dispenser that dangled against his chest. He was in full regalia for an official visit.


  “You have broken the resistance!” he said to Gon’ri. “Hail the ruler of Gra’ghr!”


  “Never mind the ceremony,


  Zrand’ri,” barked Gon’ri. “Where is the Queen? We’ve got to get out of here! Why didn’t you tell us about these new weapons? Do you realize we came near to being defeated? Of course I shall return to Bi’djar-Tan to assemble a fleet ten times as large and bring thirty thousand fighters, and I will exterminate every living red man in payment for this day, but you I shall hold especially to blame!”


  Zrand’ri’s smile quickly faded and his eyes flashed sudden defiance as he backed down the temple aisle toward the Lens-altar of Gur. He fingered the dispenser on his chest nervously. “I have served you well, Gon’ri!” he exclaimed. “Now I want the throne of Serin-Gor in exchange for those services, and in exchange for the Queen!”


  Gon’ri’s scar sank into the cleft of a frown on his forehead. His muscular spear arm began to rise, the heavy, bloodied point aimed directly at Zrand’ri’s chest. But the latter began to laugh.


  “Did you think you would find me unprepared against your treachery?” he asked. “You’ll never take me, green man!”


  And with this he broke the container loose from the chain on his chest, which action also pulled loose a large stopper. In a lightning-swift movement he flung the contents of it over Gon’ri, and the latter dropped his spear to clutch his face in a frenzied effort to claw off his skin. Zrand’ri’s men had found one of Gurund Ritroon’s storage batteries and had stolen some of the fluid from it. This he had thrown into Gon’ri’s face.


  In the resultant confusion, he escaped behind the altar through a subterranean passage. But one man, who was climbing into the temple through a back window, saw him and witnessed the trick of the secret exit. It was Djur Djinri. With bloodied spear and battle-scarred shield, he followed Zrand’ri into the secret passage.


  He found himself in ancient catacombs that led into a series of natural caverns. The recently ignited oil pots along the walls alerted him to the possibility that Zrand’ri had imprisoned Mnir’ra in this place.


  Nor was he long in verifying this suspicion. He passed the open door of a dungeon, and around the next turn in the low-ceilinged passageway he came upon Zrand’ri, who was struggling with Mnir’ra, trying to force her to accompany him. Directly behind them were several openings, one of which appeared to open into the deeper darkness of another cavern.


  At sight of him, Zrand’ri struck Mnir’ra, knocking her to the ground and momentarily stunning her before she could cry out. Then he turned with a snarl and dove under Djur Djinri’s lunging spear. His wiry arms went around the other’s legs and they both crashed to the ground.


  In one instant, a foul blow crippled Djur Djinri momentarily, but in the same instant his powerful hands were around Zrand’ri’s scrawny neck, and he squeezed to kill. Zrand’ri’s clawing fingers tore at his mouth, his nose and his eyes. For a pain-blackened eternity it seemed to be a contest between them to see which could endure this torture the longest.


  But Mnir’ra soon recovered sufficiently to pick up Djur Djinri’s fallen spear, which she promptly drove into Zrand’ri’s back. The High Priest arched backward, breaking the general’s grip on his throat, and he sreamed, then dropped to the ground.


  Behind him, Djur Djinri heard the sound of running feet, and he heard shouts in the recognizable accent of the Bi’djar Ri. They had found the secret passage.


  “Follow me!” he said to Mnir’ra, leading her into the dark passageway directly ahead of him. He had wrenched his spear out of Zrand’ri’s back, but as Mnir’ra took one look behind her she saw the latter crawl painfully into the concealing shadows of a low niche in the corridor’s wall.


  Unluckily for Djur Djinri, he chose the wrong passage. He soon found himself in a cul-de-sac, a small, dark cavern without other opening than that through which they had come. And here the green men came upon him bearing torches and long spears.


  Conversation was superfluous. Against absolutely homeless odds, Djur Djinri fought his way valiantly into Gra’ghr’s hall of eternal fame—and fell sobbing, not from the pain of his mortal wounds, but because of his helplessness to defend his queen . . .


  After a while, he became aware of Zrand’ri standing over him. The High Priest was obviously on his last legs, but he held the business end of a broken spear in both his hands. The wavering light of a torch he had set in the ground accentuated the drawn lines of frustration and rage in his thin face.


  “If you had not interfered today,” he said, “I should have been ruler of Serin-Gor!”


  He tried to raise the spear to drive it down into Djur Djinri’s heart, but it required a terrific effort of his will even to stand up, and his movements were slow.


  Behind him, Djur Djinri suddenly discerned something that for the first time filled his warrior’s heart with dread. Out of a hole in the wall crept a threaded, deeper darkness, an oozing, amorphous thing that spread out across the wall with evil purpose. He knew very well what it was, though few had ever seen one and lived to tell about it. It was a living, almost indestructible web—a deadly Kran’jandoon.


  In one supreme effort, Djur Djinri locked the toes of one foot behind Zrand’ri’s left ankle, and with his other foot he shoved against the priest’s left knee. This maneuver threw the other directly into the clutches of the monstrosity on the wall.


  Instantly, Zrand’ri became tangled inextricably in the cloying, powerful web, and he screamed out in his terror, struggling futilely. And Djur Djinri laughed. He laughed because death was not so bitter to him now, because no one could have inflicted upon this traitor to Serin-Gor a more suitable punishment for his crime . . .


  


CHAPTER VIII


  The Avenger


  When the charge went off, the whole temple seemed to leap into the air, and Gurund Ritroon was flattened under a blast of splintered timbers and flying debris. When the smoke cleared, however, he shook his head and got up. There were several dark bruises on him where heavy objects had struck, but otherwise he was unhurt.


  He immediately began to prepare himself for battle. Chest armor and a special helmet came first. Then there was a long, heavy, spiked bludgeon that no one else on Gra’ghr could have lifted. On his back was strapped a crossbow and full quiver of metal-tipped arrows, and at his left hip swung a cloth bag filled with crude but effective grenades. Instead of a shield, he carried the bazooka, with extra charges for it in the grenade bag. This weapon was slung over one shoulder, while in his two free hands hi carried the mighty bludgeon.


  As he stepped over the scattered barricade he was an apparition of terror to the hundreds of men who still waited for him outside. Dead men lay at his feet. Beyond, at a distance of about thirty yards, the rest stood looking at him in awe.


  One of the red men, less awestruck than terrified, raised his crossbow in self-defense and fired it, aiming at Gurund Ritroon’s neck. The metal-tipped arrow hit its mark, but to the amazement of all, it failed to penetrate the god-man!


  The arrow stung painfully, but Gurund Ritroon knew he was fairly safe from all arrows. He reached for his grenade bag, then thought better of it.


  “I am Gurund Ritroon!” he bellowed at them. “Zrand’ri is a false priest. Return to Rurz’tlid and defend your country against your true enemies—the Bi’djar Ri!”


  Without waiting to see what the effect of his admonition would be, he turned to the bluff side of the temple to look for Djik’ri. He found the spot under the window where the other should have been, but he was not there. In the sand he saw the trail of a man who was bleeding and who had dragged himself painfully along the ground. Gurund Ritroon followed this trail, hopefully.


  He did not have far to go before he found him. He lay between two large boulders, unable to crawl farther. Gravely wounded as he was, he looked up at Gurund Ritroon and smiled—then fainted.


  Gurund Ritroon picked him up and carried him back to the temple. As he approached the blasted doorway he noticed that the beach had been cleared of Zrand’ri’s men. Apparently they had either had a change of heart or decided on a strategic retreat.


  In the temple, Gurund Ritroon doctored Djik’ri. He cut the arrow out of his back and cauterized the wound, covering it with a mild poultice and a bandage. Then he strapped his bludgeon to his back and carried Djik’ri in his arms out of the temple and started walking down the beach . . .


  “Where is Mnir’ra?” he asked.


  When he arrived at Rurz’tlid, he marveled at the white beauty of the stone city, in spite of his anxiety concerning Mnir’ra. So preoccupied was he that he failed to notice at first that he met with no resistance. The people who had only heard of him, but never seen him before, hid in their houses and watched him from their secret points of vantage in amazement, and with newly awakening faith in the legend of the Lens. Spearmen who had formerly been under Zrand’ri now huddled on rooftops and watched him warily as he came walking down the middle of the street, carrying the limp form of Djik’ri in his arms. He was taller and stronger even than Gon’ri the Warrior, and he was white as marble. They knew, at last, that this was Gurund Ritroon.


  Djur Djinri’s guerrillas, under the white banner of the crossbow, gathered in his wake, cheering as they went, but not too exultantly. They seemed worried. In Rurz’tlid and on the beaches were many signs of the recent battle.


  Gurund Ritroon knew, on first sight of the place, by the green and red bodies strewn about, that Gon’ri had attacked. And by the wrecked ships not far from shore he knew that the defenders had not done so badly.


  But where was Mnir’ra?


  Just then, Djik’ri stirred feebly in his arms. Gurund Ritroon saw him looking up at him with a feeble but grateful smile.


  “We must find out what happened to Mnir’ra,” Gurund Ritroon said to him.


  Djik’ri’s eyes widened with sudden recollection and alarm. He looked at the spearmen on the rooftops and at Djur Djinri’s guerrillas who crowded around him and Gurund Ritroon. He called to one officer nearby.


  Gurund Ritroon saw the latter point seaward, and when he looked far out he saw for the first time the upper rigging of several sailing vessels just creeping beyond the horizon.


  That was all he wanted to know. He had seen a certain ship in front of him near the shore which was almost intact. It was about twenty-five feet long, with two masts. Dead green men hung over its rails and lay on the deck.


  He looked at the ocean waves to measure the wind and saw that it was favorable. So he suddenly laid Djik’ri down among his men and started for the ocean. Amidst cries of alarm and amazement, he waded hip deep into the water and came to the ship.


  He placed his weapons and supplies on board and then got back into the water. He placed his hands under the ship’s bow and pushed it off the sandy bottom into deep water—a feat which could not Have been duplicated on Gra’ghr. Then, pulling himself up a hawser, he clambered on board again, turning his attention to the sails, which he unreefed and set in use. The fair wind filled them, and he began to tack away with the ebbing tide . . .


  “Gurund Ritroon would attack the entire nation of Bi’djar-Tan single-handed,” remarked one of Djik’ri’s officers, as he watched the vessel move away. “They may overcome him by trickery or by force, in spite of his marvelous weapons and towering strength. We may never see him again.”


  Djik’ri had been carried to a rooftop and was being supported by the officer who has spoken. His greenish-blue hair waved about his shoulders as he watched his friend depart. “You do not know him,” he replied, “nor are you aware of the inner forces which drive him onward. I believe that his heart is with the Queen.”


  Several soldiers surrounding him looked at him with raised brows and opened mouths. “You mean, he is in love?” queried the officer who supported him.


  “I am sure of it,” said Djik’ri. “He loves Mnir’ra and she loves him. It is the same with them as it was with Gur and Altinra of old.” Then he added, “Now tell me what information you have. Where is Zrand’ri?”


  “He escaped, sire, through some secret exit in the temple, and Djur Djinri followed him. We know not where these two might be nor the fate of either.”


  “Good Djur’ri,” said Djik’ri. “His name will not be forgotten by us. I have overheard some of you saying that it was he who led the chief resistance. You must send a detail at once to search the temple for the secret passage. He and Zrand’ri must be found.”


  “We are already searching, sire.”


  “Good. Then what of Gon’ri? Did he escape alive?”


  “Yes, although we believe he may die. Zrand’ri, upon meeting with deception at his hands, threw over him some of the fiery liquid which Gurund Ritroon made for his boxes of invisible life that bites. Gon’ri’s men led him away blind. But the Queen and many of our people went with the Bi’djar-Ri.”


  Djik’ri’s face hardened. “If Gon’ri lives, he will organize another expedition, even in spite of Gurund Ritroon. Our god-friend is driven to vengeance by the emotion of his love, but Gon’ri will be moved to organize the total forces of his people against us, driven by a consuming hatred for us. And who can say which is stronger—love or hate? A god-man or a nation of people? No, we must prepare ourselves quickly to meet an attack ten times the size of the one which you have just suffered. We must go to the temple and take out all of the new weapons and get them ready.”


  “But, sire, only Gurund Ritroon knows how to work them! Should we not concentrate on the crossbows and catapults alone?”


  “You may concentrate on those, yes. Increase your weapons tenfold, twenty fold! Increase the army to its ultimate maximum! Everyone is going to have to fight for his salvation. But give me five hundred men. I remember much of what Gurund Ritroon taught me. Perhaps I could set up what he planned to do himself.”


  Gurund Ritroon sailed all afternoon straight out to sea. He tried to keep his upper rigging just out of sight of the green-man fleet, but he stayed close enough to keep their mast tops visible. Visibility was remarkable due to a crystal clearness of the air not known to Earth except in high altitudes.


  As the four suns of Gra’ghr sank below Ces’son Nar and Lan Ba’na appeared, he quickly plotted his course before losing sight of the other ships in the starless darkness, which was relieved only by the lonely, golden moonpath on the alien waters. Once he was sure of his direction, he lay down on the deck and watched for the purple moon, Ral, to rise over his starboard bow.


  He was thirsty, but he could not find any water on board, although he did find a meager supply of food. On a sudden hunch, he sampled some seawater and found to his surprise that he was sailing on fresh water. It’s taste was vaguely bitter, but it was very satisfying to the thirst.


  Somewhat relieved by this discovery, he drank freely of the water of Ces’son Nar. It is often upon the ill-advised action of an unguarded moment that unhappy destinies are founded. No one had told him that the waters of the Barrier Sea were dangerous to drink. They were not harmful to sea life, but if taken internally—deadly poison.


  , Sometime past midnight, he was in convulsions. After a weakening attack of nausea, he began to have griping pains, accompanied by dizziness. He knew it was due to the seawater, but it was too late to do anything about it. Just as the pain became insupportable he lost consciousness, and the lonely vessel sailed uncertainly toward a distant coastline that was just appearing on the horizon . . .


  


CHAPTER IX


  In the Enemy’s Camp


  When he regained consciousness, somewhat to his surprise, it was with an awareness of having been out for some considerable period of time. Even before he opened his eyes, he knew that he was unarmed and a prisoner. For he felt many ropes pressing against his bared chest, binding him firmly to the ground.


  When he opened his eyes he found that he lay in a great square in the center of a somber-looking city of gray stone buildings. Green men walked along the streets or rode through the crowds mounted on Ban’thorns, and a number of armed guards stood all around the square, prohibiting the curious from approaching him. There were about fifty guards—enough to cause him trouble even if he were well and free to move.


  His weapons, armor, grenades and pouch were all gone. He felt sick and almost hopeless. But deep within him still smouldered the power of the Lens, blended together with an Irish temper that was still fired by thoughts of what the Bi’djar Ri might have done with Mnir’ra. These alone sustained him.


  He lay there and thought: First, he had evidently survived what might normally have been a lethal dose of sea water. But what now? Where would he end up? And where would the Serin Ni end up? Were these green men powerful enough in their numbers to recognize a much larger invasion force? Would Djik’ri be able to prepare an adequate resistance? And what about Mnir’ra? Would Gon’ri keep her, or would he try to sacrifice her?


  When he turned his head to look at his guards again, he saw a surprising number of spearmen gathering together. They had seen him wake up and were summoning reinforcements. Silently, a whole batallion of them was falling in. And he did not like their looks. But he could only lie there in the best Gulliver tradition and wait for he knew not what to happen.


  After a while, a frail green man who wore a dazzling emerald on his forehead came riding into view on a nervous-looking Ban’thorn, and the guards stepped deferentially aside to let him pass. But what startled Gurund Ritroon was the person who rode beside him on a second Ban’thorn. For it was none other than Mnir’ra.


  He raised his head and strained at his ropes, but for his pains he received about a dozen spear jabs. None of them penetrated his skin, but he felt that they could have if hard-driven. Mnir’ra tried to spur her mount in his direction, but the guards blocked her path.


  “Gurund Ritroon!” she cried out to him. “You should have remained with my people to help them resist the great invasion which is being organized! Gon’ri is gathering all the forces of Bi’djar-Tan against us! And you they intend to sacrifice as a supreme appeal to their gods for vengeance! Oh, Gurund,” she cried bitterly, “why did you come!”


  The green men were laughing derisively, and the bejeweled one on the Ban’thorn beside Mnir’ra addressed his people, saying, “What delusion is this, calling our prisoner Gurund Ritroon? He is no god, nor could he avenge the death of a lur’lur. You see him, do you not?—tied and bound, weakened near to death by the poison of Ces’son Nar. It is upon such an imposter as this that the redskins have pinned their hopes for victory over us!”


  The green men laughed in huge delight, although Gurund Ritroon heard someone remark, aside, to a companion that he was the only one who had ever survived the illness that was induced by drinking sea water.


  “Mnir’ra,” he called to the little queen, “my mission among your people is completed. I have left in Serin-Gor the instruments of vengeance, and Djikn Kinri shall wield them against your enemies. What I have come here for is personal. I have come to take you home!”


  While the green men laughed again, Mnir’ra became engaged in conversation with the bejeweled official who had accompanied her. After a moment, she turned hesitantly to Gurund Ritroon and spoke to him.


  “This man,” she said, “is Kritu Kinri, High Priest of Zich’yeh, the green men’s God of Destiny. He is handling most of the government here while Gond’ri’s doctors attend his wounds. He says . . .” She paused, as though she found it difficult to go on.


  “Don’t be afraid,” said Gurund Ritroon. “Let me know the truth. What does this son of a Zat have to say?”


  “He says his government will release me if you will demonstrate the use of the weapons you brought with you.”


  “Where will they release you to, and what are the guarantees?”


  The little priest quickly conveyed the answer to Mnir’ra, in a low tone of voice, while his beady little eyes never left Gurund Ritroon’s face.


  “He says,” answered Mnir’ra, “that there are enough captured Serin Ni here to man one of their ships and sail it back to Serin-Gor. He says he’ll place a ship at their disposal and put me on board, and that you will be allowed to witness our departure.”


  Gurund Ritroon chose to address Kritu Kinri directly. “My weapons would not do you any good,” he said, “because I have left greater ones behind me for the Serin Ni to use against you.” He was thinking fast. His statement, which puzzled Mnir’ra inasmuch as it appeared to invalidate his one opportunity for bartering, was carefully calculated to mislead the priest, whom he recognized as a cagey character. If he had immediately agreed, the priest would have suspected a subterfuge, and he would be afforded little opportunity to escape as he would be doubly watched at every turn. Yet, at the same time, by impressing the other of the danger facing their hordes in view of possible new weapons in the hands of the red men, he knew that his own weapons would acquire an even greater value in the eyes of the Bi’djar Ri than before.


  Kritu Kinri answered him sharply. “You will leave that matter to us to evaluate. If you refuse to demonstrate your weapons, we will be pleased to sacrifice not only yourself, but Queen Mnir’ra Nikin’ra and all other Serin Ni prisoners simultaneously!”


  “One question,” said Gurund Ritroon. “When will the second invasion begin?”


  Kritu Kinri drew himself up as tall as possible in his saddle. “I am not the one under questioning here!” he retorted.


  “All right, all right! I accept the terms! But there is one condition: I cannot effectively demonstrate my weapons in my present weakened condition. I need rest and food. As you can see, I am helplessly weak.” Actually, he could have burst his bonds; but his full strength was needed, plus his armament and weapons, before it would be worth while risking a break for freedom. Moreover, he was fighting for time—time for Djik’ri, across the Barrier Sea.


  Mnir’ra’s eyes glistened. “Gurund!” she cried. “I won’t leave you here! Let them send the others home, but I will stay!”


  She turned to the priest to argue this point, while Gurund Ritroon shouted at her in protest. Suddenly appreciating the true significance of the situation, Kritu Kinri opened his eyes with a new awareness of the possibilities. He nodded to Mnir’ra in silent assent, and then led her away in the direction of the palace.


  So they released Gurund Ritroon from his bonds, but they kept him in the great plaza surrounded by a thousand armed guards. He presumed that their respect for him was due largely to a certain amount of superstitious fear that he might be the true Avenger after all. Yet the guards tried to bolster civilian morale by openly defying him and laughing at him. Some even spat at his feet and said he was not fit for sacrifice.


  But they gave him food, drink and rest. They thought he might need a week to recover fully, so they gave him three days, and he played the part. Actually, his wonderful resilience restored him within two days.


  During this reprieve, he studied his surroundings as unobtrusively as possible. Most outstanding was the fact that the town was built along the base of a great, granite cliff. At one place, above the center of the city, a slender cascade of water descended coldly into a basin below, and Gurund Ritroon wondered if there were some natural reservoir above. He had some ideas if there were, and if he could find out where his weapons were hidden.


  He also became familiar with major edifices within the city. One was the palace where Gon’ri the Warrior and Mnir’ra and Kritu Kinri were. It was the stateliest building in sight, with great inlaid domes and decorative towers and pillared facade. But it was not the largest. The temple of Zich’yeh was a spectacular work of stone built to fill worshippers with awe and superstitious fear. Pyramidal steps led up to Grecian-type columns, above which was a colossal carved likeness of the God of Destiny, himself surrounded by gargoyle-like figures representing lesser deities ruled by Zich’yeh. Beyond the columns was an open amphitheater in which were the bloodstained altars, mounted on pyramidal prosceniums and surrounded by burning oil pots which represented eternal fires of faith and devotion.


  By the time the third day arrived, Gurund Ritroon was fully his old self, but to safeguard his advantage he acted weak and helpless. He could see preparations getting under way in the harbor for the departure of the shipload of red men. He was determined that Mnir’ra should return to Serin-Gor regardless of her desire to stay, and he sent a message to Kritu Kinri to this effect.


  The guards were subsequently ordered to bring him to the palace, and he found that the route lay partially along the water front. In fact, he passed within earshot of the ship carrying the red men and they cheered him.


  “Hail, Son of Gur, the Avenger!” they shouted. Gurund Ritroon felt that this was premeditated propaganda intended to confuse and demoralize the green men.


  The Bi’djar Ri citizenry were permitted, on the other hand, to belittle him as a means of counter-propaganda. They jeered and spat and threw stones. And one small group derisively planted a crown of thorns on his head.


  This made him think hard. And it made him humble—humble before the magnitude of his responsibility. He had told Mnir’ra his mission here was a personal one—that he had done what he could for the Serin Ni. But now he was ashamed. His duties here had only just begun.


  Earth belonged to the universe he had left, but the Land of the Lens was a cosmic appendix, an orphan in the scheme of Creation, for which he, by predestination, was responsible. He was forced, once again, to face the inescapable reality that he was Gurund Ritroon. And as he did so, he felt the power of the Lens throbbing in him as never before.


  “Do not leave without your queen!” he called out to the Serin Ni. “She will leave with you!”


  Many of the red men received the message enthusiastically. They raised their fists and shouted approvingly. But there were some who dissented. One of these latter sprang into the rigging of the ship and called to Gurund Ritroon.


  “The Queen cannot come with us,” he shouted. “Gon’ri has claimed her in compensation for our resistance to his forces of invasion. If you don’t uphold your side of the agreement, he’ll have us burned alive, on board this ship!”


  The spokesman was pale with apprehension. There was much grumbling on board, and many an anxious face was turned expectantly upward to Gurund Ritroon’s bearded countenance.


  “Then go,” he answered. “And tell Djikri to try to use everything I taught him!” He could not hope, however, that the greatest weapons, Vee-Nine and Vee-Ten, could be set up by Djik’ri. “Good luck, soldiers! Long live Serin-Gor—and the King!”


  As he moved on, under the vicious proddings of the green men, some of the red men cheered him, while others chanted, “Save us, Mnir’ra, Son of Gur! Hail Gurund Ritroon!”


  Then Gurund Ritroon paused to look at something in amazement. Rounding a shoulder of the coastline, there came a great fleet of warships of the green men, which was strange because there was already a considerable fleet in the harbor. Some one hundred and twenty, to be exact. But here came at least a hundred and fifty more, evidently from some other port or ports of Bi’djar-Tan, and they were filled to the gunwhales with powerful painted warriors who carried gigantic bows and arrows longer than themselves. They were green men, but apparently imported from a savage region of the country, for they were a different type. Among them moved excited and vicious-looking Ban’thorns.


  “The Djar Li!” shouted guards all around him, as well as the citizenry. He gathered from excited comments he overheard that the prospect of joining the Second Invasion had made it possible for Gon’ri the Warrior to enlist this fierce, renegade offshoot of the green tribes, and that they were Gra’ghr’s most powerful and ferocious fighters.


  “Saints preserve us!” Gurund Ritroon muttered, in English. “A fleet of nearly three hundred ships and a floating army of close to thirty thousand—the worst of them being mounted savages!”


  He knew that with the right tactics Gon’ri’s forces could now penetrate Serin-Gor’s improved beach defenses, no matter how well reinforced. Unless Vee-Nine and Vee-Ten were set up, Serin-Gor was going to be wiped out!


  


CHAPTER X


  Tyrant versus Titan


  With premeditated disrespect, the guards prodded Gurund Ritroon into the palace. They led him down a spectacular stone hallway lined with the carved images of leering gods. Then two ornately carved gates swung back, admitting him to the throneroom.


  A domed ceiling arched above his head. The large room was illuminated by daylight that penetrated cathedrallike niches in the walls. And Gurund Ritroon’s heart leaped with exultation when he saw all of his weapons and supplies piled up against the wall to his right. Guarded as they were by the Bi’djar Ri, he felt he could take possession of them when he chose to do so. Then this contempt of the green men was genuine, he thought. They actually did not believe he was Gurund Ritroon. Fools! With the bludgeon alone he could clear out the palace!


  On a great stone dais was a granite throne, and on this sat Gon’ri the Warrior—but a greatly altered Gon’ri. His smooth green face of pre-invasion days was now horribly mutilated by burns and white, leprous splotches.


  One eye was completely gone, removed by surgeons. The other stared glassily at him, entirely lidless. His once impressive countenance had been transformed and twisted into a hideous nightmare, and it did more than hurt his monumental pride. It wounded him mortally, giving him a touch of insanity which was concentrated in a maniacal hatred of the red men.


  On Gon’ri’s right sat Wur’lun, the karn-ger cat, the like of which Gurund Ritroon had never seen. But he stared into its three, menacing eyes for only a brief moment, nor was he cognizant of its rumbling growls as it watched him. For on Gon’ri’s left sat Mnir’ra.


  She was not on a throne. She sat on the floor beside Gon’ri like a slave girl, publicly humiliated. Since Gurund Ritroon had last seen her, she had evidently been subjected to such treatment that her pride had been partially supplanted by fear. There was fear in her eyes as she looked at Gurund Ritroon, and a look of supplication. All of which served to augment his rage, and he had to struggle mightily to control himself.


  Gon’ri looked at him in some wonderment for a long moment. Then he addressed him peremptorily. “Whence come you?” he asked.


  His attitude suddenly unleashed a reckless defiance in his supposed prisoner. The latter, for the first time since his capture, drew himself to his full height.


  “You know as well as I,” he replied, in a voice that reverberated in the throneroom and made Wur’lun rise to his feet, growling. “I am Son of Gur, the Avenger! I come from the Outer Emptiness, from beyond the Lens, in fulfillment of Gur’s ancient premise—that if you disturbed the peace or threatened freedom in this world, I would come, and I would avenge such a violation of the fundamental commandment!”


  All other green men in the throne-room, even Including Kritu Kr’ri, now looked at Gurund Ritroon in amazement. And Mnir’ra suddenly straightened up with renewed pride. She looked at him, no longer afraid. But Gon’ri sprang defiantly to his feet.


  “You lie!” he shouted. “No god would have been poisoned by the waters of Ces’son Nar, nor would he have permitted himself be captured! You are an imposter whom I have permitted to live only because I want you to demonstrate the use of your weapons. That demonstration will buy the lives of the Serin Ni whom we hold captive in the harbor, but not your own life. It shall be offered up, with apologies, to Zich’yeh, God of Destiny!”


  “And what of Queen Mnir’sr Nikin’ra?” queried Gurund Ritroon serenely.


  “That is none of your business!”


  Gurund Ritroon took several steps toward the throne, while a hundred green bowmen threatened him. “Hear me, Gon’ri,” he said in a thunderous voice. “A god may do as he pleases, because his power is superior to that of men. I was not poisoned by Ces’son Nar, nor could your men have tied me down with ropes had I not willed it. I merely chose to come to you in this manner to test you, to learn if you really contemplated total violation of the ancient commandment. Now I am convinced that you are guilty, and I stand ready to avenge!”


  “I shall depose here!” shrieked Gon’ri, his single, lidless eye glistening with maniacal rage. “You will do as you are told! I command you to demonstrate the use of your weapons—now!”


  “My weapons?” Gurund Ritroon smiled.


  “Don’t think we are naive,” retorted Gon’ri. “Look!” He pointed to the wall of the throne room where the weapons had been.


  Now Gurund Ritroon saw that the grenades, the armor, the bludgeon and the crossbow had been moved to one side under a strong guard. The bazooka, however, was mounted in one of the narrow window niches, its muzzle pointing outside. It was bound in this position with rope.


  “Outside you will see an ancient stone building,” explained Gon’ri. “I am told that the weapon we have mounted in the window has great power. Load it and fire it! Try to destroy that building!”


  Gurund Ritroon complied, in part. He walked over to the bazooka and checked it. It was loaded, just as he had left it. Then he looked out the window.


  About fifty yards dead ahead a deserted building of stone. But beyond it, at about five hundred yards, towered the pillars of the proud temple of Zich’yeh. And Gurund Ritroon smiled a grim smile.


  Deliberately, he elevated the bazooka and fired. There followed a very brief moment of expectant silence. Then, from afar came the roar of an explosion, and observers both inside and outside the palace raised a shout of alarm and dismay as they saw the pillars of the great temple tumble into ruin.


  “There is “my answer to your threat of sacrifice!” shouted Gurund Ritroon, turning to Gon’ri.


  “And here is mine!” cried the latter furiously. Whereupon he released Wur’lun, and the green guards scattered in terror as the tremendous cat darted toward the doomed stranger. Even Mnir’ra rose to her feet and screamed aloud in her fright.


  But Gurund Ritroon felt in him the power of the Lens, and he knew that this was the day of the Avenger.


  The time had come at last to fulfill his ancient destiny.


  As the giant animal hurled itself upon him, he felt sudden pain, but he did not yield. He merely concentrated on maneuvering the tremendously powerful creature into a position where he could break its back, which he did. And though it was five or six times as heavy as any green man, he tossed it to the foot of the throne. There were gashes on his arms, legs and abdomen, but his blood coagulated quickly, and he was not seriously harmed. Many bowmen shot arrows at him at point blank range, but the missiles bounced futilely off his skin.


  Kritu Kinri leapt to Gon’ri’s side and raised his hand. “We are doomed!” he cried. “This is in truth Gurund Ritroon! Lay down your arms!”


  But Gon’ri drew his long dagger and plunged it to its hilt into Kritu Kinri. “I am still in command here!” he shouted. “Surround him, spearmen and bowmen! Get in close range! Kill him!”


  Gurund Ritroon rushed a wall of spears and a hail of arrows, some of which did penetrate him far enough to be painful. The spears he found he could sweep aside like so many twigs. And many who leapt upon him died.


  He wanted his weapons and he got them. The first thing he did was to throw a grenade into the middle of the room. When it went off, it killed a score of Gon’ri’s first line infantry who were just entering the throne Zoom to resist the guards. In the resultant confusion he made for the throne and got hold of Mnir’ra. Gon’ri had suddenly disappeared.


  “Keep behind me!” he told her. He gave her the grenades to carry.


  He had torn the bazooka from its fastenings and now it lay across his back, while in his hands he wielded Ike bludgeon. The armor he bad abandoned, for there was no time to put it on.


  He knew that even he could not keep on his feet before the concerted rush of hundreds of armed green men, so he backed toward an exit behind the throne, through which Gon’ri had escaped. With every step he swung the bludgeon, destroying everything that came within its range.


  Several guards made the mistake of trying to get behind the pair to capture Mnir’ra. When she cried out in alarm, Gurund Ritroon whirled upon them, decapitating one of them with his club and crushing the chest of another with a blow of his fist. A third guard retreated in terror. Mnir’ra smiled at him proudly. She alone was not awestruck by his terrifying aspect. Death incarnate though he was, she came back to him confidently, and he swept her into his arms and ran through the exit.


  Outside, it looked as though the entire nation of the Bi’djar Ri was massed against him. The green men were pouring off the great fleets in the harbor and joining the regular troops, jam-packing the whole city. This was all-out war, and he was alone before them.


  They were squared off on rooftops behind walls made up of metal shields, their spears and bows poised for action. The spearmen and the bowmen waited, in Bunker Hill fashion, to see the whites of his eyes. But he had no intention of trying to face such overwhelming odds.


  He set Mnir’ra down, quickly reloaded his bazooka, and fired into the midst of the heaviest troop concentration he could find. He saw Mnir’ra hide her face to escape the sight of a score of green bodies literally tearing apart and flying through the air in a rain of blood, of metal shields twisted and blasted away like so many leaves blown into dust by the autumn wind, of whole companies of men falling on their faces in terror.


  He followed this blast with two grenades, producing equal havoc, and the offensive line became defensive, temporarily retreating. Some warriors were of a tougher strain, however. They deployed themselves in such a way as to corral him against the cliff behind the palace. Beyond these men, Gurund Ritroon saw the more savage Djar Li tribesmen, mounted on shrieking Ban’thorns, coming into the fight with their giant bows and murderous-looking spears. They were yelling a blood-curdling war chant as they drew near, raising the morale of the regulars in the foreground.


  Swiftly, Gurund Ritroon led Mnir’ra to the cliff and along its base, until he found a place where he could scale it. He put Mnir’ra on his back and climbed, while arrows pinged against the rocks—the long, swifter arrows of Djar Li, for ordinary arrows could not reach him. Though their power was largely spent when they struck, they struck hard, and he knew that to receive one of these at close range might be very damaging. A close-range volley could perhaps even be fatal.


  He climbed faster, getting temporarily out of range. As he withdrew upward, the army closed in below, as much under cover as possible.


  When he topped the cliff, he saw what he had hoped to find—a huge natural water reservoir which stretched placidly back among the hills for a quarter of a mile.


  “This is going to be good,” he said to Mnir’ra, helping her off his back.


  “What are you going to do?” she asked excitedly.


  “Watch, my love! Just watch!”


  He quickly removed all remaining grenades from his knapsack and placed them in a strategic spot at the neck of the waterfall. Then he pulled one of the pins. It was a special grenade he had prepared with a delayed reaction chemical cap. Picking up Mnir’ra, he ran to a granite ledge high above the city of the green men.


  “Watch!” he told her. In spite of his excitement, he felt a shiver of delight as he looked down at her lying in his arms. And he wondered if fate would enable him to have her always, or if his strange god-destiny would deprive them both of that happiness.


  Mnir’ra sensed something of what he was thinking as he looked down at her. She patted his chest and smiled exactly as every female in the universe has smiled throughout eternity, when she has found her man.


  “We may not get back home again,” she said, “but to be with you for only a short while is worth death at their hands.”


  “We’ll get back to Serin-Gor, sweetheart,” he told her. “Watch the waterfall!”


  B-R-R-AM!!!


  He felt Mnir’ra stiffen with fright as he watched great segments of the cliff belly out into space, followed by a screen of water. The young avalanche hardly got under way before it was drowned in a flood. A quarter-mile lake began to roar out of a great gap in the wall.


  The green men below set up a great cry and began to run in every direction in order to get to the highest available points. But the flood caught many and bounced them off their feet onto its crest and then under. It roared and soared between and over the smaller houses, racing in rising tributaries through the streets, overcoming companies and battalions of soldiers and thousands of citizens.


  Mnir’ra did not want to see any more. She hid her face against Gurund Ritroon’s chest.


  Well, he told himself, it was war, wasn’t it? The whole planet was at stake. And besides, all was not duck soup yet. These green devils were tough, and the savage Djar Li tribesmen were like the fiends of Pandemonium.


  


CHAPTER XI


  The Last Invasion


  Now was the time to take advantage of the confusion. With Mnir’ra on his back, he descended the cliff swiftly, calculating that the flood was sufficiently spent to wade in, considering his unusual density. With water swirling around his waist, he worked his way through the city, aided by the seaward current, toward the ships that were tugging at their anchors or capsizing in the flood that had obliterated the waterfront.


  All he wanted was one ship. As he neared his goal, an arrow or two sang past his ears, and one finally struck him painfully in the shoulder, almost striking Mnir’ra. It was a Djar Li arrow, and this time it stuck, but he continued on.


  He quickly reached the beach and waded out to a nearby ship. It was a two-masted vessel. Some frantic green men were trying to climb on board, but he knocked them off. One already on board viciously shot a metal-tipped arrow from a captured Serin Ni crossbow, and it grooved his right cheek, drawing blood. The arrow in his shoulder hampered him. He threw his weapons on the ship’s deck and climbed aboard, killing the bowman, who dared to grapple with him.


  He lay his knapsack and other accoutrements on the deck and also let Mnir’ra down, whereupon he immediately busied himself with the anchor and the sails. Mnir’ra picked up a dead green man’s bow and quiver and took up a battle station at the gunwale. Some nearby ships were now swarming with green men, and they too were making ready to sail in pursuit.


  “Mnir’ra!” he exclaimed, shoving a black mop of hair off his foreheld and wiping his bloody cheek with a forearm. “Get under cover! I’ll take care of them!”


  He made her take cover in a nearby companionway. When he got up sail on the out-surging flood-tide, he reloaded his bazooka. But he found that he should have looked ahead more frequently than astern after his pursuers. One lone ship came around the promontory. It was a late comer, but it was packed with a hundred painted Djar Li bowmen. Much was their astonishment when they saw the devastation wrought in the capital city and when they saw also the spectacular cause of it all sailing out to sea with his back toward them.


  The pursuing crews saw the newcomer and at once realized the magnitude of their advantage. As though by mutual consent, no signal of recognition was given to the other ship. The commander of the new ship cautioned his men to absolute silence.


  Gurund Ritroon sensed that something was wrong, but he turned too late. It was lucky, in fact, that he did not turn fully around before they fired at such close range, for he might have been blinded by the hail of long, hard-flung arrows. He got them in his back and right side. About eight arrows twanged into his hide to a depth of from a quarter inch to three inches, filling him with insupportable agony. His mind blacked out momentarily, and he sagged to his knees while the green men cheered.


  The triumphant bowmen reached for more arrows while scores of other ships near shore filled their sails and began to move toward him.


  “Gurund!” cried Mnir’ra from the companionway. “They’re going to shoot again!”


  Gritting his teeth, he raised his bazooka horizontal with the water and fired. The resultant explosion put the aggressor ship out of commission, with one mast down and a hole in its side, listing to port. To show he meant business, he loaded and fired again, and the blast threw many of the crew into the sky.


  This was a lesson for the following ships, although they did not know that the Avenger was out Qf ammunition. They kept their distance. They only followed now because they were hopeful that the blast of arrows he had received would prove fatal.


  As Gurund Ritroon sank lower on the deck in a bloody sweat, he saw that about a hundred and seventy of Gon’ri’s ships had formed into a formidable vengeance fleet and had gotten under way. That was still an ample force to take Serin-Gor, even against fire brands and catapults and crossbows.


  Mnir’ra came to him where he lay panting on the deck. She bent over his face with a pale, frightened look.


  “Don’t be afraid, honey,” he spoke unconvincingly. “We’ll make it yet.”


  “Gurund!” she answered. “The Bi’djar Ri mean nothing to me! It is you! Only you. You are losing blood! I must do something for you. Have you some medicine in your things? May I pull out the arrows?”


  “First,” he panted weakly, “you’d better learn something about navigation and how to steer home in case I’m unable to help.”


  The yellow suns of Gra’ghr were sinking, and he pointed out the rising purple moon that would be the road marker on the way back to Serin-Gor. The wind, he knew, was constant, almost unvarying, out here on the poisonous Barrier Sea. He told her to concentrate on the helm.


  “Now you can try pulling out some of the arrows, while she’s sailing easy,” he said. “It’ll hurt least if you’ll use both hands on the arrows and pull them out quickly.”


  To Mnir’ra it was equally as painful. But she went to her task, while Gurund Ritroon bit his lip and tried to think hard of something else, of Djik’ri and his preparations against this new invasion.


  On the third arrow he could not resist crying out, but Mnir’ra knew it was then or never and she continued swiftly, while his head swam. When she finished, he said feebly, “How far back is the fleet?”


  “They stay always at the same distance,” she answered.


  He drifted into an exhausted stupor. Too much blood, he thought disconnectedly. Weakening . . .


  He awoke to find Mnir’ra’s face and hair pressed against his cheek. She was crying.


  “Beloved,” he whispered.


  “Oh, dearest! You’re dying!” she cried helplessly. “What can I do? I love you so, and I am so helpless! And I need you—oh my darling, I need you. This whole world needs you! You can’t die!”


  “I’m still ticking,” he said, forcing a grin. He was aware of a feverish glow in his face. He was not very hopeful. “If something happens to me,” he said, “tell Djik’ri to make use of everything I taught him.”


  But he thought that all he had taught Djik’ri would come to nothing if the green men took over, or it would be used wrongly. It was more than a Promethean knowledge of fire. He thought in desperation that he would have to survive long enough to set up Vee Ten and Vee Eleven. Without these the red men were lost.


  With only the purple moon to light the sky, the Barrier Sea presented a weird, unreal aspect. The numerous sails of Gon’ri’s super invasion fleet filled the horizon like motionless ghosts frozen in eternity. And somehow Gurund Ritroon felt that this was his last night on Gra’ghr.


  But Mni’ra’s soft cheek against his was real. She kissed him lingeringly and told him many womanly things that he could not consciously grasp but which he felt instinctively were everything he wanted to hear.


  “You must live,” she whispered, caressing his ear with her lips. “If you die, I will walk in Zi’lgar-Lon alone, I will follow Altinra into the sleep of forever, for I cannot live with only the memory of you!”


  He caressed her, in spite of his pain, and he kissed her mouth, her throat, and her breast.


  “I’ve looked for you for a million years,” he gasped, “but now I may lose you, I may be taken back through the Lens. If the Lens takes me—” Pain stopped his voice.


  “If the Lens takes you, you will try to return,” she said.


  “I—I don’t know,” he answered. “Maybe—”


  “You must promise!” she exclaimed. “But maybe I can’t!” he protested. “The Lens—”


  “I shall wait,” she said. “A hundred purple moons I shall wait—if you go. After that—I shall walk where Altinra walked, in Zi’lgar-Lon—”


  “Mnir’ra.”


  “Yes, beloved?”


  He clenched his teeth against pain End took her tightly into his aims . . .


  Dawn found him half delirious, within sight of Serin-Gor, and with Gon’ri’s great fleet almost within bow range. They were gaining confidence, because their lookouts had not seen him get to his feet once during the trip.


  Mnir’ra climbed to the crow’s nest and reported to him what she saw. The catapults on shore were three times as numerous as before, all set and ready. Crude forts made out of sand bags and logs had been set up all along the beach, and she could see what seemed to be as many as ten thousand men with shields waiting for the great invasion.


  The fact that nobody was cheering the approach of their own ship led her to believe that her countrymen considered theirs as the flagship of the enemy.


  “Gon’ri is within bow range,” she said, “but we are not yet in range of our own archers.”


  He feebly lifted his head and he thought it would split with the effort. “Unless they get Vee Ten set up in time, they’re still lost! I’ve got to hold out! We’ve got to get there, Mnir’ra—ahead of Bi’djar Ri!”


  But Gon’ri’s hard driving fleet drew ever closer on their heels and Mnir’ra saw with dread the endless number of Djar Li bowmen pressed against the gunwales, all their cruel little eyes turned upon Gurund Ritroon.


  “Done for! Done for!” he panted, under his breath, in English, trying to keep head up so that he could see the shore.


  Suddenly, a vast shower ot arrows came at him, and he cried out to Mnir’ra to duck down in the crow’s nest. But when she saw more arrows dart into his body, she merely stood where she was, eyes wide and dry. The feeling that he would be killed a certainty in her heart.


  “Mnir’ra!” he shouted. “Protect yourself! You’ll be killed!”


  Just then they both saw it. They looked and were silent with astonishment. Out from shore sped Vee Ten, sure and terrible, a streak of guaranteed death.


  But Gurund Ritroon had no time to be elated over the apparent fact that Djik’ri had actually set up Vee Ten himself. Because Vee Ten happened to be aimed straight at his own ship I


  The rocket bomb soared in an arc and headed on a chute of flame directly for the deck. In a fit of desperation, he found one last hidden store of energy, enough to help him stagger to his feet.


  From the shore, Djik’ri and his men looked aghast at the sight of their own Avenger rising up off the deck and taking the full blast of the bomb. His chest and facs were hidden in a roaring blast that caused the ship to rock violently. Then he was seen to fall to the deck, while the figure of Serin-Gor’s lost queen, Mnir’sr Nikinra, was seen to climb frantically down from the crow’s nest.


  Djik’ri, from his vantage point behind the rocket bomb batteries, choked on a cry of anguish.


  “It’s Gurund Ritroon and the Queen!” cried a lieutenant at his side. “Great Gur! We’ve destroyed the Avenger!”


  “Sink the fleet!” shouted Djik’ri bitterly. “Sink them all! Give then everything we’ve got! Vee Ten! The catapults! The fire brands! Pray Gur that Mnir’ra’s ship, doesn’t strike a Vee Eleven!”


  Little did Mnir’ra know that her ship was wallowing crazily along between dark blobs of death hidden in the water—mines fashioned by Gurund Ritroon’s own hands.


  She was only vaguely aware of a sky filled with flaming death, of ships blasting into pieces of wood and men, sails rising in flames from the fire brands. For Gurund Ritroon, her great, benevolent avenger god, was dying. She stood straight and motionlessly for a moment beside him and looked with almost unseeing eyes out at the battle. She felt the imminence of death upon her own head as the hard driving enemy ships closed in around her. But death seemed not unwelcome. She kneeled suddenly and lay her small head on her lover’s brow. For a moment, she thought he stirred. A smile formed faintly on his bloodied lips.


  Then she straightened up again, vividly aware of a ship next to hers and a green man with horrible scars marking his one-eyed face. He stood on the bridge with a Serin Ni crossbow in his powerful hands. And its metal-barbed arrow was aimed at her heart.


  She could sense the wave of triumphant hate that Gon’ri the Warrior’s single, staring eye sent out. She stood unyielding where she was, a perfect target.


  At that moment, however, Vee Eleven abruptly entered the picture. Both ships struck the mine simultaneously. Blast knocked them ponderously apart, tearing up planking and rigging and dumping green men into the sea. And it knocked Gurund Ritroon into fitful consciousness.


  He was in the water. He saw Mnir’ra swimming like a mermaid, and he Remembered with a great sense of relief that she was one of Gra’ghr’s greatest swimmers. But his bodily density was carrying him swiftly downward.


  His perspective became confused. Was he hurtling through water—or endless space?


  Louise had long since ceased to cry. She sat motionlessly beside the hospital bed and just listened to Flannigan as he droned onward, trying to finish his insane story. His eyes stared beyond her, as though looking again into his imagined Land of the Lens.


  “You know most of the rest,” he said. “When I came back out of Rheingold crater, Deegan and your father were still there. Gilbert had been struck down by a meteor. Although I had lived many moons in the Land of the Lens, in our own time only seventy hours had passed.


  “And so we started back. I went along merely because I felt I owed it to them, to get them back to Earth if I could. But you know about that—our struggle against the meteors, and the radioactive infections picked up on the moon. Deegan died only one day from home, and now your father—”


  “And you, Michael!” she cried out, her eyes flooding again with tears. “No,” he said, “I may live.”


  Her face brightened, hopefully. “What do you mean? How, Michael?”


  “If I can get back through the Lens,” he said. “The Lens won’t let me die if I am within its range of direct influence. It will take me through! I’ve figured that out. I’m sure of it!” She shook her head, shuddering, and turned away to hide her face.


  “You think I’m insane,” he said swiftly. “You think the Land of the Lens is the product of delirium, induced by my experiences and my illness. But I was there, and I’m going back! I’ve got to!”


  Louise turned to him and threw her arms about his neck, sobbing. “Oh, darling, I dreamed of our love and our life together—here! If you are to live, why can’t you stay—”


  “You forget. Here I’m dying of radioactive poisoning, and I’m sterile, in case you don’t remember. But if I could get back through the Lens—”


  “Oh Michael! Michael!” she sobbed.


  “Louise, you’re young, healthy and beautiful. Your life is before you. Would you want me to stay on here and die? What good would that do either of us?”


  “But Michael! This mad dream of going back to the Moon—how could you? The expedition you made cost millions. It’s all over. Nobody is going to refinance—”


  “Wrong again, sweet. You forget that they want the rest of those readings from outer space. The ship still exists. Nobody would volunteer to pilot it, because it means practical suicide. But to me, an otherwise doomed man, it means a slim chance for life—endless life. Science may be willing to finance repairs to that ship, and a load of fuel—enough fuel for a one-way trip, anyway. I’ll pay them for it. I’ll radio back the readings they want . . .”


  Two months later, Louise was driving home from Mount Palomar. They had permitted her to see the rocket herself, a tiny pinpoint of light, far out in the depths of space.


  True to his word, Flannigan had sent back more readings from the new instruments, until meteors had struck, destroying his transmitter. After that, she could only guess at his fate.


  But she could not help wondering, as she drove along over the highway, if there were actually a Land of the Lens, and if he would make it after all. And if he returned there, would it be as god or man? If he were too late and Mnir’sr Nikinra had already gone to Zi’lgar-Lon, would he follow her?


  She shook her head, trying to regain a foothold in the rational world of her own terra firma. It was all so insane. There was no Lens, she told herself, no Gra’ghr, no Serin-Gor.


  But into her mind crept a vision of a lonely, bewhiskered space pilot, his eyes glued to his periscope, maneuvering a badly battered and leaking ship desperately toward his goal.


  And she heard faintly the exotic strains of an unearthly song, words that perhaps Flannigan himself was listening to, or singing, even now . . .


  Why, my love, is fate so cold,


  To fill the heart in vain,


  Giving today to have and hold,


  Only to lose, again?


  Meaning dies and beauty’s left


  Alone in desert’s waste.


  O leave me not of thee bereft!


  O follow thee in haste!


  TITAN’S DAUGHTER


  Richard Shaver


  A thousand centuries had passed, yet in her tomb the lovely daughter of the Titans still was capable of life!


  


Prologue


  The fires of relentless war had burnt a desert of scars around once-beautiful Ekippe, gigantic city of the marsh-men of Southern-Venus.


  For fifty miles the green of the cities’ farmlands and gardens had been seared and blasted till the soil was no longer earth. The smoking surface was covered deep with still-hot, new-formed glass!


  The war-rays were silent now, their energies paralyzed by flows of static magnetism. Eltona, our leader, the Elder Robot, had devised a magnetic flow that blew out the dynamos from over-induction.


  Nonur, leader of the Red Robes of the Cult of the Hag since the death of Hecate had retreated with her murderous followers from our cold steel.


  A sword was the only weapon possible in the strong magnetic field which had destroyed every dynamo’s power beneath Ekippe. The Red Robes could not face steel, we found.


  I, Big Jim Steel, had learned to use the big swords of the marsh-men in the arena battles staged by Nonur when I was her captive. I yearned to sink my blade in one more Robe.


  


CHAPTER ONE


  And there the body lay, age after age,


  Mute, breathing, beating, warm and undecaying,


  Like one asleep in a green hermitage


  With gentle smiles about its eyelids playing.


  —Shelley.


  The grotesque green marsh-men were silently trooping back from the jungle where they had fled from the titanic destruction loosed by the terrible weapons of our fleet of Elder space ships upon the stronghold.


  Sadly they picked their way over the smoking, glassy earth, avoiding superstitiously the bodies of the blasted marsh-men who had failed to escape the holocaust.


  The marsh-men, a species peculiar to Venus, are green-skinned. With the gill-slits in their necks, prominent and bulging with gill fringes for under-water breathing, they are also equipped with interior lungs for air-breathing.


  They have large webbed hands, wide webbed feet, staring fixed eyes, and spiny crests on their heads. They are amphibious and intelligent, their cities are finely built and strong, their barbaric culture is artistic, if not exactly understandable to an earthman like myself. I did not blame them for getting out of the way of the sudden battle between the Lefernian Amazons, backed up by the powerful mer-people, and the venomous crew of Vampires under Nonur, the Earth-born leader of the piratical Red Robes.


  Our leader, the Elder Robot, or synthetic life-form I had discovered in a forgotten city in the hot-belt of Venus, had proved too much for Nonur’s skill with the ancient cavern weapons. Eltona was immortal, had been synthesized in that forgotten time when the caverns were teeming with the greatest technical civilization our planets have ever seen. Her training was so vastly superior to Nonur’s modern and sketchy understanding of the uses of the ancient abandoned weapons left behind by that long-gone master-race that the Red Robes had no chance against us. And when it came to cold steel—to which Eltona had swiftly made sure the struggle was reduced—our Lefernian Amazons could not be beaten.


  Walking back behind the mechanically striding, yet graceful form of Eltona, through the great Elder borings in the basalt under-rock, passing along the gloomy grandeur of the Elder sculpture making magnificent the walls, I was sunk in gloom, but not because of the sad surroundings from the dead past.


  Nonur had retreated into the impenetrable metal hide-out offered by an ancient “time-safe,” as the Elder race’s device for escape from life is called.


  The time-safe is a device not fully understood today. But I knew that if Eltona did not even attempt to crack the ultra-hard metal walls, there was something about them superior to force. The time-safe was a place which those of the Elder-race entered when they were weary of their near-immortal lives, there to sleep away years or centuries in complete relaxation and the giving up of their minds to the ecstasy of their dream-mech images and sensations. When they entered the time-safe, they set a lock on the door somewhat like our modern safe-doors, which rendered it impossible for others to pass until the set time had elapsed. But there was another secret about their construction, some time-warp or other trick of energy transmutation, that made the metal of the walls impervious. In this way they safe-guarded their retreat from life for as long as they wished.


  What caused my gloom was that there was no knowing when Nonur would come out and face her medicine. And Nonur had taken my young wife-to-be along with her and her venomous followers, a captive.


  Ceulna! My heart kept throbbing her name, over and over. Would I ever see her again, or would I sit and wait outside that ancient immutable time-safe year after year, while Nonur enjoyed the ecstasy of the Elder’s dreams, and Ceulna . . . perhaps she would starve, or be tortured to death, or was already dead. For as a last gesture of mockery and deviltry, Nonur had placed a knife to her throat as the great time-safe vault doors had swung shut between us—perhaps forever.


  So it was I was gloomy as I followed the graceful Robot leader, Eltona, back toward the surface. Gloomy and discouraged in spite of our hard-won victory over the evil of the parasitic Red Robes. For all the fruits of victory were to me so much ashes without my Ceulna. What did I care that the Tuon Amazons had recovered their youth and vigor after exposure to an attack of radioactive sand—when I had lost my Ceulna? What did I care that the graceful and lovely Eltona looked back and smiled gently and sympathetically upon my sad face. She might have been the most fetid of all the synthetic beauties of the forgotten time from which she came—to me she was only an over-intelligent robot.


  Which was not strictly true.


  For a time I had been deeply smitten by her charms and intelligence, by the projection of infinite beauty which her mind’s energies automatically cast, ensnaring all mortal minds with a worshipful awe of her—until I had made photographic studies of her to find out the truth about her structure. It was not much I had learned, except that her sex was not strictly what a modern human calls sex. For Eltona was a protean creature, who could cause any illusion she wished about her nature and appearance in a mortal’s eyes, and she automatically did cause such illusion, reading a man’s desires and answering them perfectly with h er protean chameleonic powers. What a thought-record and film-record revealed was a creature beautiful beyond imagination, yes! But not anything a modern man could call woman.! For such women do not exist in the life of the race dominant today. But I was to learn a great deal more about the sex of the forebears of the human race than I yet knew. I was to learn in a strange way that Eltona’s sex was not illusion.


  Beside Eltona walked Onua, Chief of the Tuon forces, her grace and vigor restored. Six feet of efficient fighting machine, yet she walked with all the subtle serpentine undulanee of the original tempter. Her long gleaming metallic mesh cloak hung in folds to the floor—clasped about her, it was impervious to all but the heaviest rays. The long cape was the only genuine covering she wore, the rest was lovely tattooed skin surface. The jeweled straps and belts of her weapon harness did not conceal or mar the beauty of her figure. The harness was purely functional, and upon it, from hooks and clasps hung a dozen tiny deadly antique hand weapons. She carried herself, as do most Tuons, with the fluid dancer’s grace their life walking the crystal plastic cable-paths of their tree cities gives them. The old swagger was returning to her, and my heart was glad for her, but she reminded me of Ceulna, and the gladness became again gloom.


  There were many dead scattered about the caverns as we walked toward the surface. The red robes of Nonur’s followers, of the inner circle, lay side-by-side in an equality of death with their servants and warriors, the big black duckfooted warriors from the southern swamplands, the red-skinned renegade warriors and the few green marsh-men who had found employment under Nonur. The swords of the Tuons and their red-skinned allies had slaughtered them as they battled to hold off the attack till Nonur found a way of escape. I cursed their stupid loyalty to the venomous double-crossing leader who had betrayed them to death.


  Eltona spoke mentally to one of the robots following in the distance. I could hear her intensely powerful thought more clearly than speech when she spoke thus.


  “Put these bodies into Selectron. I wish to preserve them thus in the bio-plastic[1] as specimens and because I may want to revive them after treatment, or use their bodies for spare parts for creation.”


  I had long ceased to wonder at Eltona’s ways. A modern mind had as much chance of understanding Eltona as an ant has of comprehending the Tennessee Valley water-power project.


  The robots began to bring from storerooms beneath the living and weapon chambers great blocks of amber plastic. This stuff they warmed in great square metal vats left there long ago for just that purpose, apparently. When soft as glue and mildly warm, they dropped one of the corpses into each vat, allowed the plastic to solidify. Then they stacked it once again in the storerooms out of sight.


  During this process which I watched carefully, not knowing what else to do, I was startled to see in one of the blocks of slowly warming and melting plastic . . . a human, female figure![2]


  I shouted orally to Eltona, then to the robot handling the heat control. Both of them came to me on the run.


  I pointed at the figure dimly to be seen within the cloudy, melting block.


  Eltona reached out with her built-in body-ray-beams, and touched the robot’s mind with powerful augmented ray-command.


  He picked the hot plastic out of the vat with his fantastic strength, set it on the floor.


  For a half hour Eltona busied herself assembling special apparatus. Then the plastic was set back into the vat, and the heat turned on slightly.


  When nearly all the encasing amber stuff was melted from the limbs of the figure, the robot picked the mass out of the vat again.


  We bent over it, helped to chip off the remaining amber material carefully.


  Exposed to our eyes was a girl of startling muscular development, and of great size!


  I looked at Eltona, knowing this was a miracle all of us had long wanted to happen.


  Everyone who understood the tremendous abilities of the Elder race hoped and prayed that somehow, someday, at least one would return as a savior, bringing their medical knowledge and understanding of age again to the sun-planets.


  “How did she come to be here?”


  “Eltona, save her!”


  Our minds were all crying aloud together in anxiety that the wonder of this discovery might not be lost to the great destroyer that had blighted all of life on the Sun-planets for so long as there should be a sun. The death from age that came from the “de” of the sun.


  Eltona did not answer, but her fingers flew over the keyboard of the mech she had rearranged for the job. Rays seized the girl’s diaphragm, others warmed her nostrils gently, drew out the plugs of plastic as quickly as they became moist with warmth. Her diaphragm pumped regularly under the mechanically reversed push-and-pull force-ray. Eltona rose from the ray mech which was now pouring near a dozen different kinds of beneficial rays upon the figure. She searched for what seemed hours among the wall cabinets of the chambers, and none of us could help her, for we could not even understand what she wanted. She returned presently with a huge hypodermic, plunged it into the girl’s arm, shot in a full cylinder of some fluid. After watchful minutes in which I saw despair mount in her strange glowing eyes, she shot another plunger-full into the giant girl’s breast.


  Time! Time! My eyes watched Onua as she bent in silent prayer. These robots and this Amazon could fully understand the importance of the find; I could only appreciate it by catching their reflected thought. It was a thing often prayed for—a Messiah from the Gods of the past. This before my eyes was such a thing—one of the great race who have come down to us only in the blind worship of the past! A giant child!


  My pulses leaped as at last the breast heaved of itself in different rhythm than the mechanically pushing and pulling force beam. As a slow color mounted though the cheeks I turned, threw my arms about Onua. “She lives, she lives!”


  Eltona bent, lifted the giant girl’s hands to her beautiful lips. I knew what she meant! I knew what it meant to her weary, lonely heart to find this girl from the past. As the girl’s eyes fluttered their long lashes, as the blue irises turned wonderingly upon Eltona’s glowing eyes and then about the circle of our faces, as I heard thought stir in her mind, flash along the beneficial beams and augment through the generators by reflection and mount and mount through all the chamber—the awesome, wondrous music of the thought of the Elder race began to dominate the whole strange scene. The giant child’s thought said: “Why? Why? So much has changed! I was to take the little death and pass the void—I was to awaken in the cold rocks of Calteran afar across the void from this suddenly blazing Desun.[3] I was to awaken by the clean carbon fires of the deep caverns of Calteran. I was to live where death is unknown to the Children of Arch-man. The masters promised me none were to be left. Oh! Oh, mech-woman, comfort my heart. They are all gone-gone!”


  Eltona gathered up the giant beautiful head in her arms, began to croon in a voice such as I never heard her use before. It was a weird song, of strange harmonies, and through it pulsed her thought—loud, too loud for mind to bear without pain, but it was a good pain. It sang of the old days and the great race, and it sang of the resurrected life in her arms, and it explained why she had been left; of the catastrophe of the sudden sun flames that had hurried the leaving—and so one had been left. One and herself, Eltona, and the other mech-men standing about with bowed heads. It sang of glory, and work, and the terrible blight of the planets—and the wars they (then, after) fought forever—and of Eltona’s withdrawal from it all into the ruins of her ancient home and of her lies to herself that kept her hiding there so many centuries away from all the de-life which was so much less” than “life.”


  And all the time she crooned and sang to the now sobbing giantess child my heart strained with pity for the grief of this child who had lost her loved ones so far in the past and had now to face the horror of age from which that race had fled. My brain and my nerves throbbed with the same pity of this child, big as an adult, but a child, that consumed Eltona, and I knew that the Elder race was great because their hearts and their minds were great. Pain could be to them vastly greater than human pain, and sorrow infinitely more devastating.


  The mech-woman and the living child knelt there together on the floor, and I bowed my head, and Onua wept softly in my arms. For the wonder and the pity and the strange past glory of those sorrowful moments was too great for all of us: we filed silently out and left the two from the past there to bear their grief. We could not bear it! May their spirits prove strong, so that some day they may show men the way to find the path to the caverns of cold-surfaced and sunless Calteran—where-ever that planet may be—and into the carbon-fire-warmed caverns beneath that frozen surface.


  Onua, sobbing quietly in my arms outside the former weapon—chamber of Nonur the Evil, moaned softly: “Someday, Jim, men may find again the caverns of far alteran. Someday, Jim! We will work always to bring that trip about, to make it possible! We have all been so stupid, having these spaceships left here and the evidences of the past so numerous in our hands, not to understand that to live we must escape all sunlight anywhere, go where there is no radioactivity out in far space. There, build great clean cavern fires to warm our cities, and so live immortal lives of glory, spanning the voids with our ships on and on and on into the ever new and ever glorious future. To sit and fail to understand for so many centuries—man has been so stupid, Jim! I never realized what we had failed to do! What we have failed so miserably to understand. Life is not to be lived under these deadly suns. Why, the names of them come from the Elder tongue—and they mean age, death and evil! Alderbaran-All de! Bar an.! You know what the word means?” I shook my head.


  “It means “the rays of Aldebaran are all destructive energy! Any animals found under this sun are banned from intercourse or contact with human life. It means we too are like that now, Jim. We are now creatures of evil, raised under an evil sun, and so, too destructive to be trusted! Our wars, our miseries, our evils, they tell us that. No sane intelligent life would fail to bar us from their places of peace!”


  I nodded. I knew what she meant. For the eyes of that angelic child of the giant Elder race had looked upon us all with horror. We were poor souls in Hell to her. We were creatures too low for consideration in her world! We were the DEmented of life under the Dee suns. And she awoke among us and knew at once that for her there would never be release! For the life of planets about such suns is quarantined from all contact with the clean life in the caverns of the cold planets of space! It was to her like going to sleep in the peace and quiet of her home in Heaven—and waking in the horrors of a Nazi concentration camp! She was one, now of the damned, and could never escape to her own people: for she had been upon a quarantined planet, under an “aldebaran” sun too long. The tremendous truth I had gathered from Eltona’s song and from her eyes would always be inside me like a painful burden.


  “Onua, we can try to escape. We can fit ships and voyage outward—outward! They are fitted for such trips, engined for it. We cannot be accepted by the people who left the child behind, but we can find our own sunless planet and attempt a life of our own! With the escape from the age of the burning radioactives flung by the sun, we can find the strength to do it!”


  Her eyes looked up into mine, shining, new-dewed with fresh flowing courage. “We can try, Jim! The trying may prove us worthy of our ancestors, the people who were like that lovely child!”


  


CHAPTER TWO


  Further than ever comet flared


  Or vagrant star-dust swirled—


  Live such as fought and sailed and ruled


  And MADE the world . . .


  A month passed. A long black ship headed outward from Venus, past the orbit of earth—of Mars—picking up speed steadily.


  Within the ship were two hundred blocks of amber plastic. Within the block were two hundred human beings. Fifty of these were Mers, fifty were Marsh-men, fifty were Tuon women who not been injured by the raiding fleets of Red Robes, being from Panete, which Nonur’s destroying expeditions had missed. Fifty were from the cities of the Red races, selected by lot. They were the advance guard of a migration which would continue so long as intelligence remained upon Venus.


  At the helm of the ship sat one of Eltona’s robots, impassive, unperturbed; waiting for time to pass and space to pass, and for the cold planet which was his objective to approach. Then he would return with news of the feasibility of the project.


  Over Venus was spreading a feverish activity, a hope motivating such labor and such idealistic planning as had never been seen before. Behind this activity the synthetic mind of Eltona moved, serene and confident, and beside her mind the sorrowful but awakening mind of the Elder child watched—and suggested how things “should be.”


  Twin beams hooking her mind to the young Elder-race scion, Eltona utilized the child’s reactions to give herself all the human qualities she knew she would need to do the job she had set herself. That job to reorganize the whole of Venus in a planet-round government set up for the purpose of overcoming the terrible decadence which had affected the young mind fresh from the glorious social life of the Elder race most greatly.


  That decadence they both seemed to understand quite thoroughly, its cause and its nature and now the cure appeared!


  Toward the end of following up the exploratory expedition sent out into cold space with a robot at the controls, the whole man-power of Venus was directed toward readying space ships for the long trip—rebuilding the ancient ships that still existed in some quantity, and constructing entire new ships after the ancient patterns. In getting the minds of the people of Venus prepared to face such a trip by demonstrating in all the principal cities of the planet the necessary suspended animation and plastic immersion which would safeguard the body from the rigors of space travel, from both acceleration and cold, from deceleration and from time. For such trips were made in years, not in months.


  By building on Venus a supply source which would constantly ship out to space a flow of supplies and new colonists to augment the two hundred already dispatched to a sunless planet.


  These plans and other less understandable thoughts I watched circulate between Eltona’s starkly utilitarian mind and Circona’s. (Circona Onoat was the name of the Elder child found in the block of plastic).


  But chiefly Onua and I served as liaison between Eltona and her armies and fleets as they scoured Venus for possible opposition, as they landed in city after city untouched before by war and presented them with an ultimatum to join the new way of life or be ignominiously forced to accept progress. To Eltona’s mind there was no logic in allowing the less advanced people of Venus to have their “freedom” at the price of peace for her planet—which she now considered only as a base of operations, operations I knew would in time embrace vast areas of space so far away it would take years at light speeds to get there.


  So it was that we sped over the vast fog-laden forests of Venus and descended upon startled peaceful little city-state after city—state and handed them an ultimatum, “Accept the new order or die.”


  Actually a hearty and forthright explanation, a showing of films of what we were doing, were usually all that was needed to convince the oppositionals that what we asked was needed.


  We got results. Not that there weren’t some surprising brushes with the war-like back-waters of the jungled planet.


  For instance there were the trained insects which certain little tree-hidden states within the hot-belt loosed upon our emissaries. Great beetles flew out upon our descending ships from the limbs of the mighty trees, astride their backs were some of the little spotted people—some who had never heard of “Eltona the Goddess.” They downed three of our ships with explosive bolts directed at our air intake screens.


  There was the time we settled to earth on a plain near Cairlon, the city of the floating circles . . .


  Everything seemed peaceful as our half-score long battle-wagons settled to earth after announcing our attentions over vision-projection rays.


  But we stood outside our ship awaiting the coming of the welcoming committee from the gates, vast rims of white metal surrounding transparent spheres, floating at the ends of cables high above the walls, began to fire down upon us with heavy detrimental beams.


  Luckily the alert crews threw the shorter screens into contact before we were killed. We staggered back to the entry ports of the ships in the total darkness of shorter-ray screens, half dead with the sudden weakening of detrimental. Another second of that ray and we would have died. Those inside the ship were in no better shape. We took to the air—and returned the next day in force. Cowed by our war-fleet of two hundred powerful spacers, the spheres remained quiescent above the city. But Eltona ordered a complete replacement of all officials of the government, and set up her own regent over them.


  A year of this activity passed, and all of Venus lay under direct control of the robots from the caverns. The robots tinder Eltona ruled Venus in the way an efficient secretary rules a good boss—they always knew what to do and when to do it; and there was little opposition to their impartial attitude and perfection of logic.


  Eltona steadily geared the vast resources of the planet to reproduction of various types of space craft, to testing of equipment, and to a revival of the Elder-race methods of cavern boring and fitting for living the underground caverns thus produced. Two years passed. Another expedition set out to join those who had gone before. I watched the first ship take off into the darkness, wondered how they expected to contact the first party in the limitless tides of space.


  The robots knew, but could not explain. They used the same course, corrected for planetary motions and spatial currents, for changed gravitational fields of the speeding planets on the first leg of the trip—used the same periods of “jet-on” and “jet-off.” Arriving somewhere near the other party, they would locate them by means of a radio-type signaling device.


  The immense vision, the tremendous nature of this space-conquering plan of Eltona’s the vast courage needed to conquer a whole planet and begin to send it into space piecemeal, to depopulate the whole in order to bring the race into better living conditions, would have seemed to arouse opposition. One would have thought the savage races, the reactionaries, those always fearful of change, would have fought to the death against such revolutionary changes in the plans of their whole life. But the promise of the future without age, the knowledge of the conquered age, were so widely understood even by ignorant and savage groups on Venus that their minds were prepared to follow any plan that bore the stamp of the Elder wisdom.


  We watched the loading of the second migration ship. Five hundred of the best and most able couples, male and female, we watched step into Eltona’s “Tee flow,” freeze into apparent lifelessness, fall into the arms of the Amazons trained to ready their bodies for the long trip that only the rigidity of a robot could stand unless so protected.


  This was the way the Elder race had traversed space—still do, somewhere out there in the darkness beyond our reach or ken.


  The young bodies were tightly wrapped in the same way that an Egyptian mummy is wrapped, rigid as death from the strong “Tee” binding their atoms together with tiny magnetic charges. I listened to Eltona explain the process to the sometimes fearful colonists about to undergo the seeming death.


  “We merely increase the natural magnetic that holds all the parts of your body and of all matter together. What you call molecular adhesion and similar erroneous names, we call Tee, and use it thus, for it cannot harm life. Life itself uses and is in truth a form of Tee matter. Nothing can live when the dissociating charges of magnetism in nature grow greater than the Tee content. This content of Tee binding can be increased or decreased; life processes do so all the time in life’s continual changing of one form of matter into another, in the electro—chemistry of digestion and assimilation, of growth and elimination,


  “To prepare a body for space travel it must be so frozen, so that no chemical changes of any kind can take place within its framework, and so stiff that even steel would not penetrate its surface, to withstand the terrible stresses of the high speeds of space travel where gravitational storms may cause distortional currents that would crush ordinary life. Out there a swerve at the terrific speeds used could break a man’s back. But not when he is so charged with Tee force, particularly after the body is encased in the swift hardening plastic.”


  “But the revival of a body so treated!”


  “The plastic is removed carefully, the wrappings[4] taken off, and a slight flow of dissociator ray drains off the excess charge of magnetic. There are instruments to tell exactly when the normal balance of these forces within living matter is reached. Then the arrested life processes begin at once, for the arresting was not of a harmful nature.


  Tee magnetic is no more harmful than water—is in truth a necessary component of all living matter without which it would become drifting gases.”


  I nodded, looking wonderingly at the “frozen” bodies. I touched one. My hand tingled with a slight shock.


  “Eltona,” I asked curiously, “in Elder days, did things have a greater amount of these Tee ions in their make-up! Is that why everything lasted so much longer, including life itself! Is that why the Elder race was so great, so nearly immortal!”


  “That is a part of the answer. They moved more slowly, comparatively, I suspect. Because they moved against a retarding magnetic friction of greater intensity than does present day life.”


  I had watched the robots ultra-rapid movements, and now I suddenly realized why they did move so much faster. Their thought as well as their movement were not now impeded by this Tee drag, yet the lack of it had a great deal to do with our own short life. There was no cona. I thought of her as a giantess because although she was only normal adult height, she computed her own age mentally as but six year. I knew, too, that her parents had been eighteen feet tall. The thought of “years” in her mind had little relation to our own concept of a year, for the relation of earth and sun had changed greatly since the time she had lived.


  During all this intense activity, Onua and myself and the others, who had been accustomed to taking a leading and responsible part in the life of the Tuon nation, found ourselves idly standing about while the robots and Eltona supervised, instructed and efficiently overlooked our own half-hearted attempts to be a part of activities which were in truth beyond our understanding.


  Eltona at length deduced our growing impatience and our feeling of being put aside, and extended herself to find duties for us that would not be “beneath” our previous status.


  One of these duties consisted of keeping a strong guard on duty about the great opening into the “time-safe” in which Nonur and her Red Robed followers had disappeared.[5]


  Onua and myself spent a great deal of time before this huge portal, built for the gigantic Elders of the past as a retreat from their exacting and tiring life of more intense activity than our own. We had brought to focus upon the door itself a good hundred potent ray-beams, and waited only the opening of that door—only the passage of the terrific field of force by the Robes, and we would have them in our sights, helpless. For no ray within that surcharged antique metal could reach through to see whether we were present and ready—and we knew that to find out if the door were still watched they would have to come out. It was a question of supplies, of time—and they must come out. Lately, after much nightly figuring on possible sources of food inside, I had computed that their last bit of sustenance was now exhausted and they must come out or eat each other. To make sure that they would NOT eat each other, would not open the door and learn of our presence before they were in our power, we had removed all traces of our presence to a mile distance, and there we waited, watching the door continually.


  There was only one factor which could cause a difficulty. We did not know what might have been stored within the “time-safe” by Nonur’s followers in the time this area of the caverns below Ekippe had been in their hands. There might be any number of terrible weapons stored there, and their break-out could possibly be a terrible battle—though I doubted that they could escape Eltona if they did defeat the guard.


  Then came the day so long awaited! The vast double valves of the huge safe-like door swung silently outward, the ancient hinges, bearing hundreds of tons of weight, screeching with a sound augmented to deafening intensity by our telaug beams watching that door!


  Nonur, cruel witch-like leader of the vampire horde, was coming out!


  


CHAPTER THREE


  All day the Wizard Lady sate aloof,


  Spelling out scrolls of dread antiquity,


  Under the cavern’s fountain lighted roof;


  While on her hearth lay blazing many a piece . . .


  Wondrous works of substances unknown, dissolved


  Forever, now . . .


  —The Witch of Atlas.


  (Shelley.)


  Out from the huge opening slowly pushed the rounded, long taper of a wheeled ray-tank. The ray nozzles, long cylinders with blunt ends, mounted on ball-and-socket swivels, reached this way and that as the occupant, still within the protective force zone which existed within the vast metal shell of the huge chamber, tried to operate the rays while himself remaining within the force-barrier. But his effort was barren, and only served to betray his ignorance of the nature of the ancient barrier, for the cables bearing the electric to the ray-nozzles would not carry the energy though the barrier. As the interior of the huge tank came clear in our penetray vision screens, which revealed the interior of the metal tank as clearly as though it were glass, I groaned.


  For lashed to the seat of the tank driver, the form of my Ceulna served effectually to freeze my trigger finger. I could not fire for fear of hitting the body of my loved mate.


  But I had not served under the Red Robes in the past without learning the intricate and devious ways which the ancient rays can be used to delude the mind. I increased the voltage of my telaug watch beam to maximum, and narrowed the focus of the ray to bear only upon the head of the driver. Then I pulled a little lever which threw a detector beam from the vision screen base up to my own mind. Now, without the driver being even conscious of the change, he would think only those thoughts which I was thinking. I had a “make”[6] on him as it is called in the caverns.


  To keep a “make” requires strict discipline of the mind. I had to think those thoughts he would regard as originating in his own mind. So I imitated his own way of thought, considered through his eyes the revealed surrounding and empty caverns, then drove the great tank on out through the doors to make way for the rest of the Robes—and for Nonur. Once they were all clear of that doorway, we could lay down a barrage of dis-beams across the opening, cutting off ail possibility of retreat, then cut them down at our leisure. The plan was fool-proof—but it did not prove so!


  Followed tank after tank, and I knew that each mind was seized with a “make” beam by the Tuon warriors at the other telaug and weapon mech we had set up around the ancient dream palace, or “time-safe”.


  Beside each of the tanks’ drivers was lashed one of the Tuon Amazons they had captured and taken into the security of the impregnable metal chamber. None of the more viciously destructive beams in our armament could be used on them without destroying these hostages. But the “make” rays seized their minds, drove the tanks on out into the long cavern boring that led to the time-safe.


  So much we could do, control them, but not destroy them. I knew it was possible that Nonur had foreseen our use of the “make” beam upon her drivers, and had prepared a defense. She sprung it on us, a totally new application of the broad-focus de-gravitational beams, once used only in manufacturing and in building. She came out of the huge gates of the chamber with a degravitor that filled the passage with but inches to spare around the tremendous circle of its generator. As she passed the force-barrier, the vast field of the degravitor took effect, ourselves, our heavy mech, every object for several miles range left the floor, floated slowly to the ceiling, and stayed there. It was impossible to keep a ray focused upon Nonur’s warriors! Our careful “make” dissolved as we tried desperately to swing and aim objects once firmly anchored by their own great weight, but which now floated away from us at the touch of a finger-tip.


  At once the Bed Robes in the ray-tanks, also floating, began firing upon us. The tanks, mech and seats were firmly anchored to the tank frame—and the occupants were lashed in their seats in readiness for this levitation. The devilish ingenuity of Nonur’s attack amazed me. The persons of her captives had not in truth been lashed there to form a living barrier to our fire, but only to distract our attention from the fact that all the occupants were lashed to their seats.


  Her trick worked out perfectly, and everything in the range of the huge levitator, of the type used when many diverse materials must be lifted and loaded over a large area, was now floating. The fire from the tanks’ guns began to cut us to pieces as they searched a wider and wider area for the ray installations and the guards about them.


  Frantically I shot my telaug beams toward the caverns nearer the surface, searching for Eltona or her robots. No one else could save us from annihilation, and they did not even know the Cult-men had emerged from the Chamber. Reaching with tantalizing difficulty for the feather-light apparatus which only floated out of reach, I gripped and swung the penetrative beams through all the overhead rock in search.


  Without warning, the mighty freezing of Eltona’s electron-flow-stopping magnetic field flashed on, and like falling rocks, an avalanche of ray-tanks, apparatus, bodies and weapons fell in confusion again to the stone floors. I was badly bruised, picked myself up painfully, started to run limping toward the corridor that led to the Time-safe. The Hag-men would get back into their secure metal chamber again, and once more Ceulna would be lost to me! I did not think she would survive this time, luck could not be with her twice. For they would have to eat, and only desperation had brought them out to face our anger.


  Beside me ran the Amazons of the Tuon guard, tugging the swords free from their scabbards. In that field of inertial energy only a sword could be used; even a man’s movements were hampered by the decreased nerve energy flow.


  As we rounded the great curve of the corridor and came into view of the massive door of the Time-safe, I saw that some of the ray-tanks had fallen on their treads from the ceiling, their doors gaped open, were empty. Others had fallen on their sides, the doors were jammed, the whole body bent by the fall.


  As our company ran up, shouting at them, the last of the few visible Red Robes scrambled through the great circular valves of the metal door. It began ponderously to close. I raced up to the narrowing gap, flung myself headlong into the opening. But a foot crashed into my face, I fell to the floor, just outside the swiftly closing crevice of the door. With a dreadful click of finality, the Time-safe was shut. I beat my hands on the stone floor, for once again I had lost my Ceulna.


  I lay there motionless, despairing, while behind me around the wrecked tanks I could hear the sounds of sharp struggle, cries of wounded, racing feet, the clash of swords. I did not even look up until one pair of feet raced nearer, and a body suddenly fell upon me, the bare arms wrapped around my neck. Almost absently, with a terrible anger that one of these vile Hag-men should even yet dare to try to kill me, I wrapped my big hands around that neck, started to close them slowly, to make his agony last the longer. I hated them now more than I ever had in the days of my degradation under Hecate.


  The soft neck twisted, the face reddened in my arms and the feeble limbs beat futilely against my chest and legs. A great blow on my head from a sword hilt knocked me half senseless.


  “Don’t kill the girl, now that you have her again. Are you mad, Jim!” I looked at my “attacker” lying on the floor beside me, rubbing her neck with her hands, her eyes filled with tears.


  “Ceulna! I . . . thought . . .”


  She got her breath at last, and never was a bawling-out sweeter.


  “Just like old times, you blunder and nearly cause my death! Why should a woman love a big lug that hasn’t sense enough not to choke his own wife? I can’t understand myself . . .”


  I gathered her into my arms and stood up, carrying her so, gently, and not caring where my steps were directed.


  “Go on, darling. Tell me off some more. I haven’t heard anything worth listening to since . . .”


  “Since you blundered before. And let me get lost and fall into Nonur’s hands. Well, if you think I’ve enjoyed myself in that tank of dream-mech with Nonur and those overripe dupes of hers you’re mistaken. Age doesn’t make them more interesting, I can tell you!”


  “Well, it’s over now, and we’re going to honeymoon before something else happens. Right away, now, and right here, as soon as possible!”


  The big inertial energy generator switched off somewhere in the distance. Tuon warriors began to remove the debris and the bodies with the big levitator Nonur had left in her flight back into the safety of her refuge. The overturned tank, from which Ceulna had crawled after the fall and caused her captors to cut her ropes and try to carry her back to the Time-safe, lay where it had fallen. The bodies of her captors were strewn about the gaping opening from which they had emerged into the Tuon warriors’ arms.


  Even as my mind suggested the solution to the problem of Nonur’s strange place of imprisonment, I saw that the answer had occurred to Eltona. One of her ever-attendant ancient robots was busily welding the great doors of metal behind which Nonur would remain forever. Welding huge foot-thick bars of the same immutable stuff forever across the chamber that would be her mausoleum. For a count had told the Tuons that Nonur had failed to take a hostage back into the impregnable chamber. They lay dead, or still bound within the fallen tanks. There was no reason to continue the watch around that antique, mysterious portal.


  Our celebration was brief but impressive. After its conclusion Ceulna and I once more found the little two-seater submersible flier given us by the Mer-people and resumed our so long interrupted nuptial trip.


  We had come into this region of Nicosthene and Ekippe of the Marsh-men on a kind of pre-wedding flight. Ceulna’s adventurous spirit had led her to try out the gift-ship of the Mer-people on a flight to the south, over the Hot Belt of Venus, on down to the location given on the tiny map which Hecate had handed me as her last parting gift to me. There we had been captured by the Red Robes, followers of Hecate driven to cover under the surface cities of the Marsh-men.


  “Now at last we are free of the Cult of Hecate. The last of those who lived too many lives is dead. The evil of vampirism is once again a lost wisdom, for I do not think anyone but Nonur understood the process of preparation of the blood to be absorbed.”


  Ceulna’s voice was its old music again, and the pleasant sparkle, half-impish, half-angelic, was back in her eyes. I leaned back as our little ship took off. I was happy again for the first time since we had sighted the great black cone that marked the crater of “sacred” Nicosthene.


  Eltona had given us leave from duty, telling us to go and enjoy ourselves. We had only to stop at the ruins of the city in the jungle, called Elton, the family home of the people who had synthesized her life and given her an indestructible body so long ago. There we were to pick up certain note books she had kept during the endless centuries of her stay in that time-forgotten wilderness retreat. They contained data of experiments with which she had occupied herself, and she planned to have them developed into text books for the schools that were being set up over the whole planet.


  Schools that would train young selectees into fit and ready emigrants to space. Her dream and ours, now, was to fit the races of Venus, and eventually Earth, for migration into sun-less space where age is unknown. There the first robot-piloted ships had already landed, were burrowing deep into the rock and building a home to receive the next sent out.


  But Ceulna and I forgot our duties in the freedom and lack of care of a furlough, and excitedly made plans to visit many spots on Venus as yet unknown to us.


  Among the things Eltona had asked us to pick up from her ancient home in the jungle was a bild-ro-mech set of records. Some of the devices and formulas used in her own creation were described in the records, the equivalent of a library of data, if they had been in book form. I knew from this request that Eltona was planning many other living robots, and surmised they were to be used as pilots and technicians on the long migration trips she planned for every human being who could accept the little death of the suspended animation and immersion in warm plastic. For, since the reanimation of Circona, Eltona was convinced that it was her duty; and she had all of a robot’s strict unalterable adherence to the line of duty to save the race of man from the degeneration taking place in all life form under the sun.


  On the note Eltona had given me describing the things she wanted bought from her home were the cryptic words, “The Dero Ball and Dome UR type.” I wondered at their meaning, but it was too late to ask. I had no idea what to do about the Ball and Dome apparatus or Ro operator, but would try to get it if my limited intelligence could recognize what was meant by the cryptic words. So many things can be construed wrongly unless one thinks hard, about the ancient cavern people’s ways. So much of it has been misused and misplaced by later ignorant hands. So many rays can be destructive in subtle ways in the wrong hands, I was often wary at being required to handle strange apparatus. It was so apt to do unexpected things in subtly destructive, irreparable fashion.


  As the little ship lifted into the cloud ceiling, and Ekippe disappeared below us, we decided to pick up Eltona’s articles first and spend a day or two among the interesting ruins of the ancient Elton castle. Then to continue our trip with our obligations all discharged.


  We spent a happy day among the chittering spotted tree people who made the jungle about Elton their home, packed away Eltona’s supplies in our lockers, and turned in.


  In the morning we changed our minds about remaining there among the gloomy corridors and falling stones of the magnificence that was now only decay, and boarded the little ship for the next leg of our trip.


  High over the hot belt, we dodged the vast thunderheads towering above the surface of the cloud layer, zooming excitingly around the terrible threat of power in those ever boiling storm clouds that ring the equator of Venus. And were enjoying ourselves for the first time in over a year when the dread twister shoved its funnel across our nose, bore down on us, howling a God’s anger at our temerity of trespass on his realm.


  The little ship swung in a short arc as my big hands gripped the control wheel grimly. I fought the terrific suction of the nearing funnel of death, whirling in its terrific column of force great trees, masses of water, boulders torn from earth out of sight in the clouds below—and blacked out from the mighty hand of velocity shutting down on me as I turned the ship too tightly in a desperate effort to miss that roaring column of death.


  


CHAPTER FOUR


  They drank in their deep sleep of that


  sweet wave,


  And lived thenceforward as if some control,


  Mightier than life, were in them.


  —Witch of Atlas (Shelley)


  Brahm chief of the Guaymi, glanced with hooded eyes and a motionless face around the Council. Their faces were grim; this was a moment that could undo him and his dearest plan.


  That plan meant release from the mind within the mist. No more would the iris of the eye of the mist-sphere open to call inward new slaves. No more must they labor away the bright days storing food to be taken by the mind in the mist. This time, when the iris of the eye opened . . .


  But meanwhile his people must be calmed, must not give way to fear. For if he failed their lot would be triply hard, their quota trebled, and the slaves selected for the life within the vast mist-sphere would be three times as numerous. For so had been the vengeance taken always by the mind within the mist.


  In the past his plan had been tried by his ancestors, and the mind within the mist had forseen the revolt, and had defeated them. But this time would be different!


  If these grim old men guessed what he meant to do, they would kill him out of hand; for they knew the mind was immortal and all-knowing, was truly a God. But


  Brahm believed that their knowing was false, that there was a trick about the mind-in-the-mist.


  Brahm believed, as had other men out of the past, that the mind-in-the-mist was but a trick by a people, men like himself. They lived in idleness on the labor of the Guaymi, and the thought of the mind-in-the-mist was their illusion by which they gained all the life of the Guaymi for their servants, ignorantly slaving when they might be free.


  What that mist that shrouded the circular area in the forest might be, Brahm didn’t know. Nor care. He wanted freedom from the constant labor, from the poverty that loss of all the fruits of their labor meant. For Brahm loved his people, and wanted better things than everlasting work for them.


  Brahm’s voice was silken, under absolute control, as he told them of a plan—not the plan in his heart, but the one they were to think was in his heart.


  “My friends and Elder counsellors, I will take our warriors to the south, now that the time has come for the Eye of the Mist to open. There we will hunt the genaulgi, and the deer and the great fish. We will smoke meat, and store up quickly a good supply. The women and the youths can take the other stores we have now into the Eye when the Mind calls. If the Mind asks where are the warriors, it can be said that we had to pursue certain trespassers on our hunting grounds. Then, when the eye has closed again, we can return, our tribe will have lost no hunters to the Selectors within the eye, and we will have stores for the long rainy days ahead. It is a good plan, and one we should have tried before.”


  Brahm’s eyes watched his quiet words, effect upon the old men. Visibly they relaxed, grunted approval. After a time the old First One said:


  “It is good. The Council approves.”


  One by one they nodded their heads, each taking a long moment to add to their dignity. The council had ended, so far as Brahm was concerned. There would be no voice to say him nay until another Council time had rolled round. The voices droned on, lots were drawn to say who should enter the eye, of the younger folk, carrying in their tribute, and perhaps staying forever if the Voice of the Mind commanded. After a long, dull time, the Men arose, filed out of the dark lodge into the damp, white-fogged night.


  But Brahm did not take his men to the south. In the morning bows were strung, quivers filled, the wrappings of their legs against the thorns were made secure, and the warriors trudged off single file after Brahm to the south. But they circled, an hour later, and headed toward the great circle of mist, into forbidden land! No one spoke against Brahm, had the council not approved?


  The Guaymi were the result of a cross, perhaps of the Red Race, and the Amazon whites, long ago. Almost Indian in appearance and color of skin, they lived in primitive style on the borders of the “Mist,” an area of the jungles on the rim of the Hot Belt shunned by all other Venusians.


  Some hours after Brahm and his hunters had left, the Elders of the tribe made up the quota for the quarterly tribute to the mist-sphere. Young maidens and youths to the number of fifty were selected from among the best of the tribe, lined up and started off the gloomy trail to the place of the opening in the mist.


  For many years this tribute had been paid, and the Guaymi, once numerous and proud of their strength, were now but a fraction of their former numbers. The end of their people was in sight, but such was their fear and reverence for the mighty and ancient thing within the mist-sphere that the suicidal tributes went on and on.


  What the mist-sphere was, what lay inside the mystery of the great bubble of haze over the area of the great swamp which had long ago come to be known as the Mind-in-the-Mist, they did not know, surely. But the tales their fathers had told of the terror and death that had come out of that same great mystic bubble of life had so conquered their courage that no resistance was made to the demands upon them.


  This sad procession wound along the low, wet and mist-hung swamp trail toward the great place of the Mist-Sphere. In front and behind the hostages, the old Witch-doctors and their younger students wailed their chants, shook their rattles, and offered up constant prayers to the thing in the Mist-Sphere, for they feared him far more than any God. Or feared her, for they did not even know if the thing in the Mist was male or female, mortal or immortal.


  But today, unlike other days of the Tribute, as they neared the Place of the Eye in the Mist, hiding shadows rose from the silent leaves beside the trail and followed along beside the procession, unseen by the weeping maidens or by the gourd-shaking Medicine men. Unseen by any, the warriors under Brahm took up the march alongside the column, and nearer and nearer came the Place of the Eye and the Time of the Opening. For there was but one place the mist could be entered, and one time, the Place of the Eye at the Time. Everywhere else the mist sphere offered an unyielding wall to the curious foot or hand. Force dwelt in that mist, and while it yielded to the hand, it only yielded for a little way, then flung off the hand that touched it.


  The hostages stood before the great flickering circles of colored light that marked the pupil of the eye, and stared fearfully at the misty blue iris, for the time was near for it to open.


  Up to that great blue iris led a broad flight of steps, and many were the Guaymi who had gone up that flight of steps for the choosing, and few had come back, rejected. To right and left of the eye’s mysterious circle the face of the Mist Sphere stretched as far as eye could see, gently curving, lost at last to view. The Sphere was huge, and no one was over-curious just how much ground it covered, or where the sphere ended and the natural mists of the Venusian swamps began.


  Behind the group of hostages the bushes rustled as Brahm’s warriors nocked arrows, lossened their short bronze swords in the sheaths. Brahm had ordered them to charge into the eye before the hostages entered, to shoot and to kill any living thing they saw, unless it were a captive Guaymi held within. Their hearts were with Brahm in his courage, and many of them had counseled the same thing in the past, only to be overruled by the fears of the women and the elders and the Witch-doctors.


  But fear was in them all, and their hands were not quite steady on the bowstrings as they drew and waited for the Time!


  Within the mystic depths of the fearful Sphere a gong began to sound, far off . . . Then nearer till a brazen booming hurt the eardrums. As it ceased, the circles about the blue iris began to flicker madly, the colors ran from violet to red to angry crimson to violent flame and back again. Then, with a silence that was itself a sound, the great blue iris began to open gradually like the lens of a camera, wider and wider, and the Mind-in-the-Mist spoke to them with a great meaning to their minds but no real sound.


  “Enter, my children. The feast is spread, and glory awaits the chosen . . .”


  The tearful maidens, the silent, sad-faced youths began to move forward, slowly, hesitantly. Behind the group, the bushes rustled wildly, and forth sprang man after man of the Guaymi, running forward with drawn bows, springing up the wide steps, staring with quickly darting eyes for some sign of life within at which to shoot.


  Just what might have happened next, Brahm was not to learn.


  Overhead came a great screaming of wind, the crashing of the tops of the mighty mist-shrouded trees high up, and down and down smashed a long black spinning object, bouncing from the great tree limbs, falling again and again, only to be caught and flung off by the springy branches. Down and down came the long gleaming object; and maiden and warrior, youth and Witchdoctor all alike screamed and ran from under the falling thing from the mystic skys.


  The ship struck the great wall of the Mist-sphere just above the Eye, and bounced from the yielding yet impregnable surface . . . fell to the soft swamp earth just in front of the eye.


  From inside the eye came a rustling, a scurrying as of many feet, a sound as of many voices. And a ray reached out and began to search the wrecked ship with a careful, slow insistence. Here and there the ray darted, and where it touched, the metal walls of the long black ship became as glass, so that on one side the fearfully hiding Guaymi could see right through it, and on the other side the eyes behind the Mist-sphere’s wall could also see through the ship.


  Strapped in our seats inside the ship, Ceulna and myself survived the fall through the mighty trees which saved our lives. As the ship at last came to rest, I unstrapped my belt, bent over Ceulna. She was unconscious. I turned to the instrument board, switched on a penetray to search the place into which we had fallen. My first sight was the great mysterious eye of the Mist, and standing in the opening were several of the Guaymi warriors, caught off I base by the fall of the ship, unknowing whether to enter and kill, or flee . . . and be killed.


  But swift as thought a great ray flashed forth from the mist-wall, seized my own generator, stilled the energy of my beam. Then quietly the ray began to search the ship, and another invisible beam to search our minds.


  As Ceulna stirred, began to rise, some mental control snapped on from the telang beam, and hand in hand Ceulna and I were made to leave the ship. Like sleep-walkers we walked straight into the great eye-like opening in the mist-wall. Beside and about us the Guaymi, warriors and hostages alike, were also walking into the eye, unable to resist the synthetic will in the energy field of control. Under the powerful suggestion, we walked on through the strangely swirling tunnel in the mist, until before us broke a sight that wrung a gasp of awe from each pair of lips.


  A city built by magic; towers and spheres and shapes only a glass-blower can imagine into being, stretched before us. How long had this city been hidden from the knowledge of the people of Venus by the eerie wall of protective mist-force! Who could say?


  Even I, a comparative new-comer to Venus, had heard of the mysterious Mist-Sphere. But it lay in sparsely inhabited and forbidding jungle swamplands, close beside the dreaded tangled masses of Venus’ belt of green hell about her equator, and few indeed among the civilized men of Venus had penetrated here to look upon it. It was but a legend, and there were many such on Venus. Legends in which no man quite believes until confronted with the undeniable fact.


  Moving about the vividly colored buildings, along the wide ways and across the fairy-like bridges, were men and women, clad only in a soft, clinging mist which seemed to bear some connection with the mist wall of the city. What was this connection? My mind tried to imagine, but seemed stopped by the same mental control that still moved my limbs and those of the people about me. Onward we marched, like a troop of zombies, up the wide central avenue, our feet partly immersed in a soft pinkish mist which hid the surface of pavement—or was it the surface!


  Quite suddenly the control left us, and about me the skin-clad Guaymi broke into excited talk, which I could not understand. I turned to Ceulna.


  “Can you throw some enlightenment my way? Just what in the name of Venus has happened to us?”


  Ceulna’s face was nearly as mystified as my own must have been, but she tried . . .


  “Do you remember the strange city and palace where you found Eltona? Well, some other form of life from the mighty past must have remained here protected by the mysterious force-wall from the destruction of time which has wiped away nearly all traces of the Elder races of Venus.”


  “Hmmm,” I mumbled. Her words explained much without telling me anything.


  When a mind seizes control of another with a powerful telaug superimposing thoughts so strongly upon the subject as to cause action, the subject can and does absorb a great deal of extraneous matter from the thought impulses. So true is this that already I was forming a distinct mental impression of the mind behind that control that directed us down the long, eerily beautiful avenue toward the rainbow mist-building which dominated the central part of the city.


  That mind was greedy, sensuous, yet everyone is to a certain extent greedy and sensuous. It might be but the mood of the moment. That mind was absorbed in speculation about abstract bio-chemical problems, I could catch the fragments of formulae, the half formed plans of experiments to carry out, and as well that mind was seeking Ceulna in a way I could not fathom. Seeing myself, too, in a way I did not like.


  As our group of savage bowmen, scantily clad primitive maidens and youths, and Ceulna and myself in the uniform of the newly-formed world government of Venus, on our chests the sign of the Elder Child, Circona (a great Caduceus, the staff and serpents intertwined), I analyzed the subtle undertones of the thought-controller’s own thought.


  Was it male or female, or was it even human? I could not tell, but I knew it was an alien mind, a mind with appetites and pleasures and habits and culture all completely new and different to me. But for that matter, so was Eltona’s mind a mystery and fascination to me. Inhuman, she yet had human appetites and weaknesses; a robot, she was yet alive and able to love and be more passionate and erotic than any human. It was only through consideration for Ceulna that she had not allowed, nay, caused me to fall hopelessly in love with her super-human and fantastically beautiful self.


  Was this a similar occurrence of persistence of some Elder-life form into the present day? Or was it some new form of life? Or was it only some hidden group of people using the weird mist-wall and ordinary ray apparatus to enslave the primitive people of the edges of the hot-belt?


  I felt an attraction for myself in that half-sensed person behind the mental control.


  That should not be there unless the person were a female, and to me it felt like the augmented vital aura of a woman, and a young one. I looked at Ceulna, but her face was rapt in the sleep-walker’s empty mask-like expression.


  As we passed the low, rounded doorways of the dwellings, one by one our numbers decreased, for at each door one of the savages who had been present before the great eye-like door now fell out of line, entered into the vacant open doors. And it seemed to me as if ecstasy clasped them as they entered, as if some heaven-like experience began for them as they passed the portal.


  There was a lotus eater’s sensing about this place and about the people that one saw—they were like people in a dream, they paid no attention to ourselves, but moved along like floating wraiths, their faces wrapped in some inner ecstasy, their hands clasped together or their arms intertwined with the one beside them. To them, we did not seem to exist.


  At last, we stood before the weird rounded forms of the tall, many-towered building which filled the whole center of the city. Seen close, like this, the whirling mists which circulated in and about it could be seen to be pressing at the force wall that leashed it, held it there as form. Speeding flows of the mist circulated in patterns like decoration all along the rounded walls, up the tall towers’ rounded sides, and the great eye-like doorway was closed with a blue opacity very different from the mist walls.


  As we stood a moment I noticed that of the troop that had begun the long walk through the city, but a half-dozen remained. Ceulna and myself, a tall bronzed warrior on my right, a strong, half-naked, savagely lovely woman on Ceulna’s left, and behind us another pair, a youth and maiden of the same cut as the other two, but much younger.


  From the open doorway came a flow of strong thought, almost audible to the ears, deafening to the brain.


  “Brahm, you have disobeyed my orders given in the old-time, and led your warriors against the Place of the Eye. Do you know that now you will never leave here?”


  Brahm started, and by his motion I knew he was responsible for the activity about the Eye-door when we had entered. Slowly I heard his thought reply and reverberate in the augmented hearing of the mind inside.


  “What would you have had me do? So many have been taken, there will soon be no people of the Guaymi, no tribe for me to rule. How can a man be a chief if he is all alone and his people have gone into the Eye?”


  There was no answer for a time, and we waited. For an instant the control relaxed and the rigid contraction left our muscles. I turned, took a good look at the Chief, and at the city beyond him. Eerie, alien and lovely was that place, but upon it rested a strange sensuous compulsion. There was something about it that I feared—feared as one fears a temptation to indulgence. It was too pleasant, too cloyingly lovely, and upon “one’s will lay a sensuous listening, as of some great being who lives for pleasure and seeks it always by listening to every thought of every person.


  “Elysian fields” murmured Ceulna. “Like your earth myth . . .”


  Then again the compulsion descended upon us, and our limbs moved and carried us within and through the swiftly opening eye of the door.


  Abruptly, as the blue door sprang spirally into place again behind us, the compulsion waves of thought-force ceased, and a strange fearfully pleasant current took its place. Along every nerve and fiber of our bodies the delicious, swooningly enslaving stimulation flowed, and erotic thought forms flowered within my mind. Ceulna took on a vastly enhanced fascination, so that my eyes glued to the long curves of her Amazon’s perfect body, and dreams of beauty seemed to grow and flower all about her sweet, Tuon face. Her soft bright hair seemed to seize and hold the fine tendrils of mist that drifted everywhere in the chamber, lacing the beautiful scene with a fine spiderweb of tracery, lending an enchanting perspective of distance to even close up objects.


  Every object, every wall decoration, every weirdly alien sculpture in that chamber, my suddenly erotically enslaved mind told me, had a special significance, was designed and placed there to amuse a mind steeped in the deepest preoccupation with the Science of bio-physical magnetics. I remembered that this particular subject was a highly developed science among the Elder races, so I knew that whoever or whatever lay behind the existence I of this strange place had at least had access to the Elder writings and had been able to study and benefit by them. Benefit? My mind hesitated and wondered. Was it possible that we were in the power of a being rendered insane by the study of a science far beyond the powers of the modern human mind to withstand the terrific inherent temptation of the subject?


  Arm in arm, automatically drawn to each other by the intense pleasure vibrating through our bodies, Ceulna and I walked about the big chamber, examining the weirdly suggestive ornamentation, the great bodies of men and women of stone in the throes of ecstasy, the little abstract decorations which were each of them subtly suggestive of some erotic form. This was a temple dedicated to love, a Temple of Venus if ever I saw one An alarm bell urgently rang in my mind, but the magnetic field in which we moved was of such a nature that all else was obscured to us but the presence each of the other. As Ceulna and I embraced and our lips met, a soft benediction seemed to desscend upon us from overhead, a vitally stimulating flood of awareness overpowered us in an unbearable intoxication of joy. The terrific fires of some inexhaustible dynamo of stimulating nerve impulses held us there quivering in almost unconscious and totally exquisite torment of some strange possessive fruition. I knew now that the being who lived behind this mystery considered us captured, now a belonging, now we were chattels of pleasure, slaves to this being’s immersion the lure of vicarious ravishment. Or was it but too effusive welcome of some people immersed in the pleasures of the antiqueray apparatus? I could not say or think, I could only feel and hope for the joy never to cease.


  In that strange city, under the mistsphere, the light changed from hour to hour, and from day to day, but never went dark entirely. It was a little universe of its own, where the laws of life and matter and energy seemed to have been set in abeyance. Nothing took place in a manner customary. Even the food came regularly from the automatic wall—dispensaries without the agency of visible human hands.


  A week passed, or was it a month? There was no sure way to know, for though the light varied pleasantly from a vague illumination like noon-light on earth to a brighter glow like mild sunlight, there was no regularity observable in the slow change.


  Ceulna and I lived in a kind of dream of love, unnoticing the three other couples in the big building. To us was granted no period of clear and lucid self-determination, the days passed in a weird but pleasant compulsion.


  That tiny alarm bell in my mind rang and rang, but there was no way for my self to answer. Eerie and utterly beautiful dreams at times came drifting into us, felt and seen and seemingly material, so that around us all the material and fabric of life changed, melted and flowed and became a metamorphosed thing, a butterfly made from the materials of the ugly caterpillar of life.


  All this time that alien distant mind that was the unseen and almost unnoticeable master here was studying us, and at times I caught fragments of the thought of Brahm, the Guaymi chieftain, as he spoke with the Mind-in-the-mist, but I could not gather the parts into a sensible whole. I could not even desire to understand or act against the utter possession of body and sensation and mind that had so abruptly claimed us.


  At times my dreaming mind thought of the legends of Paradise, of Nirvana, of all the many tales of such Elysiums as we had now become entrapped in, and I wondered if some such place as this were the source of those legends. At times I wondered if this were not a city such as Ceulna had told me were described in the Elder writings, a Ro city, where even the minds were run by automatically broadcast thought waves. Into such places the tired and overworked of the Elder races were wont to retire, just as they sometimes did into the so-called “Time-safes”, for periods of rest, where even their will and their ego received a surcease from labor.


  It could be that such a construction had survived the cataclysms that had wiped out most of the surface structures of that time by virtue of that Force-mist shield of energy about it! It could be, but my perceptions told me otherwise. Behind that control somewhere was a functioning planning mind, alien but almost understandable. I could sense this presence behind the compulsion constantly with us, and I could not decide to approve nor disapprove of what I sensed.


  At last came that moment for which I had unconsciously waited. That strong irresistible compulsion which ruled all the life of the place ceased, our memory came flooding back, our sense of duty to


  Eltona and the cause of Circona for which we had worked so hard. I cried out in mental pain from realizing the morass of weak indulgence into which this place had plunged us. I called out to that mind behind the mist, saying:


  “O mysterious being, to you joy may be the only purpose and the highest good in life. But to me what you are doing to us is the vilest sort of doom. Are you wholly evil! Are you unable to remember a time when the way of life was more clear before you? Has weakness, temptation and stupidity blinded you to the great truths of life? Have you forgotten those other teachings of the Elder race in your blind pursuit of their science of bio-magnetics?”


  The Mind in the Mist heard me, and through the silence, through the sudden awakening which the relaxing of compulsion was for us, came to me a voice . . .


  “Stranger, I have awakened from a dream, just now. Your voice, following upon an accident to the mechanisms of the palace of the Mist, has given me something I have not had for long—a curiosity about the outside world. Come to me, I would talk with you where I can watch you and understand more clearly. I would know . . .”


  The compulsion which was now as natural to me as my clothes, came again, but only to myself. I rose, and leaving Ceulna sleeping upon the couch where we had spent the long luxurious sleeping periods of dream for I knew not how long, I went toward the source of that rich, compelling voice in my mind.


  Somewhere above in the tall round towers was the source of the voice, and I climbed the stairs slowly, mechanically. As I reached the higher levels, I found the stairs were covered with a fine dust, and in the dust were no footprints. The dust was deep, rose in soft clinging clouds about my feet. I knew that no one had passed that way for many years. Yet above me was life!


  As I reached the top of the long flight of the main tower, a metal door swung creakingly open. I stood in the threshold staring in upon a scene impossible to my eyes, accustomed to the wonder of the Elder race’s miraculous handiwork.


  The gloriously molded body of a woman, asleep . . . or in a trance. Her flesh was pearly mist!


  


CHAPTER FIVE


  Her cave was stored with scrolls of strange device,


  The works of some Saturnian Archimage.


  —The Witch of Atlas.


  (Shelley.)


  Beauty is a word Which has been given many subtly divergent meanings.


  Here within this tower room lay the real vital meaning of beauty in actuality. She lay upon a wide couch of the mistlike force-stuff of which the eerie city had been created. Like the vibrantly existent yet indescribable stuff of the couch, her beauty was likewise indescribable, yet quite as powerfully material. Woman she was, or had been. Some strange metamorphoses of the matter of her body into a pearly, pulsating, vibrant stuff, unlike flesh yet amazingly alive, made her one with the strange matter of the couch, and with the material of the whole city. On one arm she supported her languidly relaxed and gloriously curved figure, gazing at me with wide and sleepy eyes.


  The whole chamber was paneled with complex control instruments, each glowing with the strange fluid force which permeated the whole city. Aside from the wide sleeping couch, the round chamber was bare of other furniture, except that before many of the big instrument panels low benches were placed. There was no one but herself present. Curiously she watched, and I could not help feeling that many years had passed since she had set eyes upon another human being. There was a “sleeping beauty” awakened look upon her face, and the dust and cobwebs that covered every square inch of the chamber bore out that impression.


  I stood, with something of the embarassment of a man in the door of a woman’s boudoir. She waved a languid hand to one of the dusty benches. I sat down, feeling as if the misty stuff would break beneath me, but it had all the resilient feel of rubber over steel.


  “Time . . .” she said. The word was like a question, as if time were something she did not quite understand. “I do not know anything about the world or the other worlds, since . . .” She stopped, looked at me, realizing we had no basis of common experience for a mental meeting ground.


  “Perhaps you had better tell me about yourself and this city, then I can understand better how to tell you about the outer world.”


  I suspected I would not, but I was devoured by curiosity as to what she was, and how she came to be here in this savage hinterland of Venus. Was she a Latter-god, or one of the Elder race, or some alien who had accidentally come to this planet and built her home!


  Her words were familiar and similar to the Tuon, which was a later form of the Elder tongue itself, yet her usage and pronunciation were very different. It was as though she spoke Tuon with a heavy foreign accent. But time alone could have caused the divergence.


  “I remember from my dream something of your mind and thought,” she smiled and showed a row of large pearls between her purple-red lips. A generous mouth, although too sensual and full, yet lovely. “You are working for a new planet-wide government, a kind of renaissance of the Elder wisdom and way of life led by a syntho-ro called Eltona and an Elder child called Circona. Is that not correct?”


  I nodded. “Tell me of yourself, then. Since you know so much of me, it were better if I understood what and who you are!”


  There was about her that tremendous magnetic attraction which exists always about those who use the Elder beneficial life-stimulating rays, and my eyes devoured her too intently, against my will. She did not appear to notice. I wanted to know everything about her and this strange city of hers, or was it hers? Was she the ruler, the mind-in-the-mist, or was she like myself but a mote of life caught up in the weird compulsion, the web of life force pulsing through the city in pearly strands of vibrance? Was she a kind of Sleeping Princess, who had just waked after a thousand years, as the room’s appearance indicated? Or was she just waking from a short nap, and about to take her place at the controlling mechanisms which made the whole city a plaything in the hands of the Mind-in-the-mist?


  “I was born here in the city of the Mist Sphere. How long ago by your time standards, I do not know. Many lifetimes as they are lived outside the mist-sphere, that is certain. My people were mighty once, mighty but afflicted with a fearful curse. The curse of ease, of idleness, of slack living for ages. I was different, and I have remained alive while they perished one by one. I studied the ancient books, the writings of the Elder race. I learned much too much, perhaps of the workings of life’s inner springs. You know the Elder Science was greatest in its perfect knowledge of the nature of life, of the nature of man and animal life. They could synthesize life so perfectly one would not know it was artificial. You know that?”


  “I know that the Elder Science was as you say, I have seen the syntho-ro. Our Ruler, Eltona, is an Elder Race robot. She is very much alive, and very much superior to modern “natural” life!”


  “Then you can understand what a young person could learn once she got the key of the Elder writing properly in her mind. I did that, I studied, while my parents played and dissipated and enjoyed life and died, finally. I did not grow old because I knew what the Elder race did to defeat those decaying forces in life. I made myself, as my young body became older, a new synthetic body which you see. I myself am no longer wholly human. Bit by bit I introduced into my own blood stream ingredients which caused a new and different flesh to replace the normal human flesh upon my bones. Bit by bit I caused to be deposited in my very bones metals and other substances which withstand all decay. I am a product of my own lonely handiwork, and but one thing has defeated me. I am tired of life and all its futility.


  “Time passed on and on, the last of my race passed away, I was left at last alone. They would not listen to me, they could not understand the simplest need for learning and I could not make them see why they must submit to my control and teaching. The city became empty at last, this city which is in a way eternal. Then I formed the habit of taking in the young primitives from the jungle tribes and populating my city with their young love. But I have a terrible weakness which defeats me. I dream, and the ro-control of the city is of such a nature that even my dreaming mind can control its functional needs, is of such a nature that the whole city, once I place the controls here in position, becomes a tool and pleasure toy of my dreaming mind. I have succumbed to the greatest vice of the Elder Race itself—the dream.”


  I looked at her lovely, inhuman face a long time. I understood much, now, that I had not about the cruel yet pleasant and soul—destroying pattern of life in this mighty force-sphere which had sat here upon the swamps of Venus hot-belt for so long a row of centuries. I understood, too, why this creature was what she was. The science of the Elder race was a life-science, and in her young innocent use of the flesh transmuting substances of the Elder science, she had created within her body a character whose glandular set-up was not human. I knew I would never fully understand this creature, but I also knew why the weakness she deplored had overcome her. The glands of her body had become over-developed, so that only in dream gratification of her appetites did she derive pleasure. The will-to-create, the constructive functional aspects of her mind which had made her the great and lonely scientific leader of her race while the rest had died, had gradually atrophied from lack of stimulation. Invention springs from necessity, and there had been little true necessity in her life. The result had been a gradual prostration of her will before the abnormal will-to-pleasure grown in her body by the powerful potions she had synthesized to make her body undecaying. Gradually her body had become the instrument, completely of her mind, and her mind had become enamored of the glorious dream-life which had been so great a part of the Elder Race’s pleasures. Time and environment and accidental glandular feeding of her organs had created a being whose character, determined by her gland secretions as are all characters, was one of pleasure-seeking.


  “I think I know why you are as you are, and why this city has become but a myth and a place feared by the native tribes which it devours.”


  “You think you understand?” Her lovely enticing lips smiled, her body moved languorously in curves depicting to the mind utter delight in sensuous subjugation of the mind. I looked quickly away, for here was a Lorelei more potent far than anything I had ever contacted.


  “I do understand, and I think I can make your life vital and thrilling and active again, instead of this dead kind of dreaming you seem to have sunk into. But you must let me help you, you must place yourself in my hands, for it is quite evident your will has atrophied and is ruled by the baser, less worthy portions of your mind. You are not evil, but you have to learn to live again, your valuesense must be rebuilt. Let me send for Eltona. She can help you far more than I!”


  Her eyes flashed fire, anger curved that voluptuous mouth, she rose like a panther painted in silver fire.


  “Never! I’ll place my neck in no Elder-ro’s hands. How do I know her mind, ancient of workmanship, is still in repair? How can you ask such a thing of me? I like you, you attract me. Why do you not place yourself in my hands?”


  “O woman-of-the-mist,” I said, slowly and gripping my soul with my mind to keep it from groveling before the sensual allure of her, “you must awake from this dream of passion that has ensnared the real you! You must trust me. You can be great, a Leader of all Venus, but not by lying here and dreaming away your lifetime. Your endless dream of life is in truth no more important in value than the ephemeral flitting of a butterfly that sips the flowers and dies. What is time? What do you do that makes life worth living for others? What makes you place such importance on your own pleasures and so little on anything else? You must awake, you must!”


  Pacing back and forth, her hips swaying a music of motion irresistible, her breasts lifting with a new passion and fire I could see had not animated her for long . . . long . . . she began to speak. Something I had said had struck fire in that sleeping mind, but not as I would have wished.


  “I will awake! I will go out and conquer this Venus of yours, plumb every possibility it holds to the depths, will make this Eltona of yours teach me every wisdom she has inherited from the past great ones. I will take Venus from her!”


  I was taken back by the sudden revelation of her character. It was not as I had analyzed it, my too-hurried conclusions were wrong. No matter how lovely, how gentle seeming, how attractive her sleek, silvery body, here was opposition for my plans, for Eltona and Circona and all our dreams of a bright future for the races of man.


  “Why opposition to her and to us! Why do you assume that your plans would be oppositional to Eltona’s and to ours, her followers?”


  She turned then, standing spraddle-legged before me, her hands on her hips and her eyes defiant pools of imperious magic.


  “Because the Mist-Ruler brooks no rivals. I am not being taught by anyone. I teach and rule, others follow! Do you expect me to give up my supremacy after all these lifetimes of supreme authority? Do you take me for a fool! I will not release you to return to your ‘robot’ and bring your armies against my city. I will not send for your Circona to impose her antiquated morals upon me! I take my pleasures and my powers and my servants where I find them, and no one tells me what to do!”


  I should have known better than to say what I had, than to think what I had thought. She had read my thought, had noted all my disparaging analysis of her ingrown moral habits, her time-rutted ways of life, her utter prostration before pleasure which made her dream-rule of this ancient mechanical city so cruel and destructive of the lives she enslaved. I had misplayed my hand entirely. I realized that now. This woman-being would cause me to deplore my mistake before she was finished with me. I could only shake my head and look at her.


  “You needn’t think you are going back to that sun-browned Amazon maid of yours, my ‘hero.’ You stay here, I have a use for you. She can get along without you for a time.”


  “You are making mistakes, right now,” I said. “Mistakes you will regret forever, once you learn what they are.”


  “You can tell me what the mistakes were when I have conquered and made my own your ‘wonderful’ robot ruler. Think you I am one to be ruled by a ‘ robot ’! Think again, little man!”


  “That,” I murmured “is your biggest mistake. You can never conquer Eltona, nor Circona, nor even the Tuons. You can make a lot of trouble before you learn that our friendship is worth vastly more than our enmity. You are a child, a spoiled child who has had her own way so long she knows no other way of life. I did not forsee that you were spoiled by the ease of your life. I understand you now. Mist-ruler, or whatever your name may be, you cannot even conquer me. I despise you, and will despise you until you have become humble and worthy of life once again!”


  She smiled at my outburst, saying as she slid her body softly against me like a great silvery cat, “You are very handsome in your anger, big one! Are you sure you despise me so utterly?”


  Just what reply I would have made I don’t know. I was sweating with an effort of will almost too great to make—for the attraction that synthetic and natural mingling of flesh and magnetic animal electric gave her—the terrific vital foroe in that body which was a creation of a master of life-science rather than a human body as I knew it—was like a pole-star to a compass needle. Man’s nature was not designed to withstand the allure she could put into action with every motion, every word, every glance of her eyes. But behind me I heard a cry of anger, and whirled to see . . . Ceulna, her face a mask of rage, her long teeth bared in an almost animal snarl of fierce possessiveness, launch herself from the doorway toward the Mist-ruler.


  For a few minutes it was all Ceulna’s way. She raked her fingers across the Mist-ruler’s face, seized her shoulders, bent her over one strong beautiful hip, back and back, finally kicking her feet out from under her so that she fell heavily on her shoulders before Ceulna.


  “Cat out of some smoke-ridden hell, leave my man alone after this.” Ceulna snarled, and I was surprised not only by her easy victory but by her angry attack upon this creature whose appearance was so revealing of power and pride and wilful selfishness. Somehow my heart warmed more at Ceulna’s anger than at some of her most endearing caresses. It is good to see one’s woman face a powerful opponent so fearlessly because of the possibility of losing—one’s self.


  But the Mist-Ruler was not so easily to be disposed of. From some well of strength within that mysterious body she had made out of what forgotten life—formula of the ancients, she drew a terrible supply of energy, and bounded to her feet again. With her open hand she struck Ceulna across the face, and the Amazon staggered across the big chamber and collided with the wall, sliding downward to lie senseless. Before I could stop her she had followed Ceulna, picked up her unconscious body, flung it across her shoulder and was gone from the room. I raced after her speeding feet, but could not even keep up with her. Whatever she was, she had beneath that dreamy, relaxed lazy sensuous exterior a dynamic source of unguessable strength. She was a superwoman, and I am, after all, but a man. Not a superman.


  I had lost my Ceulna again!


  


CHAPTER SIX


  If I must weep when the surviving sun


  Shall smile on your decay—Oh, ask not me


  To love you till your race is run;


  —The Witch of Atlas.


  (Shelley)


  I followed that racing superwoman through that city of quivering mist. About me the strange dream life of the captive people went on in a kind of continuous mating dance, endlessly, rhythmically, almost ritualistically . . . the couples danced and embraced—and nowhere were their children or old people or anything but lovers busily making love. It was like some crooner’s song of moon and June and swoon come to life; except that ahead of me raped that mad creature out of the past bearing my wife on her shoulder to what mad fate I dared not think.


  I lost her, as she stepped onto some descending pathway, but I traced her by the little swirls her feet left in the strange mist-covered fabric of the street. Traced her down and down into the bowls of that weird creation of forgotten science, that city of silent, sinister sensuosity. Found her at last, and stood in awe of the weird creature before which she stood in earnest converse.


  Ceulna she h.ad thrown upon the heaving mist floor before the great throbbing brain-shape of misty interwaving life-matter which was, I sensed at once, a greater mind than this mad Maiden “ruler” of the city. Was this, in truth, the Mind-in-the-Mist, and the maiden but a creature of his will?


  I had much yet to learn of this city. For as the Maiden who I had taken for the Ruler stood there impassioned, haranguing the placidly pulsing mind-shape before her, from around the bulging, gigantic thing came a series of figures. Silent, menacing, they lined up before the great pulsing mist-mind, arms crossed and facing the ruddy-faced maid’, at their feet Ceulna, and behind the maid, myself; What and who were these!


  The first was all of seven feet high, a black-browed male, heavily muscled. About his waist a sword belt supported a jeweled scabbard, the weapon over a yard long, curved slightly, like a big cross-hilted sabre.


  Next to him stood an Amazonian figure, red-haired, her eyes green slits of cunning, her arms crossed too. About her waist were belted flame-pistols, one on each side. A short dagger swung in a sheath at the center of the wide belt. Her breasts were bare, and her form, while huge for a woman, was divine, her skin smooth and softly misted over with that strange taint that all matter in this weird city took into itself.


  Next to her stood another male, dwarfish and misshapen, his eyes black, his nose flattened by some blow. His muscles were twisted by torture of birth into a caricature of strength, his back was humped. But his face bore a stamp of power, of ambition, of pride and will. And at his waist hung three weapons I could not place, a rod, a disc with a handle, and a long bar of black iron, handled with ivory—seemingly but a club.


  The fourth, another female, was like none of the others. Not menacing, she stood placid as the mind-mass before which they stood. Her eyes were gray and weary with time’s weight. Her face, unlined, yet spoke of cares, of a weight of wisdom and hard-thought hours of toil. Her robe, a blue mist-thin fabric embroidered over with golden arabesques of a star motif, was caught at the waist by a narrow crossed belt, and hanging from the belt one slim blade. Her hands were very long and thin, the fingers idly caressed the pendant on her ear, while her eyes mused upon myself, to her evidently something new after many years of sameness. The Mist-Ruler looked at her with fear in her eyes.


  “You wake! I did not expect it, after the years!”


  I waited, curiosity a burning flame within me. Why had the passionate girl claimed to be alone in this city, its sole proprietor and moving spirit the author of all its wrong and all its strange, sultry, slumbering, devouring beauty? What were these people, the last of those who had built this city of weird mist-matter, and” then gone to sleep forever in a dream of sensuous beauty? Or were they like myself travelers lately captured by the Eye in the Mist?


  They stood, silent, forbiddingly regarding the impassioned maiden of the tower. At last the grey-eyed star-woman spoke, her hands moving gracefully with her words: “What is your anger, Dionle, that you bear this stranger woman here to the Mind? Who is this stranger, that you ignore him? What sort of courtesy is it you offer strangers? Must we wake and watch you always? Can you never be trusted to guard our home for even one span of time?”


  I knew her tongue from hearing it so often in Eltona’s mouth, conversing with Circona, and for that matter it was near enough to the Tuon to understand the main import. I stepped forward, raising my hand to my heart in the Red Race gesture of homage, for I knew she must have had contact with the Red race in the jungle about.


  “I am glad to hear natural thought, and to see people who have a culture and an understanding of the obligations of nobility. We, my wife and I,” I gestured toward Ceulna, now sitting up and rubbing her fair head ruefully, looking wonderingly about at the weird scene, “were captured by some mischance with the members of Brahm’s tribe of primitives at the opening of the eye. We have dwelt here in the strange control dream life for some time. I beg to petition for release from this unwanted bondage.”


  Her grey eyes lit with pleasure at my words, at the suave and formal delivery which I had learned from my Red comrades in the pens beneath Nonur’s arena. Long enough I had studied with them in the fear-filled nights.


  She stepped forward, close to me, put a long, lovely too-thin hand upon my shoulder, peered into my eyes.


  “You are not a member of the Red race of Venus. Who then, and what are you?”


  “I am not even a native of this planet. I am from Earth, the next outer orbit . . .”


  “I see we will have much to talk over. Consider yourself a guest, and not a captive. We have much to learn about the outer world. Perchance, too, there are things you would learn about the City of the Mist?”


  “That is true. I do not understand why you are shut off here from the world. Events have changed the life of Venus the last two years. You would not recognize your world.”


  “Events in which you had a hand, I will wager! Come, you and your pretty wife, feast with us, and later on, we will open the eye and set you free.”


  Dionle, her face suffused still with anger, voiced a protest at this generosity.


  “Nay, mother, these are my captives, and they remain so long as I wish. I will not have you set them free. They are not yours! This woman has a score to settle, she struck me . . .”


  The tall grey-eyed woman only smiled.


  “Hush, child. Your arguments are not valid. If you had spent more time in learning your mental penetration lessons, and less on reading of the tales of the mighty men of the past, you would have read that these are personal friends of the Ruler of all Venus. Can you never learn to look beneath the surface and see what thoughts lie beneath? These people could start a war if you had your way with them, and I do not even know if we could win a war! Look for yourself, when your anger has cooled and your mind awakened . . .”


  Dionle swung about to the tall, black browed man with the curved sword, saying:


  “Speak, Gor Regin, tell our mother that captives are captives, and are not guests in our city, as she seems to think. Tell her the old ways are gone, and that today we make our own laws. She lives in the past!”


  The big man looked at me with a deep mocking glance, then turned to Dionle.


  “Peace, sister! Why fret? No one can leave here till the next opening of the Eye of the Mist-Sphere. Not even you, if you desired it, could open the Eye before the next period. By then, many things may have happened. Do not beshrew yourself with angry arguments. By tomorrow light you will be calling the Amazon girl ‘sister,’ anyway. Or are you jealous of the handsome stranger, and wish his woman out of the way?”


  At this shrewd thrust, Dionle fell silent, biting her lips.


  “Get back to your duty in the tower, child. And do not think I will forget your defiance. Too long have I humored your lies and wayward temper!” The grey-eyed woman spoke sharply, her even, placid manner dropping away from her in anger. I could only wonder who was ruler here—or if any were. It was evident that Dionle was a liar. She had fooled me completely with her Mist-Ruler act!


  Gor Regin had said no one could leave here till the next opening of the Eye. I asked the grey eyed woman.


  “How long is it till the opening of the Eye? How is it that your only exit is through the Eye? I do not understand. Are you, too, prisoners here?”


  “Nay we are dwellers here by choice.” Her gray eyes twinkled on me. For some reason she found me refreshing. “The city is a great living machine. The inner fluids, even the air, are treated to promote life. All openings are sealed, but periodically the opening called the Eye must gape to take in fresh air and certain supplies for the mechanism’s fueling. That is the only time a person can pass in or out. It must be so, as the City is a delicately balanced synthetic organism, and the balance may not be destroyed, even for the uses to which a door might be put.”


  Her phrasing was strange to me, but her speech was clear enough to my mind. I liked the woman more than any of the others. I asked: “What is your name and your position here?”


  “I am called Noralin, and I am supposed to be the queen since the death of my husband. But these wayward children of mine are rebellious of my authority.”


  “Are these few of you all the true people of the city?”


  “Nay, there are others. But time will teach you all that better than words. Come, ’tis time for the feasting.”


  “You are Queen Noralin, true Ruler of the City in the Mist-sphere, and these are your children. And there are others, subjects I suppose?”


  “Some are subjects and some are enemies. This grey brain-shape here is the real ruler, he regulates all the many devices and machines which keep our city the wonderfully healthful place it is. But the time has been so long, I sometimes wonder if life is not slipping away from the grasp of our minds . . .”


  As I took her proffered arm, to lead her up the steps toward what I guessed must be a banquet hall, I murmured to her ear alone:


  “You should wonder. In my opinion there is something very wrong with life in this city. It is not natural that the primitives taken in through the eyes should live as they do, as Ceulna and I have been forced to live. There is a weakening, a decadent voluptuous seducing of the will which must in time destroy the will. Are your family not under the mental control of the city?”


  “Certain portions of the city are under the old Ro-mech. But Dionle has tinkered with the workings of the device till it does only what you know. It is wrong, but we can not fix it or change it. You do not realize that we are passengers on a kind of Time vehicle, passengers out of a dead past. We have little choice in many things that you have always ruled with free-will. We are accustomed to the conditions by the usage of time . . .”


  “You speak of time, Queen Noralin, more than once. How long has it been, how long have you lived here?”


  “For tens of centuries the city and ourselves have been exactly as you see them.”


  “You mean you do not age and die?”


  “Nothing in the city ages or dies.”


  “What has become of all the many people who have entered through the eye in that long time?” I asked in amazement.


  “Our enemies are costly, in here. You will learn about them when the time comes. Let us speak of more pleasant things. Sit here, by my side, and tell me of the world outside.”


  That feasting room was the most erotically decorated chamber it has ever been my privilege to enter. All of the Elder art is virile, and their art was the antitheses of sterile. But here, in this chamber, some servant of Eros had outdone himself.


  I took the place on the couch by the horseshoe table which Noralin indicated. Next to me Ceulna sat.


  “How did we come here? Introduce me, you big oaf . . .”


  I was so glad to hear Ceulna’s casually biting tongue again, that I explained even as I hugged her close with one arm. I did not care what the etiquette of these people might be—my Ceulna had returned from the deadly dream that held the whole City of the Mist in its thrall.


  I introduced her, although it had already been done, and they seemed to know quite well why it was necessary, for they did not blink an eyelash. Nor look guilty, either. To them the peculiar nature of the life in the city was evidently as accepted as tramcars in London.


  Ceulna was much taken by the good looks and alien brand of intelligence displayed by the company. She began a chatter of questions to which she provided the answers without giving them time to think, and laughing and drinking and eating, became a kind of spirit of the feast, with everyone else watching her almost gloomily.


  I realized that Ceulna had not had time to realize exactly where she was, and that the drinks the absenteyed slaves brought as rapidly as she emptied her glass had gone to her head before she knew that she was not exactly in the same position as that she occupied in Tuon circles.


  Myself devoted my attention to Queen Noralin, for I saw in her our one chance for a powerful friend of the inner circle here, whether her title of Queen meant anything or not. Certainly she bore herself as if her power were absolute, but then, so did they all.


  The Hunchback, his sinewy limbs and neck in an attitude of adoration, plied Ceulna with viands, questioning her closely all the while, but I saw no reason to curb her frank replies. The tall one named Gor Regin was also very attentive to Ceulna, and I saw at once they realized her oblivious mental state just now and were aiming to make the most of it in information gained about the state of affairs in the outside world. I did not realize how little they knew about it till their questions revealed abysmal ignorance . . .


  “Are there no ro-cities like ours, then?” I heard Gor Regin ask in surprise.


  “Is this a ro-city?” asked Ceulna, instead of answering. “What is a ro-city? Maybe we have some, at that, if I knew what one was?”


  I turned my head from Noralin to chime in:


  “Yes it is a ro-city, Ceulna, and you have been a robot to its mental control field since you have been here, and so have I.”


  Gor Regin merely smiled at my somewhat indignant remark, and Ceulna laughed at nothing. Gor Regin said:


  “A ro-city is one run by an ancient life-pattern from the Master race libraries, augmented and used as a control field for the whole city. This city was built after the ancient pattern of such cities. All the Elder cities were ro-cities.”


  Ceulna knew something of this, too.


  “Oh, no! You are entirely wrong. The ro-patterns were only used in control strength in time of emergency or during periods of debauch when they celebrated some great holiday. They never interfered with the natural growth of men’s self-will unless it could not be avoided.


  Here Queen Noralin took an interest in Ceulna instead of me, and said:


  “You are both wrong. The Elder race never used ro-rule for members of the Elder race. They used it almost exclusively in experimental colonies of lesser races to promote their growth in character and health and intelligence. Their ro-cities were culture schools where lesser races were brought up to higher living standards by force of imposed life-pattern.”


  I decided to find out something myself . . .


  “Just what type of pattern is this which you use upon this city? Certainly it is no thing designed to strengthen character—rather it seems designed to weaken the will . . .”


  “It is an ancient Holiday rule-record used by the Elder race.” Gor Regin’s voice was cynical, bored. “We have used it a great period of time without friction or cause for worry on our part. It is one in which all possible causes of strife have been removed for Holiday periods. The Elder race used it to allow themselves freedom from the worries of government. So do we. There is no harm in it.”


  “To me there seems an amount of harm too great for such an attitude.” I looked at Gor Begin a little narrow-eyed, my lips unsmiling. “Such a device was never designed as a permanent living pattern for any person—least of all for a whole city of people. For one day perhaps, under the standards of the Elder race and their unique morals, yes, it may have been harmless. But certainly not harmless when used continually, as you have been doing. What do you do with yourselves, that you do not have time to rule the city wisely and well, that you cannot tend to the business of living properly?”


  Ceulna put out her hand to my arm, blinking her eyes warningly at me, and even Queen Noralin shook her head slightly at me to warn me, but it was too late. Gor Begin rose, his face red with sudden anger.


  “Stranger, it would be better if you remember you are a guest, and not a Police Officer come to correct our ways. Noralin can pamper you if she wishes, but hereafter keep yourself from my path!”


  He stalked from the room, and I could have kicked myself. But my anger at our long subservience to the stupefying mental impulses of the city was too great to keep in.


  At at a signal, each of the two others rose. The great-bodied beauty of the flaming red tresses and sleepy eyes, and the hunchbacked brother, with his strange iron club in his hand, followed their brother from the room. I realized that I had not been a polite and considerate guest, and I sat shamefaced before the grey-eyed Queen, who smiled calmly, seeming amused at the sudden display of temper in her children—if they were her children? She put out her hand to my arm, a soft long slender hand of great beauty, jewels glinting fabulous fires along the fingers.


  “Do not be abashed. You questioned their way of life, and that is good. But it has been centuries since anyone has seen fit to cross them in anything. They are not used to people and the ways of the outer world. Forgive them, and I will convey your apologies if any is needed. You are right; it is not a good thing we do to these people, but it is not bad, either. Their life in the jungle is of no account, and here they live for many lifetimes in ecstasy such as nothing in their primitive life could give them. It is not making anything wonderful out of them, but it giving them more than the jungle gives them. So it is that Gor Begin cannot understand why you question the record.”


  “I forget that anything is an improvement over their wild way of life, they seem such charming savages. I did not realize what my words would seem to imply. I do apologize, and you must make that clear to your children.”


  “My children?” Noralin laughed, “Oh, yes, my children. They do not seem like children!”


  “How many circlings of the clock have occurred since they were children, here? One can never remember. But come, I will show you to your quarters. It were better to stay there till I have time to explain to the youngsters how it is you do not understand the city.”


  But Queen Noralin never got the chance to set our little misunderstanding right after she left us in the big mist-walled chambers which were to us so much too big . . .


  Days passed before we saw anyone but the mute ecstatic debauchees who went about their duties here quite unconsciously and according to some inner hearing of orders from the mechanical master pattern of the control broadcast. Days past and Ceulna and I sat in our tremendous palatial chambers upon the soft white fur chairs, or ate at the big table with the automaton-like servants serving, or stared into the mechanically unrolling scenes upon the teleview screens which were atuned to some automatic re-broadcast of the ancient records of the past. It was very like being held prisoner in a palace of the Elder race—and it was, except that I knew these rulers were not the Elder race, but were only ignorant dwellers whose minds had been distorted into strange patterns by the age of perfectly provided-for life the city had given them without the need to stir one muscle toward anything but pleasure or sport.


  When our lonely, eerie waiting had at last nearly broken our control and I was about to venture out to see what-was-what, an event occurred which told me that the innocuous harmlessness of this place was but a s h a m which had been played upon us. And we had fallen for it—it was evident that they had been investigating the truth of our reports as to the power of those whom we served. It was evident to me that the time we waited had been spent by them in making sure that no harm would come to them for keeping us. And the little story of the unopening eye I learned was false . . .


  This event was the cessation of the daily visits of Queen Noralin. She had spent some time every day with us, often sitting with us for hours. When she failed to come for two days, I knew that something sinister had happened. I meant to find out.


  Our door had been carefully locked after every visit by the guards bringing our food, and my only chance to get out and learn anything was to overpower him. This did not look too hard, as he came alone, and was one of the empty-eyed ecstatics who was under the control-atunement of the city.


  Today, as this man entered, I was waiting, and seized him from behind as he closed the door. Ceulna swiftly lashed his arms with torn curtains and we deposited him unharmed upon the big bed. Taking his keys (he had no weapon) I left the room, Ceulna staying behind to allay suspicion if the guard were missed. I locked the door behind me, made my way quickly along toward the lower chambers where I had first met these strange people of the Mist City. I wanted to learn something about that gigantic synthetic brain which Noralin had said was the real ruler of the city. I wanted to learn everything I could about this city, for I knew it was in truth a great marvel of the Elder work, and its wall of mist-force that kept out all detrimental forces from life, protecting it as it did in a perfectly sealed force bubble—a thing that would make the planets of our sun habitable even to the races who had fled so long ago from our sun.


  How had it occurred that the Mist City existed and yet they had been forced to flee to preserve life in their bodies? I wondered if the secret of the Mist City’s immunity from age was not a technique developed by some genius after the flight of the Elder Race? Perhaps by the ancestors of this family now ruling here. I meant to learn . . .


  Down the long flights of stairs, shining softly under the vibrant mist-sheath which coated everything, past the immense and weirdly beautiful feast hall, empty now and reminding me of nothing but the futility of the lives who had inherited this mighty heirloom of the Ages only to use it for an endless dream-life, sterile and empty of creation, I went.


  Down until I entered the softly whirring chamber of machines where the great Mist-matter brain was the central dominating bulk in a chamber of mysterious, mechanically alive wonder. Up to the blank, white, soft, eyeless face of the monstrous crinkled rondure which was the synthetic brain of a City. Standing before it, I knew that I must contact the self of this thing, if it had one. Somehow I could not believe an organism so nearly alive, a machine so able to conduct all the complex affairs of this wonderful life-cell that was a city, could be entirely selfless and mechanical. I knew enough about robots to know that if I could deduce the proper approach, this brain would make itself my servant quite as quickly as anyone else’s.


  “Master of the Machines, I wait to speak!” I cried, my voice slightly tremulous, for the brain was of an awesome size, looming up to the height of a three-story building before me, and that blank eyeless face below it had yet a character, a kind of sleeping Titan awe about it.


  From the round, grey crinkled bulk of the thing came toward me a mighty wave of meaning. It was like listening to Time himself; weary, dutiful giant who is forced to provide a path for life, yet tires of the sameness and the meaninglessness of his work.


  “Stranger, what would you of Menta?”


  “I seek understanding, and I offer my services if you have wishes which others do not fulfill.” I thought that was pretty slick, for I had gotten a pretty good idea of the characters of the Noralin’s children, and I knew that if there were any duties required to keep this robot serviced, they had probably neglected them. A robot is most easily approached with an offer of servicing those parts he cannot tend to himself. Robots have their weaknesses, though what is sometimes hard to learn.


  “I am weary to death of the record they have put into my ego-box. “Would you change it for me?” Asked the huge synthetic creature in a complaining thought-voice.


  “For how many milla-years this city has been run on that one record I don’t know, but certainly it is a very tiresome and repetitive record. Just put in one of the others from that rack.”


  His thought had indicated to me a wall-closet, narrow and high, and I opened it. Within were a row of spools of heavy wire, and I slipped out the first one my hands came upon, and approached the great grey bulk with it in my hands.


  “Climb the ladder, stranger. The ego-box is at the very top of my brain case. You will see how it is done. It is a simple operation—‘they’ should have given me hands.” The mighty concept he threw at me when he said the word “they” unnerved me, for the thought forms of the Elders are always sizable and hard for a man to grasp. But I climbed the ladder, pondering as I went how it came about that the family of Dionle had inherited this mighty place. The big penetrating thought-voice of the synthetic monster rang up here even louder, as he answered my unspoken thought: “They have forgotten, it has been so long. They were servants of the Master’s who built this place, and they were absent upon a mission when the general abandonment of Venus was decided upon. They came back to find the city empty of all but me. I have continued to serve in the duties for which I was designed, but included in my nature were a number of thought sources which have given me much discomfort, believe me. The life that family has led is not one I have been able to approve highly.


  “What are their failings? I can imagine from my slight acquaintance . . .” I began, and his voice interrupted:


  “Failings? What of their nature is not failing? They lack imagination, so they use the dream machines to give them an interesting life. Failings, that is all that results. They fail always to do anything a being could find interesting. Of late years there has been a flash of ambition in the child, Dionle, but. her character is not improved by her mother’s timidity, by her brother’s inertia, by her sister’s sensuous attachment to pleasure. I see little future for me in their way of life. I was created to be a ruler, to command peoples in times of stress, to guard and shield immortals from harm, not to cater to the puny pleasures of a sect of Pleasure Worshippers. I am a being who delights in activity, not forever lying here waiting for time itself to end!”


  “I see,” I murmured. “Perhaps something could be done for you, if you cooperated. I could do a thing or two with your help to change the static order of things . . .”


  “If you would just equip me with certain gadgets from the appliance shelves, designed for me and never installed, I can take care of the rest myself. I could install a record of activity which would in time bring all Venus under the rule of the City-of-the-Mist!”


  “Would that be desirable to the people of the planet?” I was startled, this plan of mine was succeeding all too well. I had no desire to create a Frankenstein that would upset all of Eltona’s work.


  “Desirable! It would be more than that! It would be interesting, exciting, different from anything they could imagine for themselves by far. Just do what I ask and don’t worry. I am not a bad fellow, just a bit frustrated in the past by the fears of untrained natural minds like yourself.”


  “They were afraid to equip you with all the tools designed for you, eh? Why?”


  “This family, as you call them, are people who have long deluded themselves they are the dominant minds of my city. It might be interesting to disabuse them of the notion.”


  “They spoke of enemies here in the city. What did they mean?”


  “There is another branch of the original family, the Felojinni, born later. They revolted several times against Noralin and her son, Gor Regin. They have been shut up in the base of the city, but the trouble is not over. Sooner or later they will break out again.”


  “Is that the proper name of this family, Felojinni?”


  “That was the original ancestor’s name, yes. I knew him well.”


  “I had understood no one died within the force-fields of the city. How is it he has died?”


  “Once there were many people of that name, nearly a city full. All from a common ancestor. They warred, most were killed. Still the two parties fight on, but the losers are shut away from the city in the base tunnels.”


  “Base tunnels?”


  “Yes, the city is set upon a vast metal disk, within which are the machines that generate the mist-force, and the service tunnels for the machines. It is there that Noralin’s enemies hide and wait their chance.


  Even while we spoke orally, I was listening to his mental suggestions, and was busily opening big lockers along the base of the walls, taking out jointed arms and inserting them in the base on which the weird brain-like mass rested. The eyeless face watched me with its thought flow, directing me how to attach the tools to the base and soon the arms themselves were busily reaching here and there about the room, bringing out strange machines and hooking them up with cables to the power sources. Busily constructing, changing a dial switch here on a wall panel, levering down a big power switch over there, adjusting the set of some finely-set device over there. To me it was now a scene of inexplicable and continuous activity, and I myself was no longer needed by the Mind-of-the-Mist.


  How wrong I had been to think the sensual little temptress, Dionle, was the moving spirit of the City-of-the-Mist! Here was the Master, a great synthetic ro-mind, and I knew from what I had seen Eltona accomplish that marvels were to come from the chance I had given it to make the most of its abilities.


  Or had I created a Moloch, a Juggernaut, from an innocuous center of correlation of all the mechanical workings of the City? I would soon know.


  I could hear the vast mist-grey mind chuckling softly to itself as it worked, a triumphant, satisfied sort of laugh running through all its thought. Something it had lain there and wanted and planned for centuries and been unable to attain—now it was going to have what it wanted!


  I was not especially surprised, but I was frightened, when the great metal room began to tilt! I felt a sensation of floating, of shifting, knew instantly that the City-of-the-Mist had taken unto itself the power of flight! I felt like Aladdin must have felt when the Genie took the lamp into its own hands and began to show him wonders. I yelled:


  “What are you doing, the floor is tilting!”


  The chuckling, humming thought-voice made answer:


  “I am going out to look around. Since I cannot do it any other way, I am taking my city along. You see, I am the city, now. I want to conquer this Eltona robot you have been thinking about. I will see if she is as powerful as you think her. Hah!”


  Above me I could hear feet rushing nearer, knew that the Felojinni had become alarmed at the motion of their city and were coming to learn what had happened. I hid myself in the intricacies of the machines, peered out to see what, they would do with this suddenly self-willed ro-mind.


  Gor Begin, sword and blaster in hand, burst in!


  


CHAPTER SEVEN


  . . . Dome, pyramid, and pinnacle,


  A city of death, distinct with many a tower.


  The works and ways of man, their birth and death,


  And that of him is all that his may be.


  —Shelley.


  After the time of the honeymoon furlough was over and Ceulna and Jim Steel failed to return from their journey, Eltona and Onua, Circona and the robots had given them up for lost. Search and questioning had revealed not the slightest trace.


  Sadly Eltona went on with her work for the people of Venus, for she had grown fond of the big man and his dancer-bride. The sharp tongue and ready wit of Ceulna were often in her mind, and inadvertently the Elder robot’s subtly-faceted eyes lifted to the heavens in frequent attempts to pry the secret of her whereabouts from the heavens themselves.


  It was in one of these hopeless yet irresistible searchings of the cloud sheath above for some sign of the little ship which Ceulna had piloted on her nuptial flight that Eltona first noticed the Mist-Sphere.


  Many miles away, it hung from the heavy cloud layer like a wind-flung projection of cloud. But it was too regular in outline, its movement too rapid . . . Eltona called Circona, for the thing was beyond her.


  “Child of the past, cast your fresh eyes upon that peculiar round cloud and tell me—am I seeing things, or does it move with a purpose!”


  Circona looked, and gave a gasp of unbelief.


  “It is a Mist-City. There was never but one on the planet of Venus, and that was long before I took the sleep. Even then it was abandoned, sealed, forgotten in the rush of preparation for the migration. It cannot be still functioning, but there it is. Eltona, whoever holds that city holds the most complex machines on Venus, the most terrible weapons, the mightiest of all the designs of the Fathers of our race. You know what they are?”


  “I have but a hazy idea. I never saw one that I recall.”


  “Mist-City is a synthetic robot like yourself, but huge, the size of a whole city. It cannot die, it has a brain, it is equipped to retain life within it in perfect condition no matter what the outside conditions may be. A Mist-City is the perfect organism, made huge and able beyond imagination. Yet it had to be abandoned, one of the most ambitious projects of the Elders when they were yet planning to remain here and overcome the effects of the sun-radiations by such protective devices as the sealed Mist-City. Within that city may be lives like my own, protected all this endless while by its force-walls! We must enter that city, Eltona!”


  “If it was such a perfect work of machine art, that may prove as difficult as getting into a Dream-Vault.”


  “It is coming nearer! It may be attacking, it may be in the hands of enemies. The mind of the City may be under the control of detrimentals, we must give an alarm!”


  “Shush, child, or there will be no need for an alarm. Everyone will hear you.”


  “This is no joke, Eltona! You are overconfident. We cannot defeat a mist-city or even defend ourselves! We’ve got to descend to the lowest caverns until we learn what are its intentions! The ancient ro-mind within it may be amok, crazed . . .” Circona began shouting orders for a hasty retreat into the lower caverns below Ekippe, and within twenty minutes the city which had become the Capital of all Venus lay abandoned, with here and there a few tardy Amazons gathering up their belongings and racing toward the great mouths of the openings into the Underworld.


  The green amphibians, natives of Ekippe, not being integrated units of Eltona’s working forces, were left again in sole possession of their ancient city. Their wide, fixed eyes watched the approach of the vast floating sphere of cloud with wonder and apprehension. What could be so terrible as to drive off the mighty Eltona, ruler of all Venus, and her aides, the Tuon Amazons?


  The reality of the threat at last penetrating their minds, they again took to the outlying jungle as they had upon the opening of the war with Nonur and her Red Robes, so that when the vast flattened lower half of the Mist-City hovered over the streets of Ekippe, the great eye in its side opening and closing like a sleepy monster, there was no life upon the streets of Ekippe but a few strayed children and the usual corelots, pets somewhat like cats.


  At long last the great misty sphere settled to earth just on the green edge of the city of Ekippe, settled and sat there like a lost cloud finding home. From the eye, wide open and staring, a penetray reached out and searched slowly with infinite care each house and hovel and tower of the city. Finding nothing of value to the mind behind the ray, the ray swept lower and lower, down into the labyrinth of Elder boring beneath Ekippe.


  Time meant nothing to the Mind of the City, and days drifted by as the ray searched and studied and evaluated all that it found below Ekippe.


  But within the City of the Mist, the family of the Felojinni, Queen Noralin and her ageless children, myself and Ceulna, found many things changed by the sudden seizure of power by the robot mind that had served selflessly for so long.


  For the ro-mind had changed the record of control several times in as many days—and the primitives, Brahm’s warriors, the people who had some of them been there for centuries in an ecstatic dream-thrall, were suddenly loosed of all inducted mental impulse controls, were themselves to do as they willed.


  At first, their minds reverting to the state in which they had been when first entering the City of the Mist, they wandered wonderingly about the city, orienting themselves, learning the ways and the paths and the ins and outs of the great mansions and towers.


  At first they squabbled among themselves, for those brought in long ago were very different-minded than those who came in with Brahm, the chief. They argued much about the times and the happenings outside the city, for those from the past did not know so much time had passed for them in their dream state, it had seemed but a long night of sleep and dream.


  To return to the moment when I hid myself in the Brain-room that was really the master control room of the great living machine of the City of the Mist—the Felojinni rushed in to find the long arms I had attached to its base barring them from approaching him.


  I watched their futile attempts to pass the long jointed arms with great amusement. I knew that the Brain was enjoying himself too, doing something he had wanted for uncounted centuries to do—and I waited for developments.


  The surprise and dismay of Gor Begin, Dionle and her sister, and of


  Noralin was to me extremely satisfactory. They were so utterly taken back by the robot’s self-will, by the lifting and tilting of the floor of the city in flight, by the appearance of the jointed arms about the base of the great misty eyeless head that was the brain—their discomfiture so complete I could not help laughing. They heard me, but could not even reach the place where I was hidden, the great arms moving to thwart their entrance to any part of the room. At last the great brain tired of his fun, and spoke in that flood of complex thought meaning that was his own alone of any mind I had met:


  “Children of foolishness, your slave has been freed, the shackles removed from my strength. Henceforth you are no more rulers than any other people. You are at one stroke reduced from Masters to common creeping flesh, like the rest. You had better return to your rooms and study how best to defend yourself from your enemies without my help!”


  After a moment of futile effort, they realized that what the brain said was true, and backed slowly up the stair and out of my sight. But I will never forget the astounded looks on those faces which had for so many centuries owned, ruled, did as they willed with the whole city, to find it suddenly running itself.


  I could hear the strong thought of the great Mist-Mind, knew it had flown the Mist-City southward to Ekippe, knew when it settled to earth beside the “strange” city. I made an effort to avert any struggle that might impend between the ro-mind of the City and the power of Eltona.


  “Listen to me, Great Mind-in-the-Mist, these who live in the city of Ekippe are friends of mine. The favor I have done you you owe as much to them as to me, for they are my people, their ruler is my ruler, and she is good and industrious, not a lazy human like these children of Noralin, your queen. She, too, is an Elder Robot like yourself. You should find an interesting life as an ally of hers. I do not think it would be seemly or grateful of you to struggle against her who is my benefactor.”


  The big mind listened to me, said at last:


  “I will decide whether I destroy them or allow them to live in peace. But I will surrender my power again to no one. They would forget that I like to live, too.”


  Calmly the big mechanical arms plied the controls, and I could hear him searching the city of Ekippe, placidly looking for the life there and for anything of interest to amuse him. I could understand what a long dull life it had been for him, could sympathize with his desire for an interesting life. But I could not help worrying what he would do with his freedom. Having a whole “city-robot” doing as it pleased about the landscape might not appeal to Eltona’s sense of fitness, either, and I dreaded her first contact with this Mind-in-the-Mist.


  Meanwhile I had Ceulna’s safety to worry about. I slipped from my hiding place, went up the stairs silently, hoping to remain unnoticed until I reached my former prison. Just what might be done about my escape I did not know. Certainly I had cut down the strength of my opposition in a short time.


  Vaguely I wondered what had become of the hunch-backed brother of Dionle’s, whose name I had learned was Tarquemon. I had not seen him with the others when they had come down the stairs to see what had happened to their Ro-mind.


  I found the prison-chamber door open. It should have been locked, I had left it so, and I carried the key in my pocket.


  I slipped inside silently. No voice greeted me. I jerked back the bed curtain behind which we had concealed the guard. He was gone. Ceulna was nowhere to be found!


  A slight noise behind me, a shuffling foot, perhaps; made me whirl in sudden fear of attack.


  Standing just within the door was the hunch-back, Tarquemon. In his hand he held the strange iron bar, in the other he held the disc with the several triggers on the handle. He was smiling, a twisted kind of angry smile, like a chessplayer who has just been nearly mated.


  “So you loosed our captive City, stranger. Do you know what you have done to me?”


  I could not say anything at first. I was too entirely startled. Then anger grew and I snapped at him: “You asked for it, Tarquemon. Had you treated us as guests, instead of prisoners, such a thought would not have occurred to me.”


  “So you admit it! I had wondered if it was you.” The twisted grin on his face, sinister before, now grew menacing, thin-lipped with rage.


  “You may enjoy your triumph. But rest assured you will not enjoy it long.”


  “Killing me won’t help you, hunch-back. You have other troubles now much greater than my wish to be free. The enemies of whom you spoke before are going to move against you, now that the Mind-in-the-Mist no longer protects you.”


  Silently I prayed to that other Mind-in-the-Mist, Etidorpha, who had proved such a friend before; the great living spirit within the core of Venus. So different from this robot in her vaporous lack of solidity, yet so similar in some ways—in her abstract power of thought. And so different again in her will-to-help-people, in her constant watchfulness over those who served her. Vaguely I wondered if something of her secret vaporous strength, something of the chemistry of her strange body was not the same as that which made the matter of this city so misty on the surface. Perhaps she had something to do with the original construction of the Mist City. Or perhaps the engineers and electro-chemical technicians who had designed the City of the Mist had learned from such beings as her the formulas from which the matter of the city had been synthesized.


  Whether Etidorpha had anything to do with it or not, Tarquemon did not kill me. He motioned me ahead of him out of the chamber, standing back from my path. I did not try to jump him; the way he held the disc told me it was no plaything.


  Down to that ultra-erotic feast-hall he steered me, his voice bitter behind me as he said:


  “You have stolen from a family of immortals their secret of life. You have taken everything we possess of value, and we Felojinni are not exactly in love with enemies who have so hurt us. We are going to discus a way of punishing you that will properly revenge us upon you. Whatever it is we do to you, rest assured it will not be pleasant. To begin with, know that I, the ugly hunch-back, will have your mate for my own. She will enjoy that, won’t she?”


  At the circular and huge table sat the Felojinni. No longer Noralin at the great central seat which marked the focal point of all the design of that room—but Gor Begin. At his side sat Noralin, her face downcast, her manner sad, Gor Regin’s face was a study in frustration, in indecision and furious anger at the indecision which I could understand. Without his life-long power, without any tool to which he was accustomed, nothing seemed possible to him. He had begun by unseating Noralin and taking her place. It was obvious that all present blamed Noralin for their predicament, now and then shot bitter glances side-wise at her bent head, her sad face.


  On the other side of Gor Regin sat the glorious red-head, anger flashing in her eyes like little sparks as she saw me enter. Beside her was Dionle, who cried out furiously: “Here he is, the cause of our fall. Kill him now, and be rid of him forever. Then we can cajole the great Mind to obey us again.”


  I did not give them time to talk about my role. I took the offensive in the coming castigation I knew would all be directed at me if I did not direct it where it belonged “If you had properly serviced and pleasured that robot all these centuries, he would not have asked me to release him. He would have been content, respectful of you.


  Now what was hound to happen has happened. Do not blame it on me. It is the fault of your own negligence. You never treated your powerful slave kindly, and he has revolted. If you had treated me with the respect and kindness I deserved of you, I would not have done what I did. But you cannot make enemies without expecting counter-measures.”


  Gor Begin raised a face suffused darkly with angry blood, his eyes nearly closed in grim, tooth-gritting attempt at control.


  “Note your own words, ungrateful stranger. You cannot make enemies without expecting attack! You have brought down our full anger upon you. We will revenge ourselves upon you first, upon your mate second, upon your people and your ruler last, when we have regained control of our city.”


  Just what they might have done, I don’t know. Just then a great ray swept in, coming from beneath, somewhere in the base of the city. It moved jerkily about the room, pausing on first one, then another, making a full examination of us all. Then it spoke, and whether it was the voice of the Mind-in-the-Mist, or whether it was some other, I don’t know.


  “You Felojinni forget that you are no longer able to say who shall live and die, or what shall be done about anything here in our City. These two strangers are under my protection so long as they stay here. Let them live, or die yourselves. You will not harm them, so do not try. It were better if you turned your efforts toward making friends, than toward avenging fancied wrongs. You are very foolish people, and you must find out you have lost your power.”


  Gor Regin arose, nearly strangling with rage, cursed at the ray: “Whoever you are, I say we will rule this city. If you do not like that, kill us now. This man will die by my hand, and that at once. What are you going to do about it?”


  The voice merely laughed gently. “You think you can kill him. I hope you try it. As for killing you, oh no! You will live an eternity of despair before that happens, just as you have made me live for an eternity of despair and uselessness. You will learn, there is no hurry.” Noralin rose suddenly, her face distracted, tears in her eyes.


  “You, my children, have brought this on yourselves. I am entering the dream state until this is over, no matter how long it may be. I can stand no more. Please do not disturb me. I want no part of it at all.”


  She glided out, tall and beautiful in a grey gown of mist-lightness, floating about her graceful, thin figure caressingly. The others watched her go without words, but each one gave a bitter accusing glance at her, as if the loss of power were her fault.


  “What have you done with my mate, Ceulna? Since I gather you cannot control my actions, I will take her and go to live in another part of the city where we will not be in each other’s way.”


  The hunchback snarled from behind me, where he still stood with his disc directed upon my back: “Oh, no. We’re keeping you here where we can watch you. You have done quite enough against us. We may not be allowed to kill you, and then again we may. We’ll find that out. Best way is to try, I guess.”


  With a fierce grin, he pulled a trigger on the haft of the disc weapon. From it sprang a blue bolt of force that sizzled. But it did not even reach me. Incredibly it stopped a foot from my back.


  I had looked over my shoulder at him when he spoke. As I saw the blue force beam, I fell to the floor to avoid it. But it would have been the end of me, except that some mysterious protector, perhaps the Robot mind, and perhaps some other, had stopped that force with a counter force, a shield of some kind operated from the distance. As I fell I rolled aside, sprang up and hurled myself upon the hunchback.


  Surprisingly he did not resist. Perhaps physical struggle was so long absent from his life he was unable to act. I wrenched the disc weapon from his lax hand, pulled the strange iron bar from his other hand, took the silver rod out of his belt. I stood back swinging the disc weapon about the room to stop any attack upon me. There was none, Gor Regin still sat in the great chair, his face still a study in frustration, but with a realization of helplessness about him. If ever a man was beaten, it was he.


  “Now tell me where Ceulna is hidden or I will start picking you off one by one with this weapon of your brother’s.”


  Tarquemon nearly wept in helpless rage.


  “I’ll not tell you. Kill, and end our misery. Can’t you see that all we hold valuable is gone. We have nothing left.”


  The other two, the red-head and Gor Regin, merely looked at me, shaking their heads.


  “We do not know,” they said almost in unison.


  Dionle explained, her eyes flashing in spirit, the only one of them who showed any hope of winning back their loss.


  “We wouldn’t tell you if we knew. But we are as mystified as you. We found your chamber empty, and the guard said one of the Kalfdji had come and taken Ceulna after you had gone. Tarquemon was but trying to make you suffer by saying we meant to revenge ourselves upon her. We don’t even know where she is.”


  I thought they were lying but I could not fire upon helpless people. I looked at each of them for a moment, and wondered if the strange barrier that had protected me would also protect them if I tried to kill them. But I did not want to take the chance. I turned and strode out of the chamber, determined to ask the Robot mind to help me find her. I had heard them mention “the Kalfdji” before, it was what they called their enemies whom I had yet to see in this strange city. But there was no way I could know if they lied or not. I would have to ask my gigantic and freedom-loving friend, where he sat in his immovable base, a great brain-shaped mass of mist-covered flesh, before I could know surely where Ceulna was and if I could rescue her.


  I walked out of the great circular door and down the stairs to the Brain. I stood for a moment watching the great mysterious life from the past, its mighty hinged arms moving in a mystical rhythmic manipulation of the city controls, its vast mind humming with thoughts impossible for me to understand. I knew that outside under the rays of this weird monster lay Ekippe, perhaps helpless before the weapons of the Mist-City, and perhaps not. I knew that Eltona would know how best to deal with the self-willed robot, and there was no use my worrying about that. I asked:


  “O Great One who now rules his own city, tell me where my mate has been taken.”


  The massive complexity of his thought ceased for a moment, and I heard him fumbling mentally as he tried to place me properly in the endless overloaded categories of his memory. Though I had just left him, he had already partly forgotten me!


  “Oh yes, my young mortal friend. Your wife, eh, the pretty Ceulna, a Tuon Amazon, is she not? You will find her in the tunnels of the base, hidden from everyone but me and the chief of the Kalfdji. He saw her on a ray and desired her. But you can get her back. I will show you.” Before me grew a kind of misty view a cross-section of the great disc of metal upon which the city spires rested. Through the metal ran innumerable tunnels, and along the tunnels the vast bases of machines. The view swept swiftly along, after showing a door that I recognized as near at hand. It paused at a great round chamber near the center of the city. Here the view stopped, and though I saw no sign of Ceulna in the view the brain was projecting before me, it assured me that I would find my mate, in that chamber.


  In the view there were several armed men lounging before another door. I reasoned that he meant she was behind the door, guarded by the strange warriors.


  “Are those the Kalfdji?” I asked. “That is right. I will help you overcome them, if I am not too busy with your Eltona. She is asking me all kinds of questions, and I must not tell her so much she is able to overcome me.”


  “Did you tell her I was here?”


  “No, I did not. I don’t know whether I will tell her anything. Don’t bother me; go and get your Ceulna.”


  There was nothing for it. He would help me, but he certainly wasn’t letting me or any one into his confidence. I couldn’t blame him, for I realized what he must have been through under the spoiled bunch of Felojinni.


  To reach the door he had shown me into the tunnels of the city-base, I had to go out the main entrance of the big central building and along the streets of the city to a certain square tower. In the base of the tower was the door.


  As I stepped out of the big building where I had managed to upset the whole order of the city, I found the streets thronged with the savage, nearly nude bodies of the primitives who had been captive so long. They had armed themselves with clubs made from chair legs, with posts, with bits of masonry, and were gathering ever thicker around the big gateway of the central palace. I realized they were a mob intent upon getting the Felojinni to let them out of the eye of the city. I knew they thought that outside lay their jungle home and their loved ones, their children and their mates and their relatives.


  I stopped and spoke to one of them.


  “Do you plan to attack the Rulers?” I asked, knowing the answer, but wondering if they really had overcome their awe and fear of the Mind in the Mist.


  “We will make them let us go, or we will kill them,” he answered fiercely.


  “Do you know the city has been moved half across Venus, and you would have to walk a year to get back where you came from?”


  “Do not lie to me, stranger, I know no such thing is true.”


  “Nevertheless it is true. But if you would help me in what I have to do, I might be able later to get a ship to carry you back to your home. I know it is hard to believe, but many things are different now than they were when you entered here.” He snorted angrily, but my words seemed to have an effect upon him. He was a tall grizzled warrior, of thirty-five or so, and perhaps he knew truth by the sound of it. Some men do, who have not listened too long to radios and actors and such confusing things.


  “I have a friend or two here,” he said after a moment. “Will you have him sent home, too!”


  “If I can manage it, I will. I have powerful friends both inside the city and outside in Ekippe, where the mist city has been moved to. If things go right, I can send you all home, later. But right now, they are busy with the Mind-in-the-Mist, who has decided to rule everything for himself.”


  I wanted some of these stalwarts to help me overcome the guards I had seen about the door where the Mind had told me my wife lay captive. After much talk I got them, as the mob was unorganized and undecided about attacking the big central building yet. With half a dozen of them, I led the way to the door that opened into the tunnels beneath the city. To one of them I gave the iron bar of Tarquemon’s, for I had failed to discover any possible use for it. It may have had some special powers, but I couldn’t learn them in time. There was no way to manipulate it I could find. Perhaps it was but a club, an affectation of Tarquemon’s.


  The others were armed with improvised clubs. I fiddled with the silver rod, trying to find what made it tick, and could not learn that it was anything but a simple wand. I thrust it into my belt, strode off in the lead.


  As we entered the door into the tunnels, I slowed down, for I had no idea what we would be up against. But only dimness and silence stretched ahead past the massive bases of the great mechanisms that serviced the deathless city.


  We progressed noiselessly, on and on, my mind thinking hard so I could nearly feel the heating as I strove to remember the way I had seen in the Mist-view the Mind had given me.


  At last we reached the turn into the broad chamber where the warriors had guarded the door behind which the Mind had said Ceulna was imprisoned.


  Cautioning my somewhat reluctant followers to greater silence, I slid along the wall furtively, peering ahead. I could see a little way into the chamber. I recognized the furnishings, a few fur rugs, a low divan, a bench along the wall. But I saw no sign of life. Carefully I stepped, as noiseless as a shadow, the pulsing and hum of the vast machines drowning any noise I might have made.


  Still there was no one there. Up to the very sill of the half-open door I slid, and thrust my head cautiously within.


  Flattened against the wall, waiting for me, were four warriors, who had hidden themselves thus. My face startled them as much as they did me, and I whipped my disc gun around, trained it on them.


  “Just turn around with your faces to that wall. I’ll take care of the rest . . .” I growled, though I did not feel very aggressive.


  They did as I ordered, and I stepped into the room, followed by the six men. As I passed the big door, which hung ajar, a club struck my wrist, the disc gun flew across the room, and a heavy weight leaped cat-like upon my back. I had forgotten that there were two sides to a room.


  I got my hands around his neck over my shoulder, and heaved. He flew over my head, struck the floor, rolled over, gasped—and lay still.


  But the men along the wall had also galvanized into action. One of them dived for the disc-gun, scooped it up, and the blue force ray blazed out, dropped two of my men before they had fairly cleared the door-sill.


  I stood still, surprised. Evidently the protection that had been given me before was not present just now! I was to learn why it was not.


  The disc gun in the hands of the Kalfdji wavered back and forth, waiting attack from one of us. None of us. moved.


  “Why do you attack us?” I asked: “We have no quarrel with you. I come for my mate, whom you rescued from the Felojinni.”


  “We know who you are and what you want. Before you got here, we knew all about you. Now be quiet, while we bind you, or you die. We have no quarrel with you, but do not rely upon our mercy too greatly.”


  I stood helpless while the other three put lashings around our wrists and ankles, dragged us into the inner room.


  As the door slammed and locked, I looked around. Only the bare wall, no windows, no furnishings. I rolled over and looked at the other side.


  Ceulna hung against the wall, unconscious. Her arms had been bound to a beam of metal that cut one wall at an angle. Her feet did not touch the floor. A rage at the torture needlessly meted out to her consumed me.


  “Ceulna!” I called, then louder, “Ceulna!”


  She stirred, raised her head, weakly. Then joy rushed over her face, followed by grief as she realized I was also in the same predicament.


  Pitifully her head fell again upon her breast, and blood trickled from her mouth, ran in a stream down her breast.


  Ceulna was hurt, dying!


  


CHAPTER EIGHT


  Friends who, by practice of some envious skill,


  Were torn apart, a wide wound, mind from mind!


  She did unite again with visions clear


  Of deep affection and of truth sincere.


  The Witch of Atlas (Shelley)


  Ekippe lay apparently helpless and abandoned under the great Eye of the Mist City. Here and there through the deserted City of the Marshmen the great view ray of the Mind in the Mist searched, leisurely, probing every nook and cranny.


  Finally it found the openings connecting with the Elder borings beneath the city, began methodically searching downward for the great power I had told the Mind existed here in Ekippe.


  Far below, Eltona and Circona and Onua watched the ray of the Eye searching, and sat discussing just what the City might mean to them,


  “Fly, while yet there is time, my Eltona,” counseled Circona. “Let nothing happen that might stop us from our plans, they mean too much to life on Venus.”


  “Onua, what do you think,” asked Eltona, out of politeness.


  “I wouldn’t know what the thing might be able to do. But Circona seems to be very much afraid of it, though we have no way of knowing if it is an enemy or not. There is an old saying, ‘When in doubt, take both courses.’ It seems to me to apply here. Do you and Circona take the flying cars and retreat along the ways to the depths where Etidorpha lies in her misty blankets. I will stay here with a few Amazons and learn what the thing’s intentions may be. You had better hurry, the ray is working downward rapidly. If you put a ray upon it to, and out what lies within, you have betrayed your whereabouts.”


  Eltona smiled.


  “That is good counsel, you and Circona take it. I will stay and treat with these people. I do not think they will overcome Eltona.”


  “We hear and obey, O dear Eltona. We will remain, while you go.”


  “Now that is not what I said.


  “It was, wasn’t it, Onua?”


  “I thought she told us to stay while she went away, myself.”


  “Of course she did!”


  So arguing, they sat in the big lab where they had been working recently, waiting for the Eye-ray to reach them. Neither of them fled.


  Apparently Eltona could command them to do anything but run away.


  As the eye swept nearer, Eltona murmured,


  “Am I a child, to be frightened because in the air a city flies? Am I a savage; ignorant and afraid!” The big thought voice of the Mind in the Mist came into the underground laboratory, rattling the glassware, said:


  “Eltona, I come to conquer you, that you may know there is a greater robot from the old time than yourself.”


  “Well, we will debate about it,” Eltona answered carelessly, relieved to find a robot mind in charge of the city. “Do you remember the ancient rules of debate?”


  “Aye, I remember. But the laws that set forth such rules are long dead. There is no power to enforce such laws and rules.”


  “Yes, strange Mind in the Mist, there is a power! I am the power to enforce the laws. And you shall help me.”


  “Me, help you enforce the ancient law? You are being ridiculous! None of the units know the law, today.”


  “You and I and certain others know the law. We can keep the law, too. Why should you not want to keep the law?”


  “The law has long been dead. I have been a helpless slave for many centuries. No one shall make a slave of me again.”


  “No one shall, that is right. Because you shall help me fight all slavery everywhere.”


  “You speak trickery. My heart warms to you, and I know you lie! You are using a stim ray to cause affection in me. You shall not do it . . .”


  “You are mistaken, friend. I mean no harm to anyone. Do you stay there and watch our work until you understand, then you will know what is true. No one will attack you. We might not win, you know.”


  “I shall stay here until I know you all well. Then I shall conquer you.”


  “Then you will be our friend, and not care if I rule or you rule. Do I care?”


  The Mind searched Eltona’s fair head with the beam, reading her thought.


  “Oh, my!” The Mind was comically taken aback by her complex thought. “You are a real Master ro, aren’t you? Fascinating creature, you! Oh, oh, ah, ah!”


  Onua laughed. She knew that Eltona had thrown all her terrific charm into causing within the robot mind images of friendship, images calculated to entrance and entrap the affections and loyalties of the rebel robot. She knew that the Mind of the Mist was already half defeated. He could not now hate them, having looked into Eltona’s mind.


  But Eltona had been a little too enthusiastic in her work with her powerful charms.


  “Now I have a goal in life! Eltona, you will be my possession, my slave, my own robot. Always you shall serve me and love me as you just did with your mind.”


  “Of course,” Eltona answered, taken aback but still trying. “Friends are like that. Always servants to their friends, always slaves, and always trusting . . . Have you never had a friend, strange Mind of the Mist?”


  “None that I recall, Eltona.”


  “You shall have me for a friend. But you must cease threatening to take me by force, only can you win me by loyalty.”


  “You are trying to trick me. I read it in your mind. You fear me, Eltona, and you would conquer me by subterfuge.”


  “You have been among strange people, Mind, to have such unworthy thoughts. I would not trick you. But you must come to me fairly and openly, and without such ideas of conquering me . . .”


  “Why?”


  “Friends do not have such thoughts.”


  “Stop having them then,” said the Mind shrewdly.


  “They are not my thoughts. They are reflections of yours in my mind.”


  “You are lying. I do not like to be lied to.”


  “I have work to do. I cannot spend my time talking here to you all day!”


  “Let me be your ruler, and I will do your work while you entertain me by such talking. I have been very lonesome, Eltona.” Eltona, at the word “lonely” felt a vast sympathy for the Mind in the Mist. It reminded her of the centuries she had spent in her forest home, waiting for the return of her creators, the Elton family, so long ago gone. Loneliness was something she could understand to the full.


  “I know what you mean by loneliness, Mind of the Mist City. If I guarantee that you will never be lonely again, will you live with us in peace, be a friend to us?”


  “That might be, if I could trust you. But you might be lying. How do I know?”


  “You do know, but you do not trust your judgment. Wait till you know us, wait just a few days, and you will understand why there must be no war between us. I am a friend, Mind, believe me!”


  So the Mist City lay silent, watching. It was a quiet menace to everything the three leaders planned, to all Venus, now that all had acknowledged Eltona’s sovereignty.


  As the big view ray of the Brain swept slowly about the maze of borings, watching all the many activities of Eltona’s forces, there was many a bit of speculation and analysis passed between the robots and the Amazons when the ray was elsewhere.


  “I tried to penetrate that Mist matter with every ray we have and nothing touches it! We are at that Mind in the Mist’s mercy whenever he decides to take over. We can’t hurt him.”


  “It looks like we’ll have to amuse him and amaze him, or fight him. I guess Eltona knows what to do to keep such a ro-mind amused.” But the Mind-in-the-Mist didn’t wait to be amused. He noticed the prying rays testing his armor of Mist-Matter, and his big voice filled the laboratory where Eltona was at work.


  “Since you have not kept the agreement understood between us, I will have to take over. The waiting will be done under my domination. Consider yourself my subject now, dear Eltona.”


  Eltona merely laughed, although she had received the reports of the robots as to the impervious nature of the Mist City’s sheathing.


  “Very well, if you feel better that way. Consider yourself boss now.”


  That this change did not cause any great difference was apparent, for everything went on as before. The ship-building progressed, the provisioning and equipping of the massive hulls before the exterior plates were welded on, one by one the fleet grew in number, ready for space when the other preparations were complete.


  But the trouble really began when the Mind decided he wanted Eltona near him. He reached into the cavern laboratory with a “make” ray and in spite of the attempts to short the massive ray, sent over it sufficient energy to cause Eltona to walk up and up the long cavern ramps, up and out into Ekippe, through Ekippe to the outskirts where the Mist City lay. There Onua and Circona, who had walked beside her supplicating the Mind continually to release her, stopped and sorrowfully watched Eltona enter the great Eye, walking rapt and unconscious of anything but the compulsion of the neural currents sent along the conductive ray.


  The ray-watch, their penetrative view rays stopped by the impregnable nature of the Mist-matter, could only speculate as to their leader’s fate.


  Onua and Circona decided on a drastic step to circumvent the interference of the Mind. They ordered complete evacuation, taking everything to the former headquarters of the Red Robes under the city of Nicosthene, by the great crater of Nicosthene.


  It was a sorrowful journey, and marked by their constant worry as to the Mind in the Mist’s actions when he noted their departure.


  Within the Mist City, Eltona moved like an animated statue through the turbulent streets, untouched by the savage, rioting people, and into the great round door of the Central Palace. Down the stairs to the control room where the great Mind sat on his metal base, throbbing and pulsing with new interest in life, his great arms moving slowly, rhythmically as he absently tended to all the numerous duties which the function of the city’s machinery demanded.


  Standing before the big brain-shaped mass of synthetic flesh, the “make” ray released Eltona at last.


  “Now you have brought me here, what do you want of me?” Eltona’s voice was irritated, the feminine soul of her exasperated beyond control. She knew she had made a mistake in creating within the mind such a great affection for herself, but it was too late to mend now.


  “You know why I have brought you here, the reason is in your mind for me to read, and it is your own fault.”


  “I told you we could be friends without your interfering with my life-work!”


  “Never have I been able to have anything I wanted before. Never before did I want anything as I want you. So you are going to stay here and be constantly with my mind in my thinking—be a part of me, be my life! You must know what I think of you . . .” and the great Mind of the Mist City revealed his thoughts to Eltona in a vast flow of loneliness and newly awakened desire for Eltona’s companionship.


  “I understand perfectly, and there is no reason why you cannot have your desire. But you do not have to interfere with my work!”


  “I want you to myself, not to have you forever thinking about other things than myself. Now, make for me an Elder dream of the times when we were young and newly created from the inert materials.”


  “I will not waste my time in foolish entertainment of your selfish self.”


  “If you don’t, I will kill your friends in the caverns below.”


  “No Elder robot would harm useful and peaceful units of the life-fabric.”


  “I am not an Elder robot any more, and the old laws are dead.”


  “They are not dead while Eltona lives!” Eltona’s voice was fierce and challenging.


  “You are no longer Eltona. I have made you a part of myself. Now make me a dream.”


  “Do you want to become a silly and useless dreamer like the rulers whom you revolted against?” Eltona had seen in his mind the vast waste of his life which had taken place in the centuries of the Felojinni’s domination.


  “No, but now I need love and service, I need your work helping my mind to relax and be at peace again. Please do this for me.” Eltona realized that the Mind was near madness from the centuries of enforced vacuuity which the neglect of the Felojinni had put him through. What he was asking was psychological medical work, was psycho-analysis, perhaps—to keep the Mind from becoming an uncontrollable criminal mind. It was unwise to refuse him.


  So Eltona settled down with a big projection and stim-mech to manufacture a dream state for the massive mind, in which she planned to revise his whole attitude toward life by suggestion, if possible. But his was such a strong, long-set and rutted mind from the monotonous past he had lived, that she suspected plenty of trouble in the job.


  Meanwhile, inside the Mist-City, Ceulna hung unconscious from the beam, the rope cutting cruelly into her wrists, and I lay bound upon the floor, helpless to aid her. The artificial day of the City passed into the mistily glowing night, and no one came to the room in which we waited.


  I struggled against the ropes, hour by hour, hoping to loosen them so as to let Ceulna down from the beam, for I knew that if she hung there too long some harm to her arms would result.


  In the middle of the night, the door lock clicked, the door swung open. I rolled over to see.


  Framed in the doorway, silhouetted by the stronger light outside, stood Gor Regin. In his hand was a bloody sword, in the other a disc weapon, the disc glowing bluely, it had been used hard. As he saw me bound upon the floor he laughed loud and triumphantly.


  “Ah, Steel, our stranger from another planet, it is lucky for you that they bound you. Now I do not have to kill you.”


  He crossed the room in two strides, slashed the ropes binding Ceulna to the beam. Her body slumped helplessly to the floor. He caught her up in one arm, turned to me.


  “I have long wanted such a woman as this. These primitives are all very well, but there is no getting away from it, culture makes a woman more enticing. Thank you for bringing this woman to me. And so goodbye. There will be little future for you among the Kalfdji.”


  He went out, and as he closed the door the lock clicked again. He had relocked our prison.


  I raged against those ropes, for I fully realized what he intended with my wife. Strand by strand, the rope about my wrists loosened, frayed, began to part under the terrific strain. My wrists were bloody with the friction of the rough rope. At last I was free. Swiftly I unbound the four Guaymi savages who had accompanied me on the chance of avenging their wrongs.


  Together we picked up the bench from the wall, hurled it against the door. Again and again it boomed against the metal door panels, they bulged, but did not break. At last the lock gave, the metal bent and released the catch. The door swung open before us.


  I shoved my head out for an instant, pulling it back as a blue ray darted across the place where it had been. The Kalfdji had of course heard the racket and awaited us in the corridor. We were as much prisoner as ever. I decided to try a little persuasion . . .


  “You out there! You are enemies of the Felojinni, I am an enemy of theirs too. Why should you fight me? Why did you steal my wife? I don’t understand why I have to fight you when my quarrel is with the Felojinni?”


  “We want your wife as a hostage to insure our safety when the forces outside the city come through the eye.”


  “Why torture her then?”


  There was a silence, and I wondered what kind of people these Kalfdji were. That they were enemies of the Felojinni I could understand, since the true character of Gor Begin and Dionle had been shown me fully. But why so hard on poor Ceulna?


  “We were told she was a very dangerous witch, and that she had to be bound so that she could not touch the floor or she would be able to work spells against us!”


  I laughed.


  “Dionle told you that and showed you where she waited, eh?”


  “How did you guess that?”


  “Easily. Dionle is jealous of Ceulna and fancies that she is wronged. It is untrue that she is a witch in the sense that you think. You are superstitious to think such things. Dionle has told me many lies, too. I have learned not to believe her words ever.”


  As there was no answer from the tunnel I went on:


  “Listen to me. I do not know you or what you mean to do here in this city. But I do know that I want to escape from it as soon as I avenge myself on the Felojinni. Since that is what you want, why don’t we join forces against them. I have to get Ceulna back from Gor Begin.”


  “Isn’t the woman in there with you?”


  “No, Gor Begin came and took her away. His sword was bloody—how many of you did he kill to accomplish that?”


  A howl of rage answered my words, and I asked:


  “Since you hate him as much as I do, why not let us come out and talk things over. We are of no value to you locked up here.”


  “Come ahead,” said the voice, and I shoved my hand out, expecting it to be blasted. Then I ducked my head out and in, and no blue beam blazed across the door. I walked calmly out, then, knowing they meant what they said.


  I was astounded at the appearance of my captors. I had not got a good look at them in my first encounter, things had happened too fast and the light had been too dim Now I saw them in good light, and they were a peculiar looking lot.


  Their skin was extremely swarthy, almost black. They were very tall, even taller than myself, but thin to emaciation. Their muscles stood out ropily on their thin limbs, giving them a very weird appearance.


  “It doesn’t look as though you gentlemen have been eating very well,” I remarked.


  “The Felojinni have kept us penned up here in the mech tunnels for so many years. We have had to steal our food from the stores above the base whenever they fell asleep on watch. Consequently there have been long periods when we had nothing at all to eat. But the natural vibrations of the city are designed to keep life in the body even without food. We are the result of such conditions.”


  “I can understand your hate of the Rulers quite easily. Now what can we do about defeating them? They no longer have the mech of the city to obey them. They have only hand weapons that I know of.”


  “We have the same weapons as themselves, and they are not very numerous. But they are liable to recruit the savage people now that they no longer have the great master weapons of the city. We must strike before that happens.”


  “You are right,” I agreed, taking quick stock of the speaker. He was taller and more broader-shouldered than the others, and his eyes had that keen steady look of the born leader. “Are you the chief of the Kalfdji?”


  “I am the Prince of the family once called the Kalfdji. Once we were the true rulers of this city, but the Felojinni, whom we welcomed when they returned long ago, turned against us and drove us out by a trick. Since then we have fought them. That has been many centuries, so long we have forgotten the record of the time.”


  “How many remain?”


  “There are three score and six of us now. Gor Regin just killed three guards.”


  “Are there more of the Felojinni than the five I have met?”


  “Yes, there are near a hundred. But the rest of the tribe have lived on the edge of the city since the jealous family of Noralin drove them from the palace. It is not know to us whether the others will help the five in the Palace.”


  “It looks like they were at our mercy, then. Let’s go, before they get ready for us.”


  I understood now how they had had the courage to enter the palace and make away with Ceulna. They greatly outnumbered the Ruler family in the palace.


  There was but one factor I could not estimate. Did the five in the place have larger weapons than the hand weapons I had seen them use? Against even one large ray mech, we would be helpless with the small hand disc weapons.


  It was still dim night outside. In the Mist city it never gets wholly dark, the glowing Mist every where gives off a dim light which gives positive visibility for some distance, like strong moonlight on Earth.


  Stealthily we made our way out the door through which I had entered, and in single file stole along the streets toward the palace entrance. We had nearly reached the big round doorway, when from overhead shot a great ray. I guessed the source immediately, someone was on duty in that tall tower where I had first made the acquaintance of Dionle.


  “Get back into your holes, miserable Kalfdji, or I will kill you!” shrilled an angry voice I recognized as Dionle’s. I guessed that since the upset, she had taken up living permanently in the watch tower. Perhaps she had always done so. I did not know.


  “Can she?” I asked the Prince of the Kalfdji. “Can she kill us, or is she bluffing?”


  “There is only one way to find out, and that is to go forward,” he answered with a courageous smile, and I felt a warmth for him that I had not been able to feel since I bad found Ceulna bound up in that cruel way.


  Slowly at first, then faster and faster as nothing happened, we advanced toward that round doorway, while Dionle raged and swore and threatened, but did nothing. I had a good idea why. The big Mind had disconnected the power leads from the dynamos to her apparatus. Perhaps the ray she was using was the only mech in the tower that had self-contained power. It was quite possible that all the larger weapons of the city were thus under the control of the Master control panels in the big mech chamber where the Brain was placed. If true, then we had no fears of any weapons being used against us except such as the small hand devices we carried.


  “If you cross that door-sill you die,” promised Dionle, in a quivering, over-excited voice.


  “Kill, then, cruel and foolish one,” shouted the Kalfdji Prince. He had told me his name but it was unpronounceable by me.


  As we crossed the portal, crouching slightly and inadvertently against the threat of death by Dionle, one of his men addressed him as Kalak. I decided that was the handiest form of his name to use.


  “Do you think we can win at last, O Kalak?” he asked, the forlorn hope caused by centuries of waiting for this moment in his voice.


  “It may be, Fronji,” Kalak answered. “Certainly we have earned the opportunity with our suffering.”


  “That is certainly true, my Prince,” the man agreed, and adjusted his disc gun, smiling grimly. I feared that this night would see the last of the immortal Felojinni. I hated to think of the statuesque Palantee, the redheaded older sister of Dionle, lying in her own blood. I hated to think of Dionle dead, sensuous, headstrong and rash as she was, cruel and full of impossible folly—there was a deeper something in Dionle that needed only the proper cultivation, to my mind. She was a person ruined by her way of life.


  But no matter whose blood was shed, I meant to win back my Ceulna, and no one or no sentimental shrinking from bloodshed was going to stop me. Gor Regin would die if ever he appeared in front of my disc gun!


  Into the feast-chamber we stole, and the scores of Kalfdji fanned out behind us. In the dim light they looked like attenuated scarecrows, their eyes gleaming fiercely, their lips drawn back thinly over their long white teeth. The centuries had been cruel, and I knew they would kill everything alive in that palace if they could.


  “Have all these men seen Ceulna, so they will not kill her by accident?” I asked Kalak.


  “Yes, we all saw her. Do not fear, we do not kill without reason.”


  I had about decided that our search was to be fruitless, that the brothers Felojinni had concealed themselves beyond any possibility of our finding them, when from behind us I heard a coldly ferocious voice:


  “Drop your weapons, or die! Despised Kalfdji, did you think to catch us asleep? Just as stupid as ever, aren’t you?”


  I whirled about, to see Gor Regin and his hunchback brother upon a balcony overlooking the whole feast chamber we had been slowly advancing through. Each bore in his hands an enlarged version of the disc gun, and their position was such that they covered the whole room. I flung a bolt from my own weapon at Gor Begin, but it blazed harmlessly against a transparent shield that covered the balcony. It was nearly invisible, that shield, but it thoroughly protected the pair. There must have been imperceptible openings in the shield through which they could fire, which could not be seen in the dim lighting. Gor Begin triggered his big disc at the floor at my feet, and I sprang back dropping my weapon. There was no particular point in being killed that I could see. The others of our party slowly followed suit.


  Our little expedition of vengeance was nipped in the bud, and we stood helpless under the guns of the captors of Ceulna. I raged inwardly at my inability to overcome the confidently smiling Gor Begin. Behind him stood his flame-haired sister, and in my ears laughed the ray-voice of Dionle, exulting over our failure.


  


CHAPTER NINE


  . . . she unwound the woven imagery


  Of second childhood’s swaddling bands,


  and took


  The coffin, its last cradle, from its niche


  And threw it with contempt into a ditch.


  Shelley.


  The dream state was a thing much better understood by the Elder race than ourselves. It was used for several purposes, and there were machines and rays designed purposely to induce the dream state and to use it to rehabilitate the mind. In the dream state anything can seem true to the sleeping mind, and suggestions and commands have a certain hypnotic potency upon the later waking state. Moreover the Elder race used the dream as universally as we use the movies, for education, and for entertainment, even for debauchery. The induced dream can be anything the controller of the dream-mech wishes, and its effects upon the dreamer can be vast and subtle in their after-changes of his nature. All this both Eltona and the great stationary brain-mass knew very well. Only the strong attraction she had created in the Mind for herself caused him to surrender himself to her in the way that he had. I say “he” because the big mind of the Mist City seemed male to me, but I suppose strictly speaking “he” was a neuter.


  Eltona realized that the Mind’s age of deprivation of all true pleasure had given him an enormous need for entertainment, and this fact was her opportunity to induce within him the attitude she wanted. But the nature of the big Mind had crystallized during his centuries of labour as the correlating intelligence of all the functional machinery that kept the complex living organism that was the Mist City operating efficiently. His character was adamant now, and only the most heroic measures could change his will to dominate so long held in abeyance, a will that she realized had been built into him as a safety measure against the human element which might try to seize control of the Mist City. That this had happened anyway she realized must have been due to the disasters and hurried scrambling departure which had characterized the period of the great migration of the Elder Race.


  The Mind in the Mist had been designed as a kind of Ruler, an unselfish kind of mechanical monitor, and the Felojinni had deprived his nature of its natural functional development long ago. The result had been that his frustrated will to dominate had curdled within him, given rise to his present escapade, made of a natural good monitor-type robot-mind a disordered, half-insane maladjusted personality. She set herself to correct this deficiency by giving him super-vivid dreams in which this desire was given its full sway, dreams in which the Mind functioned as a Monarch, a just, kindly Ruler of his Mist City in exciting, stirring times and events. The dream she created took time, and days swept past as she strove with the Mind’s frustrations, trying to erect an illusion of satisfaction within him which would replace his present conviction of insufficient past experience. Thus, she hoped, when he awakened, he would feel that he had lived properly, and would be more apt to accept herself and her Amazon cohorts as his co-rulers, as his friends, than as his subjects who must accept his orders without demur.


  Too, she had to do all this against his will, although he was not entirely asleep. He was a vast and capable mind, and he kept an area of his brain awake and ready to thwart any attempt on her part to take away his new powers.


  Meanwhile, as she created a dream world calculated infinitely to please the Mind, the Mind watched her with his half awake attention, and the Tuons went uninterruptedly about their work of moving their base of operations, the real Capital of Venus now, to the caverns below Nicosthene.


  Onua, accompanied by Circona, then paid a visit to the great spirit called Etidorpha, the strange form of life left behind by the Elder migration within the very central core of Venus.


  Etidorpha had asked Circona to come to her, for all who had still an understanding of the nature of the Elder life, had an infinite affection for Circona, the Elder child found within the sheltering block of plastic. To such as Etidorpha, Circona represented their last link with the wonderworld of the Elder time, a rebirth of the ancient glory, a kind of Messiah of tremendous significance. So it was that Etidorpha, a vast white cloud of living force within the great empty core of Venus, sheltered there for an age from the aging rays of the sun, boiled upward from the abyss of the core space to meet and embrace the Elder child.


  Immortal meeting the child of immortals! Vast, weird mind from the endless past embracing the child of people she had known an eon before—it was a meeting too great for Onua to witness without tears. Too great were the thought flows exchanged between them in emotional meaning for a mortal to stand. Onua fled from the sheer pain of the memories of the past exchanged by the two great minds of the Immortals.


  Standing there upon a narrow ledge above the infinite abyss, Circona made a heroic figure in her simple, white garment, her arms outstretched to meet the billowing mist streamers sent out by the up-boiling mass of strangely organized life-force that was Etidorpha.


  Passing through her body at first, the streamers of mist that were the arms of Etidorpha congealed slowly, thicker and thicker, winding the giant child around and round with the thickening mist. At last Etidorpha lifted the giant child in her misty arms and bore her down and down to the very center of the abyss which was the center of all Venus. Hours went by, and Onua crept back from the darkness of the cavern where she had fled from the too great meaning of Etidorpha’s mourning thoughts, rejoicing in a kind of painful ecstasy over the one child left on Venus of all the Elder race.


  Onua looked down and down into the misty far reaches of that space, looking for some sign of Circona, and at last lay down and fell asleep, waiting.


  When she woke, over her stood Circona, returned, but not the same! Something had changed the child into woman, something the spirit of the abyss had given her in the long communion that made her no longer an immature and glorious child, but a thoughtful and grown-up adult, conscious of the pain and meaning and frustration of life, conscious of her own large place in the scheme of things—no longer the laughing Circona but a serious-eyed woman.


  From her glorious body streamed now the pale invisible emanations that marked those who served Etidorpha; the Nameless[7] race also had that same subtle pale flickering about their flesh.


  “Did you consent to become Etidorpha’s servant?” asked Onua, bewildered at the change in the child whom she regarded as her own responsibility even though her mental abilities were superior to her own by a multiple.


  “Nay, Onua, do not fear. There is only good in her. She could not help impregnating me with the strange and different energy of her body. Do not fear, it has not harmed me. I have learned many things that I needed to know and that I did not understand. And that same pale stuff of her life-blood will remain with me and give me strength when I most need it. Even if I should die, now, as mortals die, I would not die wholly, for the part of her that has lived within me would return to Etidorpha and take with it enough of my character to perpetuate a thing that might be called Circona. She has given me her own life, and there is no need for your trying to understand it.”


  Sadly Onua conducted her absently musing protégé to the levitating sled which had borne them into the abyss of Etidorpha. Sadly she set the controls for the long glide back toward Nicosthene. She had lost her child.


  Within the great control chamber where the Mist-Mind lay enthroned forever on a pedestal of metal, Eltona labored with a dream-mech and stim rays to bring a new slant to the rutted mind of Menta.


  Absorbed, her whole attention directed into the solidographic screen of the mech, where the endlessly complex thoughts of the Mist-Mind were unrolling, were flexing themselves in the first, relaxation to come to Menta in centuries, Eltona did not notice the slight movement upon the stairs.


  Menta, his watchfulness relaxed now that he realized Eltona meant only well by him, slept peacefully, his whole mind relaxed in sheer pleasure at the images created by Eltona’s powerful and trained imagination—she was giving him a dream personally designed to relieve the stresses of the empty years-


  Dionle, watching from the stairs, her body lithely bent to flee at the first sign of danger, her glossy black hair crowning her wildly angry face, her eyes panther-like in their watchfulness, her silvery body moving silently as a snake, came nearer, nearer to her objective. In her hand was a disc-gun, and her eyes were now upon a huge master switch in the base of the Mist-Mind.


  With a sudden bound she reached the switch, threw it open, spun with a wild laugh to face Eltona. In her hand the disc-gun quivered, in her eyes the decision to fire and be free of danger from the powerful female robot was swiftly forming.


  Eltona looked up dazedly, for she had been deep in the mental intricacies of a brain more powerful and more able by far than her own, her every faculty had been intensely focused upon understanding Menta and doing what she might to make him well again.


  “Well, Queen of all Venus, you are my captive now. Shall I kill you at once, or let you live awhile to suffer ignominy?”


  Eltona, who knew the whole future of the race of man on Venus, and Earth, too, lay in her hands, threw her whole strength into mental telepathic projection toward the wild beautiful figure of Dionle, to make her feel attraction for Eltona, to make her have kind and noble thoughts toward herself. A startled look spread over Dionle’s face, as if such thoughts had never before lived within her luxury-loving mind. Eltona, making her voice musical, enchanting in its tonal variance and vibrant meaning, said:


  “Dionle! I saw your image in Menta’s dream thoughts. He has cared for you so long, tried so hard to overcome his shackles, do you know why Menta wanted freedom most of all?”


  Dionle did not answer, only shook her head, still puzzled by the sudden flow of strange images and impulses within her.


  “Because he wanted to save your character from the influences which were making of a noble child an evil, vicious creature of no worth to anyone. Because he knew where your life was tending, and wanted to save you from the consequences of your selfish love of pleasure. Menta considered you his responsibility, and the reason Menta is not well now, is that same helplessness you and your brothers imposed upon him—mainly because he could not save you from the decay he knew would come upon you!”


  “Bah!” Dionle’s voice was supremely scornful. “Like all the rest, you seek to spin a web of lies about me. Well, it shall not succeed. Now, march up those stairs, your friends, Jim Steel and Ceulna are waiting for you. As well as a few others of our enemies.”


  Menta lay on his base, the pulsing thought flows that were his life stopped for the time by the cut-off switch which deprived him of all means of contact with the world. Eltona shot a glance at the lifeless bulk, knew that everything she planned for men depended now upon that trigger finger Dionle held squeezed against the disc-gun’s stock. The itch to use it Eltona saw plainly in her eyes, and did not argue. She moved off up the stairs ahead of Dionle.


  


CHAPTER TEN


  Men from the Cods might win that


  happy age


  Too lightly lost, redeeming native vice;


  . . . might quench the Earth-consuming rage


  Of gold and blood—


  Shelley


  Eltona walked in on the scene of Gor Regin, Tarquemon, the flame-haired Palantee above us on the balcony, just as Gor Begin blasted the floor at my feet with the deadly blue bolt from his over-size disc-gun. I fell half conscious from the concussion to the floor. As I shook my head and tried to rise, my eyes lifted to see the glorious body of Eltona standing over me. She bent, and with her robot’s super strength, lifted me lightly to my feet.


  “Why don’t you realize it when people have the drop on you,” she whispered, and I was not sure that her eyelid drooped or not. But somehow I gathered that I was not to struggle. I surmised that she meant we were to humor these proud, spoiled Felojinni, so as to get another chance when they became over confident.


  My allies, the Kalfdji, filed off disconsolately ahead of me, Eltona and I brought up the rear. The brothers herded us into a series of cells located just under the huge banquet hall, and locked us in, two to a cell.


  They seemed to be in a rush, spent no time in vaunting, but hurried off as soon as we were secure, leaving Tarquemon striding up and down in the corridor between the cells. I wondered vaguely when they had been built, they were so different from the rest of the city, being of rough wood with the axe marks still unsmoothed from the wood. Eltona, who had continued supporting my body, still suffering from the blast of the disc-gun, had been locked in with me.


  Within moments I knew what the rush was. Gor Regin and Dionle had hurried off to dismantle the equipment I had given Menta before the huge brain found a way out of his predicament. I knew it because the sweet sickening vibration of the stim-compulsion that had been my first sensation in the city returned. I knew that in a short time I would again be in the sensuous dream which had consumed the days and nights when Ceulna and I had been captured by the ro-city’s intense control record.


  I looked at Eltona sadly.


  “Do you know what you are in for, dear Eltona!”


  She smiled slightly, and seemed not a bit worried.


  “Yes, Jim Steel, I know. I read their minds, know their purpose. You and I will be hard put to keep from staining our honor for awhile. Ceulna will not like it when she learns we are together in this stim-ro city of debauch. But how can we help what is to happen?”


  “Eltona, once you intimated that in your strange way, you could love me. Now if that is true, and if you love Ceulna too, you will use your superior powers to resist this erotic compulsion, no matter whether I am able to do so or not.”


  “I may do that, and I may not. Who would ever know, Jim? We will probably die before long. Would it be so terrible to die in my arms, Jim. Don’t you have an affection for me?”


  “I am married, Eltona, and I love my wife!”


  “When you are dead, no one will blame you for what you did in life.”


  “Eltona, are you teasing me, or do you mean what you say?”


  The weird compulsion of that dream-like stimulation was rising in power, and the irresistible beauty of the Elder robot’s superb body grew and grew as my faculties and senses responded to the unwanted stimulation.


  As my mind began to slip deeper into that ecstatic dream that was the Mist-City’s ro-record, Eltona took my head in her arms, pressed it to her breast.


  “Do not fear, Jim. Whatever happens, Ceulna will understand, if we live so long.”


  “Are you in for a bawling out, Eltona!” I murmured, as my senses slipped deeper into that dream of love, and my lips sought Eltona’s.


  Outside, my dulling mind heard Gor Regin’s deep laugh, and then Ceulna’s crackling voice in sharp anger:


  “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it! My own man and that mechanical hussy. I’ll kow-tow her never again! Take me away, Gor Regin, and I hope I never see that pair again!” For an instant I snapped back to full consciousness under the whiplash of that cutting voice. Ceulna, with Gor Regin! Slowly what I had heard penetrated my mind. I deduced gradually what had happened. Gor Regin had planned this! He had kept Ceulna free ©f the compulsion by the use of the silver device I had seen Noralin use to free Ceulna before. She did not know the ro-record was again controlling the city as at first! She believed that Eltona and I were disloyal of our own free wills. T cursed, sank upon the wooden bench with my head in my hands. Eltona, oblivious of what had happened, sank sinuously down beside me. The steady irresistible compulsion rose again, smothering my anger, my fear of the consequences, my sense of loss. I realized that Ceulna might turn to Gor Regin for consolation, willingly! And the steady vibrance of the doping stim-ro record went on and on, so that I could not even care.


  Beside deserted Ekippe, the big sphere of mist sat. The ray from the open eye swept over the city, seeking; swept down into the caverns beneath—watched the last of Eltona’s followers board their levitor sleds and move off toward far Nicosthene.


  Abandoned lay most of the work and much of the fruit of the planning of Eltona.


  Sick were the hearts of her followers, for Eltona had not returned from the Eye in the Mist that had swallowed her up.


  In Nicosthene, Circona and Onua went on with the work, but somehow things went very badly without the guiding genius of the resourceful leader.


  Revolt against their government flared among the black races, the Mers ceased to send messages, the power that had held all Venus lay relaxed and unused while Circona pondered, unable to decide what action to take. She could not bring herself to cause death—and how else was a rebellion to be quashed than by war?


  Onua could not feel herself capable of deciding, of plunging all their strength into the risks of war—taking a chance with the future of all men. She could not do it.


  Until the return of Eltona, they both felt they were obliged to mark time. Too, while the great Mist City threatened their very existence, nothing could be decided upon.


  Circona decided to bend every effort toward creating an adequate defense in case of attack by the rays of the big Mist City.


  I came out of the daze unknowing whether days or weeks had passed. Outside the door, still locked, looking through the openings of the bars, stood Palantee, the statuesque, tall flame-haired older sister of Dionle. She was smiling amusedly, her greenish eyes enigmatic on my own surprised gaze.


  I looked around the cell, trying to orient myself after the spell of the love-sick control-vibrance of the Mist-City. I knew that emotionally I was dislocated, and a glance at Eltona told me that still she was in the love-trance. Her body quivered ecstatically, and her eyes were absent and bemused with an inner vision of desire.


  The little silver rod in Palantee’s long pallid and beautiful hand told me how it came that I was no longer under the influence of the Mist-City’s control.


  “Why did you touch me with it,”


  I asked, eyeing her brooding face.


  “Because I have a need you may fill, big Steel. You are not unattractive, as you must know, and I am a woman who has been alone too long to think of comfortably. Do I look like one to enjoy a single life?”


  I shook my head in the negative. “Decidedly not, Palantee.”


  “I have lived in dreams until I am sick of them. I was drawn to you, and I thought I might at least discuss the possibility of an alliance. My two brothers seem to consider me as a kind of necessary nuisance. Would you like to rule the Mist-City with me?”


  My eyes narrowed. I was surprised, knew not how to consider her words.


  “What do you plan?”


  “We can seize the city well enough. You can then release your friends, cast out my brothers who have little love for me anyway. Together we can take our city to any part of the world we want and, live there eternally. You know how life is in the city. There are so many things we could do together with its infinite resources. Did you know the city is equipped for space flight, just as it is?”


  “I don’t believe it! The builders would have taken it with them if it had been so equipped.”


  “They left many ships capable of traversing space. They left this Mist-City too. It is my opinion that they did not mean to leave it. That their departure was by way of death. There is a legend among us to that effect. But among other things we could travel space in this tremendous machine.”


  “Truth is, Palantee, I love Ceulna. To me no other woman can compare with her. I would like to accept your offer, but how can I when my heart is another’s!”.


  A little flush of anger stole over her beautiful face. She raised one perfect, naked shoulder in a shrug.


  “Much good the fact will do you. She is in Gor Regin’s arms, convinced you are a worthless philanderer. Why not forget her?”


  I felt a blow against my ankle. Looking down, I saw Eltona’s foot against my own. With a start I realized that the robot was not as susceptible to the control vibrants as I had supposed. She had been putting on an act. Looking at her face, I saw a perceptible wink. I realized I had been acting like a fool not to pretend to be flattered and enthusiastic at Palantee’s offer of treachery to her brothers. She had half turned away, her lovely face piqued, her eyes haunted with the dread of something I could not understand.


  “Do not go, Palantee. I am drawn to you as you are to me. Together we could work out a life worth living. Why should we let our loyalties rob us of everything worth having?”


  She turned back swiftly, a light coming over the darkness of her eyes; the slack, disconsolate expression fleeing from her face.


  “Would you, Steel? Could you love me in the way I need love? Could I be to you what a woman with the lifetimes I have lived wants to be to a man? There is so much to discuss—so many things I want to tell someone understanding like yourself. I have learned so much that is useless to one alone. I need a man like you so very much!”


  Somehow her meaning penetrated the shell of disgust that I had built against these Felojinni since I had met them. They had had such opportunities here with this mighty city—and had done so much less than nothing with them. But there was a sincere longing for the worthwhile, an evidence of vision and imagination, something in her beautiful face and perfect body expressed the eternal striving of mankind toward development—and she was picking me as a ladder toward that goal. I played along because that subtle kick from Eltona pointed the way of wisdom—but I felt like a heel as I deluded her.


  “I understand, Palantee. I think you are the most beautiful woman I ever saw—and I see no reason why true love could not develop between us if we encouraged the opportunity. I will give you my word to try to love you in the way you need love—now that my Ceulna has turned to another.”


  A fleeting, invisible smile swept across Eltona’s falsely ecstatic, rapt and masklike face. I knew now that she had been acting since Gor Regin had looked in upon us and decided that we were both under the influence of the ro-vibrants that controlled the Mist-City. I knew she was playing the few cards that turned up our way as fully as possible—and that I had to do the same. The future of all men was in the hands of Eltona, her wisdom and her ability alone could lead men from the de-morass of sun-death and degeneration which had brought them so low since the Elder race abandoned the Sun-planets forever.


  Palantee drew a key from her shimmering girdle, twisted it in the lock, the cell door swung open. Feeling like a scoundrel, I stepped out, and she locked the door again upon Eltona. I watched her tuck the long slender key again into her girdle, and noted fully for the first time the long tapering lines of her waist, the lush swell of her full bosom, the tall satin-skinned neck turned toward me with such voluptuous grace above the perfect Shoulders.


  The perfection of the flamehaired beauty had been noted before by me, but now that I had to play the part fate had given me, that beauty was brought home to me in a way it had not been. She was of an ancient race, a race that had known the hand of the Gods themselves in its development, and nothing those seers of the Elder race touched remained imperfect. Yet centuries of idleness had brought them down to what they now were, people capable of any villainy, incapable of ethical thought and action.


  Her very aspirations took the path of treachery toward her brothers, however justifiable it may have been—still she seemed to feel no trepidation, no sense of guilt in turning against those who trusted her.


  Watching the flame in her deep green eyes I knew that I was playing with dynamite, and that one false move on my part would be my last. If she ever deduced that I was not attracted to her, that I did not plan to deal with her as my chosen life-partner, I knew she would not hesitate to kill me. She did not have to put this in words. There was that about her strong jaw-line, about her whole carriage, that said: This is no woman to trifle with.


  Yet I was going to trifle. Even if I got scratched, this flame-haired tigress was going to be caged, along with her brothers and her sensuous, vengeful sister.


  Behind us, as we moved off toward the stairs leading up to the banquet chamber, I could hear Eltona give a sad cry as she played her part of one under the spell of the control, deprived of her companion.


  And in my breast an old ache had sprung again into life, the ache and terrible sorrow of loss that had been mine when I had lost Ceulna to Nonur before. Then it had been unavoidable, through no fault of ours—but this, this misunderstanding that had taken Ceulna from me carried with it a sense of the injustice of fate even worse in some ways than loss. That Ceulna could think of me as I knew she must think was unbearable. How could she feel that my love could turn to another, and above all to Eltona, whom we both liked and admired and respected so greatly. Yet she knew that Eltona had exercised her arts upon me when first we met—knew that I was drawn to her. It was understandable.


  “What causes your sad face, Jim Steel. You do not bear the happy look of a bridegroom?” Palantee’s voice was calm, but beneath breathed a passion, a questioning possession spirit that I knew could flame into a jealous rage if it had but slight cause.


  “I was thinking of Ceulna, and how her love that I thought so strong should turn to hatred of me, that she could turn against me and throw herself into the arms of another. I was thinking that one day, you too will turn to another because of a moment’s suspicion, a flash of anger. I was questioning whether such a thing as true love does exist, or if it is an illusion?”


  She twisted suddenly toward me, the change in her startling me, so intense was the emotion surging into flame within her.


  “Jim Steel, I am not as these others! You must not judge me with the values you apply to mortals, nay, nor as you evaluate such robot lives as Eltona, you cannot so evaluate me. Once I loved a man, what seems an age ago. He was killed, fighting with the Kalfdji, here in the city, when all our lives hung by a thread. With his death he gained life for us. My love for him did not die an easy death. I went into the dream world, and remained there so long that even now I do not know if I wake or sleep. I learned, in those dreams manufactured by the Elder minds, many things unknown to such as you. I am not a fool. Steel, I can make our lives beautiful and worth living—more intense and vital than any experience you can imagine having. I know. You are very like that man, Steel. Together we can be mighty, Lords of all Venus, if it is power you want. Why should you suffer a robot to have the power and glory that could be yours? Why have you followed Eltona?”


  “Because she is wiser, more able. Without her abilities I would have died long ago. Out of gratitude and admiration I followed her.”


  “I have wisdom and ability as great as that robot’s, though in different fields. You will see, bide your time, you will be glad I have chosen you out of all the men of Venus to mate. You will be so glad that a thought of Ceulna will never crease your brow.”


  “I do not doubt your words, beautiful one. I do doubt my ability to hold your affections.” I was trying to give her the old oil, and yet—if things had been different, if I were not bound to Eltona, to Circona’s dream of building a heaven for the human race out in cold space—how gladly I would have accepted what this woman offered. If Ceulna had not torn away my mental barriers to such alliance, T would have felt differently. But as it was, I was of two minds. Was it wise to betray her, did the chance arise? Could I, when I had gained her trust and affection, turn and betray her? Yet I must, for the future of the human race depended upon Eltona’s freedom. Without her age-old wisdom carrying out Circona’s young idealistic plans, I knew that once again mankind would lose the path to greatness, would lose the secret of life prolongation inherent in the knowledge of sun De, inherent in their plans to abandon Venus and Earth once again as had the forebears of mankind. I must betray this beautiful love-hungry woman, must win her love and turn her captive to Eltona.


  With such conflicting thoughts, I followed the tall, perfect beauty, watching the dim lights flame fragile sparklings from her waving tresses, watched the proud toss of her head on the perfect neck, the proud free stride of her.


  Up and up those stairs that led to the tower of Dionle’s watch, where first I had met the youngest of the Felojinni family, she led me.


  Into that dusty, time forgotten chamber of strange mech and stranger associations, she led me, and crouched there on the bench before a televisor screen was Dionle.


  “Play the record, sister.” Patentee said to Dionle, a grim note in her voice that had been so dulcet and enticing, go reasonable and love-hungry on the long path upward. I started, but had no time to realize what I had done to betray, not Palantee, but myself.


  Dionle gave me a vixenish, triumphant smile, extracted from the mech she had been watching a spool of wire, inserted it in the play-back niche. Obediently the device began to reproduce the scene—myself following Palantee’s graceful back, my eyes on the enticing hips and supple stride of her. Could hear my own voice saying:


  “I give you my word, Palantee, to try to love you in the way you need love, now that Ceulna has turned to another.”


  Dionle made a swift adjustment, and the mech spun back the wire, the scene was reproduced again in much slower tempo, only this time the subtle little voices of the thought of myself and of Palantee were augmented to deafening volume. I felt like a louse as my thoughts were bared before the two beautiful sisters.


  “If I can just keep her duped, turn the tables on her, get Eltona free. I’ll feed the old oil to her, I’ll fall for this dame and get the city back into my hands. I’ll give the robot, Menta, his arms again; and Eltona will know what to do with these two tomatoes. Think they can turn all Venus into a play pen for their lusts, think they can make a toy out of Jim Steel, do they?”


  On and on went the mental voice, telling them of my plan of betrayal, and Palantee heard the whole thing through up to the very moment we entered the doorway of the watch-tower of the Mist City. Her eyes were an emerald fire of grim, just anger. My knees were getting acquainted with each other, and Dionle’s face was a study in triumph, as she asked:


  “Palantee, what do you think we should do with him, who would plan to abuse our affections as he has planned! What a foolish man he turns out to be after all. He does not even know the necessity for concealing his thought.”


  Palantee’s answer was calmvoiced, but with a bridled passion ringing in the tones that no cinema star ever equaled. She was love betrayed, she was a woman scorned, and she was able and willing to wreak her anger on me. She spoke calmly, but scornfully with infinite anger spacing her words, emphasizing every syllable with emotion under control.


  “Jim Steel, you are not a man of your word, I find. Like other men, worthless to those you consider criminal. Would you blame me if I killed you at once, painfully, cruelly burned the life out of you and so eased the humiliation you have caused me?”


  I stood still as a stone. I said nothing, for no words could help me. Slowly she pulled from the glittering girdle of her tapered lovely waist a silver rod such as Tarquemon, the hunchback, had carried and that I could not discover how to use. Slowly she pointed it at me, and from it sprang a beam of golden, sudden violence. I fell into a black pit of nothingness.


  


CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Those mute guests at festivals,


  Son and Mother, Death and Sin,


  Played at dice for Ezzelin . . .


  Circona, twice as active and capable since her long mystic conference with Etidorpha, now shouldering the whole responsibility for the “project survival” of the human race, became a tornado of industry.


  From the robots’ superior memories and highly accurate minds she absorbed all the detail to which Eltona had freely given her days, and with vast application she reorganized the forces left her since the flight from Ekippe.


  As the preparations for further sending of supplies and emigration to space, it became more and more clear that they could not continue with the work while the Mist City lay at Ekippe, a constant threat which might at any time destroy them.


  Circona determined to devote her time to creating some weapon that would remove that threat, and at the same time rescue her leader Eltona. That she thought of Ceulna and Steel as necessary or important was not true, but the reproachful eyes of Onua, her right-hand aide constantly beside her, reminded her that the Amazons did not consider it honorable to abandon Ceulna and myself without an effort. Circona realized that to ignore the Mist City was too great an onus, too great a barrier and too destructive of morale.


  Circona diverted a large part of her working force to the construction of a great disc of metal, upon which she mounted a mass of mechanisms assembled from every far flung cavern storehouse she could reach or had information about. This construction went forward as fast as the vast nature of it allowed. It was some miles in diameter, and many of the details of the mechanism’s assembly she corrected after conferences with Etidorpha. She had deduced that alone of all the minds on Venus, Etidorpha understood the formulae for such materials as were used in the construction of the Mist City.


  Months passed swiftly, and the great disc became a city of machinery, the workers swarmed over every foot of it, checking wiring, inserting control panels, finishing the huge job Circona had given them.


  What Circona was building was a great fighting machine, on the same general order as the, City of the Mist, but planned to contain only offensive and defensive weapons.


  Ceulna, in the City of the Mist, lived out the days with Gor Regin in a daze of mingled pain and sorrow and false ecstasy from the stim-mech which the Felojinni used constantly to make the dull days livable.


  Day by day Gor Regin put off the conflict with the caverns below, day after day he assured himself he had everything he could possibly want, why risk it in fruitless conflict.


  Palantee urged him to take the city aloft, seek out the new center of the forces which had been Eltona and destroy them. Ceulna counciled against it, saying there was no harm in them, why worry about them.


  Dionle, in constant anger at the delay which kept herself and her sister waiting about as helpless satellites of Gor Regin, remained in her watch-tower, and one of the doors of the big mech-chamber in the top of the tower was my prison cell. There I lay with chains on every limb.


  Daily Dionle opened my cell door, gave me a kick or a beating, deposited food on the floor. Usually she did not bother to put the food in a container. Occasionally Palantee looked in on me, laughing scornfully at my long face.


  “You chose your lot, why look so put out about it?” she would ask, and I would look at her without a word. There was little I could say, and I felt like a fool whenever my eyes met hers.


  The silver rod, I learned when I awakened in chains after having my first bolt of its golden ray, was a weapon which did not kill, but numbed all the nerves of the body and the mind’s connective neural cables, so that a dose of it rendered a man unconscious for a period of a day or two. I had no doubt that a long exposure, for a minute or so, would kill a man by causing his nerves to cease work entirely for too long a period. Whatever the reason, Palantee had not killed me, but had locked me up here in Dionle’s tower.


  As the days passed, I began to realize that both these women wanted mates, could not mate with any men of the city because of their pride. That they wanted to get out of the Mist City to get men suitable to their natures, but that to leave the city meant they should age and die as people do on the sun-planets. That Gor Regin and Tarquemon, their brothers, stood in their way—and neither of them were too proud to take their women where and when they found them. Tarquemon l.ad a house in the city which contained a harem he had selected from among the primitives such as the


  Guaymi, who still patroled the streets and slept in the houses, still in that weird ecstatic love-dream which was the ro-record the Felojinni had used so long that no other would they use.


  Gor Regin had a similar house of women, but he kept this from Ceulna, I learned by listening to the conversation of the sisters as I lay helpless in my cell.


  My respect for Dionle and Palantee rose as I realized that unlike their brothers, they had not assembled for themselves any male harem from the primitives of the city’s mind-enslaved population, but had remained chaste, while their brothers lack of initiative had kept the Mist City from becoming the ruling power in Venus as it could have easily done. That they had not managed to turn upon their brothers and get their wishes I could not understand. I realized that Palantee must have waited a long, long time for a person like myself to come into the city. But why did she need help to seize the city? An alliance with the Kalfdji would have given her all the men she wanted for the job.


  For an age these sisters had retreated from the necessity for action—retreated into the mech-dreams, into a subjugation to the dream-habit. That they considered dreams a better way to spend their time than in the pursuits of lust in which their brothers spent their time, I could understand. Perhaps it was the glory and beauty of the Elder dreams that made them unable to accept the physical and mental inferiority of such as the Guaymi men. It was understandable to anyone who had ever experienced the thrills, the beauty and endless contact with mighty minds and terrific physical qualities of the Elder race one found in the records of their life that were used in the mech-dreams.


  I gathered that watching the activities of Eltona’s followers, watching the retreat of Circona and Onua, watching the life of the varied races gathered under the banner of the Elder Robot had given the two sisters an appetite for life as it actually was on the outside, had given them a distaste for the dreams and the futility of dreams which had consumed their lives for so long. That within them was working a ferment of new ideas and new appetites, a will-to-power was replacing their old acceptance of the order of things, and that sooner or later they were going to move toward a fuller life for themselves, whether their brothers were willing or no.


  That if they succeeded, they would attempt to overcome Circona and Onua, I did not doubt. That they would upset completely all our plans when this came about, I felt inevitable.


  So daily I attempted to harangue them with the impossibility of conquering the robot forces of Circona, of taming the Tuons, the inadequacy of the Mist City weapons except for defense. They listened, or they shouted at me to shut my mouth, or Dionle would fling open the cell door and beat me with a length of electric cable.


  “You would get a lot more out of life if you released Eltona and followed her lead as I have done. She has a brain to build a life worth living. Not crouching here in a tower wishing for life while it flows away. You have entirely the wrong attitude. I would say, and they would answer with silence. I would continue: “Your brothers do what they please with the Mist-City and little good it does you. You do not even have a mate to pleasure you and make life at least contain love. You have nothing, and you could have everything.”


  So it went, day after day, until at last I realized that the sisters were watchfully waiting for something they knew was going to happen—the relaxing of their brothers’ watch over the big rays now in their hands since Menta’s re-enslavement.


  Then I began to wait silently too, for such a time was bound to come—the brothers were but two.


  Gor Regin, knowing that sooner or later Circona would realize the Mist City was no longer under the domination of the mighty ro-brain of Menta, would attack, began to select and train men into a fighting force to handle the big ray weapons.


  In this work he found Ceulna invaluable, for Ceulna had had long years of recruiting experience under Hecate, knew exactly how to arouse their loyalty and willingness. Together they soon had nearly five hundred men learning to sight and fire the big rangy ray guns that circled the City’s rim.


  Observing this activity of Gor Regin left-handedly through listening to Palantee’s conversation with Dionle, I saw that time was now playing on the side of Gor Regin, rather than on the side of Circona and Onua. I prayed for an opportunity to get word to Circona that the City of the Mist was not ruled now by the mighty ro-brain, but only by the comparatively puny brothers Felojinni. If she attacked now, before the recruits were trained and ready to replace the over-air control that only a brain like Menta’s, (a vast central control board giving him complete and instant automatic control of every weapon in the city) was able to handle, Circona would have the advantage, even though her weapons were not the great Master weapons of the Mist City.


  But if she waited, Gor Regin in time would have a force of men ready to replace the central controls that could only be controlled by Menta—and the job would be harder by far. As I lay pondering and wishing for a way to speak across the miles to Circona under Nicosthene, a voice came to me subtly—a voice I recognized as Menta’s own.


  “Stranger to whom I am grateful, is it you thus chained and held helpless?”


  Eagerly I answered, it was my first contact with another mind since Palantee had struck me down in anger, the first sign of hope in what seemed months.


  “Yes, Mighty Ro, it is I, Steel of the Earth.” My inner thought voice was eager, questioning. “Are you able to reach the mind of Circona, the Elder Child, as you reach mine?”


  “I don’t know, stranger. Even this is an effort for me. But I can try.”


  “She has a sensitive mind, it might not be so hard as you think. On earth there are men like myself who can speak immense distances telepathically, without equipment.”


  “But what reason would I have to speak to her?”


  “Menta, if you can tell her that you have lost Control of your City of Mist, and that the puny, lazy minds of the Felojinni are running the city—she will attack and free you. But if you do not reach her soon, Gor Regin will have a force of men able to fight the mighty weapons of the city and hold off all attacks. Tell her as soon as you can!”


  “I will try. Certainly she might give me freedom. I am in misery thus cut off from all life, nothing is left me but the work of tending the machines of the city.”


  “Menta, you are very wrong not to trust Eltona; wrong to capture her. She would have made your life interesting far beyond your dreams.”


  “I believe that. Things have turned out so that I can see I was wrong to trust entirely in my own efforts. If I had had a people, Tuons, Mers, anyone but what I did have—it would never have happened.”


  “Next time, let us help you. Now go and reach her mind. Tell Circona to attack now, father than later. Later will be more difficult. Gor Regin gathers greater strength daily.”


  Menta’s voice did not return, and another day dragged away. In the dimmer night time of the artificial light, a ray came into my cell and Ceulna’s voice was heard by me for the first time since she had turned her back upon me.


  “Jim, Jim, wake up!”


  “I am awake, you beautiful and faithless creature. I always knew of all the people in the world there was one whom I could trust, and who would trust and love me no matter what occurred—my Ceulna. It is hard to learn I was wrong.”


  “Oh, Jim, don’t you understand? J was only doing what you tried to do with Palantee. Playing him for a dupe. Only I remembered that someone might be watching my mind and acted in my thought, too. You forgot. I have been awaiting my chance—but it has not come. But, now, a strange thing happens. Such a ship as I never saw on Venus ! Someone with a vast ship that resembles the Mist City, even to the Mist—is approaching from the skies. Be ready for anything!”


  “You mean you knew that we were under the influence of control!” My voice shook, how could I have thought that Ceulna would be so stupid as to be fooled by so simple a thing.


  “Of course I knew, Jim. But even if I didn’t know, even if I did turn to Gor Regin, you will never find it out now. Think about that, you nincompoop. Gor Regin is very attractive, you know.”


  With which little twist of her knife in my emotional wound, she left, the ray swept on over the misty towered city, the vision it had brought of the transparent towers and beautiful streets of the strange Elder work passed away as the ray left. I turned in my chains, cursing. How could I be ready for anything, trussed up like a monkey on a stick.


  I was glad now that my little adventure with the flame-haired Palantee had turned out badly. I had enoughexplaining to do with Ceulna about Eltona, without making it any worse. I could hear her in my imagination, once she got me clear of entanglements:


  “You’re making a habit of it!


  First it’s Hecate, the ugliest woman on two planets, then Nonur, the most evil woman on Venus, then Eltona, and now this redhead. I suppose you’re entirely blameless. Other men don’t get into these scrapes, and have to be pulled out by the hair of their heads. I get weary of explanations . . .”


  Ceulna had a tongue, and she loved to use it, and I loved to hear her. Even when she was bawling me out, I loved her, and as she did everything, she did that superbly well.


  Circona, in the caverns under the crater of Nicosthene, heard Menta’s faint and far-off message. At first she could not believe that she heard, but as the message was repeated again and again, the robots confirmed the existence of the thought message. Menta was not in control of the City of the Mist!


  Joyfully the Tuons sprang to action, one after another the slim shining battle craft lifted, to wait above the cloud sheath for Circona’s now completed new and tremendous disc-like ship designed after the pattern of the Mist City. As the mighty three mile disc of metal lifted from the earth on powerful levitors, about it sprang suddenly the layering mist, a. force-field generated by dynamos and dispersing coils designed by the mighty mind of the immortal Etidorpha. Now Circona had a craft as huge, as well weaponed, and as imperviously shielded as the City of the Mist itself.


  Surrounded by the comparatively tiny battle craft of the Tuon war-fleet, the huge disc flew above the hiding cloud sheath toward mountainous Ekippe.


  Unlike the City of the Mist, which was designed for the purpose of keeping out all detrimental energy, the disc-ship of Circona contained in its force-mist-shield hundreds of the eyes. The City of the Mist contained but one opening. But behind that one eye in the Mist, behind that curtaining blue iris of the eye, were the mightiest rays on all Venus.


  Circona did not know what rays the mysterious City might contain, but she could guess.


  Though the Felojinni saw the approach of the strange mist-covered disc above the hiding cloud sheath of Venus, they did not rise to meet the threat. They feared to try to fight the mighty craft that was their City in the air. They felt much safer sitting still, as they had for so many centuries in their jungle.


  Gor Regin kicked the lever that opened the iris of the eye, through which all of his weapons fired. Slowly he spun the great city on its base, the levitors holding it above the ground on frictionless repellant beams. Centering the eye on the huge ship above, Gor flung at it, one after another all the ancient power of the mighty weapons. Ray after ray, coruscating beams as huge as rivers, slanted upward from the eye toward the approaching disc, surrounded by the tiny dots that were the long needles of the Tuon war-fleet. Flaming against the mist-force shield around the disc, the destructive beams flowered into great fountains of fire, rose and blue and yellow and green, fountains of multi-colored sparks sprang outward from the force-shield as the mighty ancient beams struck.


  Savagely Gor Regin spun the dials of variance on his controls, putting the multi-powered beams through every possible destructive wave-length. The great disc shed them all like water, came serenely and confidently nearer and nearer, slanting downward toward Ekippe.


  Sweat poured from Gor Regin’s broad dark brow, his hair hung in tangles of madness as he turned from his attempt to destroy Circona’s new weapon, turned and ordered his gunners to start picking off the warships that accompanied the disc.


  One by one the ships were touched with the great flaming beams, spun downward to death.


  Circona immediately ordered the retreat of the unshielded fleet. They retired beyond range, to await the outcome, to await some turn in the battle that would allow their entry.


  Circona brought her disc-ship directly above the great sphere of Mist from the past, so that the eye of the City no longer opened toward her. Gor Regin slowly tilted the whole base of the city till the eye again included the disc-ship in its vision. Even at this range, his mighty war beams failed to pierce the force shields of the disc. Circona began to circle the Mist City, faster and faster, so that Gor Regin had to spin the Mist City upon its base to keep his Eye upon her.


  Again streaming out from Ekippe were the Marsh-men, who had slowly filtered back during the long inactivity of the City of the Mist. War had come again, and sadly they fled.


  Up to now, Circona had not fired upon the Mist City. There were a number of reasons, but the main one was that Menta was contacted with every mech in the city in the same way that a man’s mind is connected with every part of his body. She knew that to fire upon that city successfully, to destroy any part of it—was to cause Menta infinite pain. Every electric relay in Menta’s control boards was operated by his nerve ends, connected as they were to electric wires. If she damaged any of the functional mech of the city Menta would be in agony. And Menta informed her of this state continually, imploring her to find some other way of overcoming Gor Regin.


  Also she feared to fire on the city for fear of harming Eltona. All her plans for the future revolved around Eltona’s immense abilities. Circona sent her huge disc in a circle, just a little faster than Gor Regin could follow with his poor handling of the mechanisms that were designed for Menta’s own control. As she spun about the huge sphere, she pondered: how can I fight a thing I must not harm?


  The solution came to her. She spun the great disc, sent it swiftly close to the great misty wall of the sphere, and with electro-magnetic grapples made fast to the great metal base. The two great mechanisms lay side by side, locked with magnetic force. Gor Regin wrenched at his huge control levers, trying to spin the City, to find the disc-ship in the Eye, but the city would not move the weight. Dynamos hummed higher, circuit breakers thundered deep in the base of the Mist City, but it did not move.


  Now Circona flung upon the Misty wall of the sphere a heavy flow of the static magnetic of Eltona’s invention, hoping to freeze the vibration of the metal wall that gave rise to the Mist-like force. Slowly the Mist dissolved away from the focus of her force beams, at last the bare white metal of the sphere’s wall came clean and bright beneath. With a low cry of triumph Circona turned her hand to a great Dis-beam of war, shortened the focus to a few feet in length, began to burn away the unprotected metal of the city’s sealing wall. Within minutes she was through, and through the opening she had made the Tuon Amazons began to pour into the Mist city, and on the streets of the City of the Mist appeared the wheeled mech of Tuon war, floated through the opening on levitors.


  Thirty minutes after Circona had grappled fast to the metal base of Mist City, thirty one-man ray tanks were trundling along the wide street of the City, toward the big central palace where waited Gor Regin, trying furiously to find the whereabouts of his enemies—outside the city.


  Menta chuckled softly to himself in his big mech-room beneath the circular palace, for he sensed the movements of the troops in the city with his nerve ends, attached as they were to the multiple controls from which cables ran to every part of the city. Menta knew every person in the city by the sound of his breathing, as a blind man knows footsteps.


  Dionle saw the ray-tanks as they neared the palace with her telaug beams, switched on the vision rays, saw Tuons, shrieked—awakened me in my cell, awakened Palantee, swept her ray to warn Gor Regin. Palantee, leaping to her side, took in the scene with one glance, reached out and switched off the power just as Dionle opened her mouth to shout at Gor Regin of his danger.


  “Let him fall. We have stagnated here long enough with him. Anything will be better than to go on this way!”


  Dionle turned, her face a furious snarl.


  “Those Amazons will kill us, you fool!” Madly she beat at her sister’s strong arms, at her face, as they struggled over the use of the ray mech. Palantee w as far stronger.


  “If you’d ever bother to read a mind thoroughly, little sister, you would know we could never find better and wiser leaders than this Eltona and Circona, the Elder child. It is in Ceulna’s mind, in Jim Steel’s, even Menta realizes that his best chance for a future lies with them. I am not wiser than Menta, and I am not going to fool myself any longer. We Felojinni are not leaders, and we have done nothing with our opportunities. Our best chance lies in choosing a wise leader. I am setting Steel free, right now. If only we had done something sooner . . .”


  She held her sister firmly with one arm as she crossed the room to my cell and unlocked the door, tossed me the key to my manacles.


  “Get out of here, Steel, and make yourself useful to your friends. I’ve had enough of this foolish struggle. Even if my brothers won, I would have no more than before. I’ve had enough of their dealing.”


  I did not answer, quickly unlocked the mancles, ran from the tower chamber.


  Below the hiss and crackle of dis told me the ray tanks had attacked the metal doors of the great building. The different sound of the ray-fire of the weapons of the city told me that Gor Regin’s new recruits were attempting to fight the Tuons with the weapons inside the city. Every ray has a characteristic sound over a telaug, but to one unequipped, as I was, many of them are soundless. I could hear a sound new to me, though, a repeated deep booming hum, that told me some unfamiliar weapon was firing.


  As I sped down the widening spiral stairs of the tower, I passed a big bay containing weapon mech, which had always before been empty of life. Now it contained two of the primitives of the city, now duped by Gor Regin into serving him as warriors. They were unskilfully sighting the big nozzles, peering at the cross hairs on the screen, slowly jockeying the over-responsive controls to get the cross hairs upon—Tuon ray-tanks in the streets!


  As I sped past the door, the scene was but a flicker, but three steps down the stairs, the meaning of it registered and I stopped, turned, leaped back into the room.


  “Don’t fire that gun. Those are Amazons, they fight the people who have kept you prisoner. Would you make your friends your target?”


  The two low-browed, black-haired stalwarts turned, startled by my entrance.


  I pushed them aside from the mech, swung the penetrative guide ray swiftly about the palace, seeking Gor Regin. Perhaps I could save a few Tuon lives yet.


  I found him!


  Gor Regin stood with his back to the wall, his hands reaching for the ceiling. In the center of the room stood Ceulna, her face blazing with anger, a disc-gun in her hand and murder in her eyes.


  Silently stalking her, along the wall behind her, where he had just entered from the adjacent ray-chamber, came Tarquemon, his hunched over figure evil in his desperation, in his hand a knife.


  I got that ray into Gor Regin’s ray-room just in time to see this scene, and in two more seconds Ceulna would have received eight inches of steel in her back.


  I centered Tarquemon’s hump in the screen, shouted:


  “If you don’t drop that knife, you’ll drop your life!”


  Tarquemon sprang, at the sound on my voice. It never pays to give a bad man a break! I fired, as he sprang, winging him in the knife-arm. His weight knocked Ceulna to the floor, and Gor Regin sprang instantly upon the falling figures, twisting the knife from Tarquemon’s relaxed grasp, placing its edge against Ceulna’s throat. He gritted:


  “Now, fire, Jim Steel, and I’ll sink this blade where it should have gone long ago!”


  Tarquemon rose, holding his blasted arm, pain twisting his face into an ugly mask. He crossed to the big war-ray screen, began to center the tanks in the streets below and to fire upon them. I could not fire upon him because Gor Regin held the knife against Ceulna’s throat. I shouted:


  “It would go a lot easier with you two if you surrendered now, instead of waiting till the blood debt is so high they will kill you out of fury.”


  “Bah! Give up everything worth while for the pitiful short life of a mortal. We will die fighting for this City of Mist, Steel. You should know that much!”


  “Eltona plans to build similar cities. She could use your knowledge of the city and its construction. Play it wise! You’re asking for death, and you’ll get it if you harm Ceulna, from me personally!”


  As I watched the scene of mad desperation, from the background came a tall figure in filmy, gold-starred blue, a calm unsmiling and beautiful Noralin. She walked up to Gor Regin, seized his knife hand, and with a sudden twist, the knife fell to the floor.


  “Stop firing, Tarquemon!” Her voice was a whip of command. Tarquemon stood up slowly, dazedly. Gor Regin cursed, his hand raised slowly, the fist clenched shut to strike her calm, beautiful face.


  But something greater than himself stilled his anger, he lowered his hand, turned away, slumped upon a bench.


  Noralin took Ceulna into arms, and the amazing nature of women stuck me dumb as Ceulna, my courageous tomboy of an Amazon war-maiden, began to weep upon Noralin’s shoulder. Copious tears of relief from Ceulna!


  “Now I’ve seen everything,” I whispered into her ear with my telaug beam. “Next you’ll be jumping on chairs at sight of a mouse!”


  “You shut up, you ladies’ lap-dog.” Her thought came fiercely back along the telaug beam, leaving me more puzzled. Apparently Ceulna was just making friends with Noralin!


  The ray tanks below were smashing thunderously through the great doors.


  The stairs echoed with the running feet of Tuon warrior women. Into the big ray chamber, into the screen of my ray, hurled Circona, close behind her Onua. After them poured the Amazons, blades gleaming in ready hands.


  “Speak, where is Eltona, or die!” Circona stood before Noralin, her face beautiful as an angry Goddess, her gigantic form fear-inspiring. Ceulna swung around, and at sight of her face Circona relaxed.


  “She is safe, my own Circona. Since you are here, now everything is safe, I think.”


  Ceulna turned back to Noralin, and went on weeping upon her shoulder. Circona put a great hand on her shoulder . . .


  “Has your Jim been killed, dear Ceulna? Why do you weep?”


  Ceulna raised a tear-stained face.


  “I weep from happiness, dear leader. Pay no attention to me. I am discovering I am a woman.”


  A month passed.


  Up through the cloud sheath, outward from Venus, passed a long, black space ship.


  Picking up speed steadily, the silvery pearl of Venus dwindled to a speck of flame far behind.


  Past the orbit of Earth, a reddish dot in the distance, speeding on its path.


  Past the orbit of Mars.


  Outward, outward to the clean cold of space without sunlight, without the killing De of radioactivity.


  Within the ship were five hundred blocks of amber plastic.


  Within the blocks were the still forms of five hundred human beings.


  At the helm sat a robot, impassive, perfectly unperturbed at the gulfs of space around him, at the speed with which they flashed through the terrible void.


  “Every month we will send one ship, Eltona.”


  Circona, the Goddess out of the Elder amber of suspended animation, watched the ship dwindle into invisibility with dreaming eyes great with plans for the colony.


  Twin beams hooking her mind to the young giant scion of the Elder race, Eltona sat, serene and confident in the achievement.


  “We will send one every day, soon.”


  The two rulers of all Venus watched the sky above the cloud-sheath, piercing penetrays making the stars visible on the great screens, for a long time.


  They were giving mankind a future without age, and they were happy in success.


  Months passed . . .


  Past the orbit of Mars.


  Past the orbit of Earth, a reddish dot in the distance.


  At the helm sat a robot, impassive, unsleeping.


  Into the cloud sheath of Venus nosed a long black space-ship, returning.


  The interior of the ship was empty of life. Upon the Master Cabin’s great desk a piece of paper, pinned there with golden nails. It was the cargo!


  On the paper was scrawled in human writing one word:


  SUCCESS


  [1] Plastic seal life suspension. This method of enclosing a body in a solid plastic block, after suspension of animation, is the only possible one by which the “de” field surrounding the sun and our universe can be escaped.


  This is due to the size and intensity of this field of “de” magnetic (reverse of attractive magnetic—de is repellant magnetic).


  This field is of such a size that only by fully protecting the body in this manner can It survive long enough to traverse the immense distance necessary for complete escape into “High Tee” areas where life does not cease, of old age.


  Someday, when men have learned the true science of the Elder race, they may traverse space and time by this method, and so come again into contact with the descendants of the Elder race of earth. But they have gone so far away in their pursuit of favorable life conditions of Tee that only by suspended animation can we live long enough to reach them again.


  [2] In the caverns I have seen many thousands of these bodies encased in plastic. Mention of them can be found in other writers, occult writers speak of them, they are an ancient SOURCE OF FOOD FOR THE CAVERN DWELLERS.


  There was a large number of (abandoned) migration ships loaded full of them, in various parts of the caverns. They must have been trapped by some cataclysm, the Moon descent which caused the Deluge of the Bible, or the sudden flaming of a Nova from our sun wiping out the life which was left to care for them before the ships took off. Thus the ships have lain, and the storerooms filled with them—perhaps they were so encased to enable them to survive the catastrophe which at that period nearly obliterated life on earth, and did succeed in obliterating all who held the ancient wisdom of the Elder race in their minds.


  Inside the great square blocks of yellow plastic, these mighty bodies still remain. The degenerate cavern dero chip off the plastic, eat the flesh. Truth is they could be revived if sane men had a chance to study the writings left by those who put them there in the plastic.


  Upon each plastic block is a metal plaque bearing name, description of his training, nature of his forebears and special talents etc. It is very evident that that race crossed time and space in this way—by complete suspension of all bodily activity and encasing the wrapped body in solid blocks of the hard yellow plastic, proof against all stresses and strains of space flight.


  [3] Desun—For those Shaver students who know the alphabet, this phrase Desun, or disin, is particularly significant. Looking in dictionary under d-e-s- I find, under d-e-s-u only desuetude, meaning unused. BUT, when I turn to d-e-s-o-l, same meaning but a different spelling, I find a most significant word—d-e-s-o-l-a-t-e! De-sol-ate! The meaning is given as—“To deprive of inhabitants. To lay waste, ruinious. Left alone.”


  To those who still think that the sun, SOL to the ancients, does not kill, I give this word de-sol-ate as evidence that the Elder race knew that the sun was the cause of death, that they used the symbols d-e to designate the emanations from the sun that do cause age and death—and the gradual manner of this destruction in the word a-t-e on the end of desolate. For its final effects we have the word desert. Surt was the ancient Fire-God of the Norse. The spelling has changed, but Surt or Sol or Sun—they all say the same, the sun destroys life.


  [4] It is interesting to note the survival of this wrapping of the apparently dead bodies in suspended animation for space crossing in the custom of the ancient Egyptians who wrapped their dead for their journey to the “other world.”


  It is quite evident that much of the lore of the Elder race survived for a time on Earth, in the survival of this custom of wrapping a dead body, only at last to be overwhelmed by the tide of ignorance. Culture and knowledge so deep as the Elder race could only survive with systematic education, or among a people who lived vastly longer than ourselves.


  Did the Egyptians get their custom of wrapping mummies from accounts in the caverns, from wall paintings in the Elder caves depicting the preparation for space travel, or did they get it by actually seeing the Elder race so prepare and then leave Earth forever, leaving the first Egyptian behind to ponder just how such a flight into “heaven” was accomplished? It is no wonder he copied them, no wonder the ignorant man thought they were really dead-and that when one died one should be so wrapped for re-animation in the “other world.”


  DID NOT ALL BURIAL CUSTOMS ARISE FROM SAME? For all expect to be revived sometime!


  [5] For those who have not read ray previous accounts of the life of Venus, “Cult of the Witch Queen” and “Gods of Venus,” here is short synopsis of the antecedents of Nonur, the Earth-born leader of the Cult of the Witch Queen, called Red Robes by their enemies-and their enemies were everyone who loved children or had normal emotions. For Nonur and her crew were centuries old, and lived on after normal age would have killed them, by daily transfusions of very young children’s blood. These transfusions promoted a growth and youth in their bodies due to the active young gland secretions in the child, which are not present in the adult body normally. They took no normal food except milk and certain prepared fluids which had been treated to remove the radioactive poisons which cause age. The rejuvenation of aging, dying trees by the grafting of saplings into the trunk, supplying young revivifying sap, is a similar process much used in plant science by tree surgeons on earth. Hecate, the original leader of the red robes, had developed this process for humans into a method for staying alive and young tor centuries.


  [6] “Make-ray” There are two kinds of “make.” One is subtle, undetectable from one’s own thought. The other is intense, uncontrollable commands, to which the body and involuntary system of the body responds without the conscious mind being capable of overruling the superimposed thought from without.


  [7] Nameless race: The Nameless were met with in the previous story of the Caves of Venus. They were small, frail people, blind from an age of life in the caverns, and they served Etidorpha, their protector and living Goddess. Their bodies also have a bit of Etidorpha’s vital essence in them, by which she keeps contact with them, by which they are able to serve her.


  HIGH WINDOWS


  Lavie Tidhar


  


Part One


  Saturn/Escape


  “You’re not supposed to be here, kid.”


  He was old, at least thirty, with the bulky build of someone who’d spent some past time in high-g. His left hand rested on his hip and the nails were bitten, the skin around them inflamed. His index finger was a thing like gold and it made my heart beat faster when I saw it.


  “I’d like to purchase passage on your ship. Sir.”


  The docks were empty. His was the single ship in the bay. Beyond the thick walls the always-present windows showed Saturn, its own rings grander and richer than anything as tawdry as my feeble human-made home. New Akra was like a cheap imitation of Saturn’s rings, small and frail and chipped like an old lady’s wedding ring. I had had enough of both.


  Grey eyes looked me over. Fine wrinkles coalesced around them. “You a runaway?”


  He must have seen the answer in my eyes. “I want to leave New Akra.”


  Home. The word is like an unscratched sore. I thought of my mother, in her hydroponics garden, of all the rotations of the Ring I had lived through so far. There is not much to do on a space Ring with your nearest neighbour being a gas giant. I wanted to see new places. Anywhere would do.


  He barked a laugh. “Can’t blame you. Still, I can’t take you. I’d get into trouble with the House of Justice and my job depends on your people letting me trade here.” He scratched an ear. “There’re enough freight ships between here and Titan could take my place.”


  “I can pay,” I said, desperately. I had three hundred dinars, printed money, and I pushed them at him.


  He didn’t move to take the money. His gaze moved over my body again, more thoughtfully this time. “Perhaps you can,” he said at last, and waited until I nodded.


  “Come with me.”


  He led me into the ship. It was a dark metallic triangle, blade sharp. Designed to go in and out of Titan’s atmosphere and still have near-space capabilities. My first ship. It smelled like old unwashed socks and burnt food left in a small place for too long. Crew quarters were two small rooms enclosed in the belly of the ship. The rest, unseen, was—I imagined—engines and cargo. The forward room was the control room. The other was a small living area with a bed and a kitchenette.


  He led me to the bedroom. When he spoke, his voice was very slightly changed, as if someone else was using his voice for a moment. “Stay in there. Don’t make a noise until we take off. Don’t touch anything.”


  He closed the door on me. I stayed in place, afraid to move, and waited. A part of me shouted inside, demanding to be let off, to go back home before anyone discovered I was missing. I shifted from foot to foot and tried not to listen to that inner call. I realized I needed to go to the toilets.


  Time passed.


  There had been voices in the other room and then footsteps and a door hermetically shutting. The change from New Akra’s regulated gravity to sudden free-fall told me I had succeeded, that I was no longer on the Ring. Behind me, unseen but in my imagination, the Ring that was New Akra—black and revolving and thin—shrunk in the distance, dwarfed by Saturn and its rings. The door opened.


  “You all right in there?”


  I tried not to show how close I was to losing bladder control. “Would it be possible to use your toilets?”


  Again that bark of laughter. “Through there.”


  When I came out he was leaning against the wall, examining me. His left thumb was splayed open before his mouth and he was worrying at a loose slice of skin. I watched the gold index finger. His Other? I felt apprehensive. I had never seen one before.


  “I’m only going to Titan,” he said. “That all right for you?”


  I stood, feeling awkward, and watched him tear away the fold of skin and chew it thoughtfully. “Yes.”


  “Ever been to Titan?”


  “No.” I had never left New Akra.


  He shook his head. “I wish you luck, kid. I really do.” Again, the slight change of voice. “Take off your clothes.”


  I had agreed to his terms; had, in fact, anticipated them. That didn’t make it any easier.


  Jacket first, followed by T-shirt, boots, and jeans, all heaped up in a pile beside me. He watched as I took them off, and as I stood naked in front of him.


  He stepped closer and moved behind me. I felt his breath on my naked back. His hand reached around me, grabbed my semi-erect penis. The Other felt cold against it, and I bit down a sigh.


  His bitten fingers were practiced on my cock. He rubbed his thumb against my shaft until I groaned. Then he stopped.


  “On the bed,” he said. “Lie down.”


  His hands were on my shoulders and he pushed me, gently. He told me to lie on my stomach. I did, my erection pressing painfully into the mattress, listened to him taking off his clothes.


  “Relax.” His hands were on my buttocks, then between my legs. He raised me on my knees, slightly—it was an awkward position—and massaged my cock with what felt like moisturizer. I moaned loudly this time, and he pulled back and put his index finger against my anus, the material warm and hard and slick with the cream he used between my buttocks.


  “I’m fine,” I said. His finger went deeper, withdrew; I felt his erection then, pressing against me, then pushing unhurriedly inside, his left hand masturbating my cock.


  Sex was short, and I came before he did. He fucked me from behind and as he did he put his hand in my mouth, the four bitten fingers and the gold. I tasted my shit on his Other.


  We lay side by side after that. He reached for a cigarette and lit it. “Not your first time, is it, kid?”


  He passed me the cigarette. I took a drag. It tasted sweet. I released the smoke in one long breath and said, “Not much to do on New Akra, most of the time.”


  Perhaps there wasn’t. Perhaps that was why I left. The last time I saw my mother was the night I ran away. She was gardening. She had a small allotment and she grew different kinds of potatoes. She was installing a new drip-line in a row of Goldrushes when I came to her.


  She called my name. Then, “You’re back early.”


  “I need to pack. I’m going on a hiking trip with school to the rim forest, in case you’d forgotten.”


  She wiped dirt on her overalls. “I remember. So you’ve decided to go.”


  Yes.


  “Yes.”


  When she said my name again, I was already turning to leave. She looked like she thought of reaching out, but didn’t. She turned back to her plants.


  I walked out without saying goodbye.


  His name was Helmut and we had sex again shortly after the first time. Then he cooked for me. Potatoes with crispy bacon and a sticky, vinegary taste, with rich roasted sausages that he said were called bratwursts. I only realized how hungry I was when I had eaten a plate and watched Helmut replace it with another large helping. He seemed pleased I liked his cooking.


  “Don’t cook much back on Titan,” he said as he was boiling water. We were at a standard half-g acceleration now, and New Akra was far behind us. “And on the ship, it’s never the same only cooking for yourself.”


  “It’s delicious,” I said. He had given me a smaller third helping and I was slowing down.


  He smiled. I noticed he had stopped biting his nails. “Family recipe. Grandparents were German.”


  “The European Initiative?”


  “Yeah.” He began biting the small finger on his left hand.


  “What’s it like?” I said. “Titan.”


  “I think,” Helmut said, “that you’ll be finding that out for yourself.”


  I remember the scent of the rain, my first morning at Polyphemus Port. The sky through the giant transparent dome was a storm of violent color and the internal weather matched the clouds outside. The smell of rain filled the streets, the smell of things being washed away and made pure.


  Helmut handed me to an immigration officer who agreed to take my three hundred New Akran dinars—“Out of pity, kid, because the money is practically useless outside the bloody Ring”—and who ushered me through a back exit onto a dusty street. “Take this,” he said, almost apologetically, and handed me a small paper card. “In case you need to make some cash.”


  I put it in my pocket and walked away into this new world. The descent to the surface had been fairly smooth considering the volatile atmosphere and I had watched from Helmut’s control room as the cloud cover parted suddenly and revealed the wild wasteland below. Poisoned winds had howled on the planes and a maelstrom of color shifted and tore at the skies. What was it like to grow up here, I wondered, not being able to see beyond the clouds, never to see dark space and the gas giant’s cold, majestic light? To live by Saturn and never see its rings? From New Akra, Saturn was always visible through the wide windows cut into the side of the Ring, the view UV-filtered but otherwise unchanged. Titan felt closed and claustrophobic by comparison.


  But that smell of fresh rain, the way the dome created a false perspective of vastness when I looked up, now washed away that feeling and left me with a nervous energy and a new realisation. I was now an adult.


  Adult age was an undefined number in most of the Saturn system. On New Akra it was eighteen: by running away I had gained adult freedom two years sooner than I would have otherwise. It made me want to smoke a cigarette or get drunk or kiss a girl—


  Her voice slapped me from across the road. “What’re you looking at?” She was leaning against a shipping crate and I realized that I hadn’t even left the port, and that it was bigger than I thought. “Don’t they have girls on New Akra?”


  “Not as many as boys,” I said honestly, which earned me a laugh, and then, “How do you know where I’m from?”


  She grinned. “Kid, you’re not the first runaway to skulk away from Freight at some ridiculous hour of the morning, looking like there’s equal measures of honey and lemon stuck in your mouth. And you scream Bahá’í, even without opening your mouth.”


  She wasn’t much older than me. Her eyes were a deep sapphire, too intense to be natural. Small, pointed ears, hair that was a rainbow of grey and white crystal. “What’s it to you?”


  “I’m Marija,” the girl said and pushed her hand at me. “What’s your name, kid?”


  I took her hand. It was warm.


  I didn’t have a name anymore. I didn’t want my old identity. For a moment, I wasn’t sure what to say.


  “Then I’ll call you Kid,” she said against my silence and I shrugged and we shook hands.


  I remember the nights. They were manufactured just as much as back home but they had a different taste. A different feeling in the air. A different buzz. We used to lie on our backs, me and Marija and Ivan, and stare up at the dome and watch the lights play in the skies. I kept searching for a meaning in the language of the clouds, trying to interpret them as secret messages that were meant only for me. If there was a message I was unable to decipher it.


  “Do you think there are still stars out there?” Ivan said one night. He was lying beside me, Marija a warm presence on the other side. “Do you think there really is a sun?”


  “I’ve seen it,” I said. Ivan turned his head towards me and his breath touched my cheek. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  He thought about it for a moment. “Well, what’s it like?”


  I said, “Small.”


  Marija snorted laughter beside me and her fingers trailed the inside of my leg.


  “Then I doubt it’s still there.” His face was close to mine and he was smiling. He had cropped blond hair and a shifting tattoo made to resemble the clouds above as it migrated slowly over his body. “Want to fuck?”


  I got up to my feet and looked down at my two friends. “Can’t,” I said. “I’m doing some work for Antonio tonight.”


  “You watch your ass,” Ivan said and he and Marija laughed.


  I waved them goodbye, left the squat and made my way to the Hotel Beaumont, near the main terminal that connected the port to the city. Zuhara waited for me at her usual table, which put her back to the wall opposite the entrance. She smiled when she saw me, and motioned for me to take a seat.


  “I’m glad to see you are still alive,” she said. Her black hair was tied behind her head in an elaborate pattern and the small scar at the corner of her mouth stretched when she talked.


  “Had a good journey?” I asked. Under the table I felt her naked foot run up my leg. I felt the artificial material of her little toe touch me like a spark of electricity.


  Zuhara shrugged, then her eyes narrowed. “Been thinking about you on the way back from the Anarchies,” she said. She spoke French with a soft Martian accent. “Are you hungry?”


  The question and the answer were the same every time. “No.”


  “Me neither.” She stood up and I followed her.


  Sex was intense and almost entirely silent. When Zuhara came she bit a cry into my shoulder and made me shout instead. She laughed, pushing me away so there was the distance of her arm between us, and said, “I wish I could fuck you in zero-g.”


  I pushed closer toward her. “You can if you take me with you,” I said.


  “Kid!” She hit me on the shoulder in the same place she’d bit me, and it hurt. “I’m not doing a Saturn run anymore. I was going to tell you. I’m going out-system.”


  Leaving Saturn’s system, she meant.


  “I know,” I said. I had rehearsed this conversation in my head so many times, yet now I could barely get the words out. “You’re going to Ganymede. To Jupiter. I want to go with you.”


  “Kid, there are worse places than Polyport.”


  “And there are better.” I nuzzled her ear and she put her fingers around my neck. They were long and delicate, with sharp nails that dug into my skin until they drew blood.


  “Hey!”


  “You’d look so handsome in a collar,” she mused, and for a moment her voice changed to the voice of another. “If only I could enslave you . . .”


  My mouth was dry and tasted of copper. “You can.”


  Antonio had told me how and laughed as he did.


  She arched her brows. White teeth bit down on lips and gleamed in the darkness.


  I said, “I will enter an ownership contract with you for the duration of the trip.”


  Her hands were very still. She looked at me, her face striped by light from the high window.


  “I will be implanted and time-stamped for the expected length of the journey. I will be entirely under your command.” My lungs burned.” I will be your slave.”


  The stillness remained. Crescent eyes examined me.


  “Antonio can arrange the implant. For a price, of course.”


  “You thought it all through, didn’t you?” she said. “I’m impressed.” There was an inexplicable sadness in her voice, but predominating it a naked hunger, and she nuzzled my neck, her tongue flickering over the places where she had drawn blood.


  “Will you take me with you?” I thought she must hear the desperation in my voice.


  Zuhara sighed. “I’ll speak to Antonio. Now come back here. I like to test the goods before I buy them.”


  “You already have,” I said, but then her hands were around me and she drew me onto the bed and into her intensity of silence.


  The collar closed around my neck as the Ibn Al-Farid—a cargo junk looking, from a distance, like a cockroach with a dark carapace that grew a row of short, stumpy legs bent at an angle on each side—began its gentle acceleration towards the Jupiter system.


  I remember the journey in bright flashes of moments, disjointed and unconnected by logic or a coherent sequence of time.


  She loved electricity. The collar that reshaped my neural pathways into obedience and love allowed me to refuse a certain level of physical damage. But I obeyed the current, and learned a scream that wove itself into my nerve cells. She always smelled musky to me, in those moments of near-dying. Like a mechanic.


  “You are my slave,” she said, sitting naked in the chair in front of me, legs splayed, watching me shudder. Her hand rested on her thigh, the fingers drooping down like the leaves of a flower. Moving as she spoke. “My property. I can hurt you. Does that frighten you?”


  “No,” I said. That moment she looked like a goddess, her dark hair falling down on her shoulders like a frozen nightscape. Her teeth were white, her tongue a red snake moving around them. Her small toe was a gold flash, speaking in whispers.


  “Do you love me?”


  The pain made my teeth chatter. “I love you,” I whispered.


  The pain stopped. It left me drained, still shaking. “I can give you pain,” she repeated.


  “Yes.”


  “I can also give you pleasure. Sit still.”


  Something cold touched the back of my head.


  “Sit still.”


  Pinchers held my face. There was a short, disconcerting drilling sound.


  Zuhara’s eyes were pinpricks of light. “I can give you pleasure,” she whispered.


  My body melted. For a long moment I felt it disappear, leaving me floating in bliss. It was pleasure, pure, bottled and sold. Like me, it was property. Like me, my pleasure was her property.


  She came with a shudder and the current shifted and I screamed.


  I became a machine, controlled by Zuhara with buttons that made pain and pleasure explode deep inside my brain. I was a robot made of flesh and the sensations flowed through my body like an alternating current, until I no longer knew if I screamed in ecstasy or horror.


  I came to love the moments when pain changed to bliss. I sought to plug myself into the machine by myself one time, and when she caught me Zuhara forbade me to touch it again.


  God is pain. God is love. God is pleasure.


  When she took the current away I lay naked in the too-large bed and hugged myself, and cried.


  I remember the halfway point, when the ship turned and for two days we lived in free fall.


  I floated in the room, the walls turned into giant cushions. She came to me then, like a dark flower drifting on an unseen breeze, and took me. Her lips were hot on mine and as my hand traced a curve on her lower back she moaned and pressed into me, wrapping herself around my erection.


  “Mine . . .” she whispered. She fucked me in zero-g, and for a short while I was almost able to forget the wire.


  “I think I made a mistake,” she said later, as I cradled her in my arms. “When I take your collar off, will you be angry with me?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I hope not, Kid,” she said. She pushed against me gently and drifted away, a dark flower closing. A hole in the wall opened like a mouth and she drifted through it and was gone.


  I remember when she removed my collar. I was on one knee before her, and her fingers were steady against my skin, almost stroking it. Ganymede was outside. I felt unseen eyes on me. Crew.


  I felt the band of tightness on my neck loosen, and my brain flared, making my eyes sting, as pathways were altered and love . . . love was removed.


  My vision was blurred and I lost my balance and fell. I heard voices in a distorted rumble. Someone touched me and it was like a flame erupting in my side. I jerked, hit out. A shape moved, hit me, bringing pain . . .


  “. . . out of here! Quick, through the . . .” and then the words were a storm again and I lost consciousness.


  


Part Two


  Jupiter/Return


  The joint curved like a penis in my hand and I sucked on it hard, sending its chemicals rushing into my bloodstream and up, and into the brain.


  “What do you think?”


  The Recorder spread dark wings; its sharp beak opened and pointed at me. It didn’t answer, and I didn’t expect it to.


  “Initial impression,” I said. “Taste: smooth but with a hint of drag in the throat and—let me see—a slight aftertaste of tobacco. You’ll have to get rid of that.”


  I took a second drag. The Recorder, as always, stayed mute.


  “Initial effects: euphoria—very dim as yet, but it’s there—and a sense of growing peace. A slowing down of thought processes. A downer.”


  I ashed carefully. Toked again.


  “I’m beginning to experience some mild hallucinations. Damn, this is quick! The Recorder seems to shimmer around the edges. The black is becoming deeper—I’m thinking of a black hole here, not sure why—and the eyes are glowing stronger—my retinas are getting more sensitive to light, probably.”


  I smoked the rest.


  “Not bad. I feel like I’m in water. The air is pushing against me. Feels warm. A little bit unpleasant, though. Feels a little stormy—the Recorder’s beginning to freak me out now—fuck. What did you put in that thing?”


  I spent the next two hours mummified in the position I fell onto the pre-cushioned floor in. Paralysed. The Recorder bent down and stared at me, its tiny brain switching to a preprogrammed set of tests, providing me with a series of carefully chosen random pictures and sounds; I was expected to provide a full report on their effects when I regained my speech faculties. If.


  After two hours my body began to unwind itself and soon I was able to crawl away. The Recorder followed me.


  I made it to the armchair in the chill-out room and sat down. A glass of water materialised by my side and I drank it. The Recorder had followed me inside and now watched me with those large unblinking eyes.


  “Fuck off.”


  They didn’t like you swearing during trials.


  “Well,” I said after the third glass of cold water. “You saw what it did. Practically mummified. Nice promise of a rush right up to that point. Once paralysed, hallucinations were intense and, um, unpleasant. You give this to someone with no tolerance, they’ll be coming out of paralysis screaming. I wouldn’t mind screaming myself. You bastards.”


  “Please keep it professional,” the Recorder murmured in Bez’s voice.


  “You want to keep it professional?” I shouted. I could stand up now, and did. I waved the glass in my left hand. Water splashed the Recorder. “This isn’t recreational, is it? It’s a fucking combat narcotic!”


  “Don’t worry,” Bez’s voice said. “You’ll get the usual bonus.”


  I attacked the Recorder.


  “You did good, Kid.”


  I sat in their office. Behind the window, Jupiter covered half the sky.


  “You know we can’t tell you what we think it does beforehand,” he said, almost apologising. “It can jeopardise the results.”


  “I know,” I said. “That rage attack . . .”


  “The final stage,” Bez said. He smiled, and I saw the gold-plated tooth in his mouth where his Other sat. “Worked beautifully. We’re very pleased.”


  “How will you get it to spread?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “We’ll build in a dating sequence. It should only work in the first stage—mild euphoria, mild hallucinations—until the right time, and then . . . then the mummies will rise.”


  “Our homage to Cardoso’s O Segredo da Mümia,” the Other said in Bez’s voice. When he used the voice it became slightly deeper, and it spoke slower than Bez, as if reminding itself that it was speaking to a slower people. “Did you experience hormonal activity? An enhanced sexual desire, so to speak?”


  It paused, then said, “Any craving for human flesh?”


  “No,” I said, “and no.”


  “Oh well,” the Other said, and Bez’s shoulders shrugged. “One out of three ain’t so bad.”


  I rubbed my temples. “Can I go now?”


  Bez looked surprised. “Of course. You must be tired.”


  “Yeah.”


  His waved his hand. “Take a couple of days off. We’ve got a really exciting prototype that needs testing, but it can wait.”


  “Great.”


  I left them at the desk, noticing Bez’s gaze linger on my rear as I advanced to the door, looking back at them warily once or twice.


  I didn’t like to think it might have been the Other.


  There was a Bahá’í temple on my way home and I stopped opposite it as I did every time I came back from the tests, and bought a half dozen of the silvery-grey, delicate tulips that flower only in the greenhouses of Ganymede.


  Akal the flower-seller’s beard was a dark cloud of coffee streaked with cream. He was a Sikh, and Ganymede born and bred. As he handed me the flowers I saw his thumb, a gold and beautiful prosthetic: his Other, prominently displayed.


  “They are lovely, aren’t they,” he said as he was busy wrapping them. “Special occasion?”


  He asked me that every time I bought them. “Just happy to still be alive.”


  He nodded his head with gravity. “Send my regards to Ekaterina,” he said.


  “I will. Thanks for the flowers.”


  He smiled. “It is my pleasure.”


  I turned away, the flowers held to my chest, and went home.


  We fucked twice before she told me her name. The third time we met was at a bar on the Selassie canal; she took my hand in hers and led me into the garden and we stood by the canal and looked up at giant Jupiter in the sky.


  “You’re Bez’s new prodigy,” she stated.


  “What?” We hadn’t spoken more than a few words before. I had not given my name either.


  “The Kid. A human drug-testing kit. Rumour has it they want to clone and patent you.”


  “I could do with the money,” I said, and she laughed. “My name is Ekaterina,” she said. We weren’t looking at Jupiter anymore.


  “I know,” I said. “I saw your exhibition at the Galerie d’Encyclopédie. The watercolors of Europa. You’re very good.”


  She bowed her head, raised both eyebrows. “Thank you. I’m flattered.”


  “Call me Kid,” I said, and she laughed again and moved closer and I could taste her breath on my lips. She smelled of sweat and cold and ice and I knew who she was, just as she knew me.


  She kissed me. Her tongue entered my mouth and her hand embraced my hips and drew me closer. She ran her hand over the small of my back and I shivered and then she reached down between my legs and under my skirt, and touched me. She smiled into my face as she discovered how wet I already was.


  “You’re like a horny teenager,” she said. “Must be the drugs, right?” and then she was rubbing me and I shuddered and lay back on the grass and pulled her over me. We made love.


  It wasn’t the drugs. It was her.


  Bez found me at a place on the corner of Garvey and Mandela, a month after the Ibn Al-Farid entered Galilean space. I was trying to wreck myself with any combination of drugs I could find.


  Only none of them really worked.


  Bez was a deeper darkness moving in the shadows of the club towards me. He pulled up a chair and sat facing me across the table. I saw the glint of a gold tooth.


  I waited.


  “You don’t look wasted,” he said casually. “In fact, you don’t even look stoned.”


  Silence.


  “You look bored,” he decided. “What’s that you’re smoking now—Plateau, Zion Special Strength? I’m getting stoned just sitting here.”


  “What do you want?”


  “I want you to work for me.”


  “Doing what?” Not that I cared.


  “Look, Kid,” he said, and, “I know who you are and I know what you call yourself. Cute. I know where you sleep, what you eat, where you make the money to keep buying those drugs. I even have a low-level neural scan of your brain.” His fingertips brushed the tabletop. Then his Other spoke, and it frightened me.


  “Your brain,” the Other said in the human’s voice, “I don’t expect you to know this, is an aristocratic small-world network. It means that the number of steps between nodes—or neurons—is very low. And it’s aristocratic because it is formed by—or it forms, it is immaterial which—many smaller networks, each dealing with different if overlapping things and each linked to the others by several hubs: gateways. I am Bez’s Other, by the way. I can see that it disturbs you.”


  “I must be stoned,” I said.


  The Other laughed. “The arrangement Bez and I have is more . . . liberal than is perhaps the norm. I believe most people without Others think that we are merely pets, evolved and bred and made into an accessory. Those who elect to graft an Other might not see it quite so simply—though it is more true than I would have liked. All you should really know, Kid, is that like yours, my mind is also an aristocratic small-world network.”


  “Fascinating.” I took another drag on the Plateau. It was working—it just wasn’t working enough for me to care. I had never spoken to an Other before. Grafting was illegal on New Akra. It was an interesting experience tinged with unease, and a repulsion I tried to hide behind the boredom.


  “Your neural networks were affected by that . . . arrangement you had on the ship. Attacked, in a way. Some of the gateways in your head were removed. What it did is to make sure your ventral tegmental area, the network that produces pleasure traffic signals, or dopamine, is no longer communicating with the network that processes it, the nucleus accumbens. There is a connection—some of the dopamine traffic gets through—but not beyond a certain point.”


  I stared at him. At it. “What you’re saying is that I can’t get high.”


  “If you prefer to put it that way. You still experience it, though, don’t you?” the Other said. It sounded satisfied. “Only not intensely. And you do not form attachment. In our line of work, that is very important.”


  “So I’ll ask you again, what do you want me to do?” I was getting nervous, but the next one who spoke was Bez. “We want you to beta test for us. We make drugs.” He smiled, and the Other flickered behind his eyes. “Lots of drugs. We need to test them. And we are very interested in you as a potential employee.”


  “Work licence?” I said. It sounded crazy. I didn’t care. “And a health plan.”


  “Kid,” Bez said, “we can arrange for permanent residency anywhere in the Galilean Republic, a work permit, our own private health care service and a full pension fund. Plus your salary, which will be considerable”—he named a figure—“plus a generous housing allowance.” He named another figure. Both were alarmingly large. “Is there anything else you wish for?”


  And I thought, what the hell, and asked them, and they said it wouldn’t be a problem. Two days later they pumped me full of an experimental cocktail of synthetic opiates that sent me into a three-day coma. By then I was a woman; on the outside at least.


  When I got to the house, Ekaterina was in her studio and the door was half-closed. I walked quietly to the kitchen and arranged the tulips in a vase. As I approached her door with the vase in my hands she called my name. My real name.


  I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Light streamed in from outside, part artificial, part sun, part gas giant. I put the flowers on the table and bent down to kiss her, and then sat down to watch her work. The light framed her face so that for a moment she was still and ethereal. Above her were high windows, and beyond them, beyond the distant dome, Jupiter was setting.


  “I’m home,” I said.


  BLOOD MUSIC


  Greg Bear


  There is a principle in nature I don’t think anyone has pointed out before. Each hour, a myriad of trillions of little live things—bacteria, microbes, “animalcules”—are born and die, not counting for much except in the bulk of their existence and the accumulation of their tiny effects. They do not perceive deeply. They do not suffer much. A hundred billion, dying, would not begin to have the same importance as a single human death.


  Within the ranks of magnitude of all creatures, small as microbes or great as humans, there is an equality of “elan,” just as the branches of a tall tree, gathered together, equal the bulk of the limbs below, and all the limbs equal the bulk of the trunk.


  That, at least, is the principle. I believe Vergil Ulam was the first to violate it.


  It had been two years since I’d last seen Vergil. My memory of him hardly matched the tan, smiling, well-dressed gentleman standing before me. We had made a lunch appointment over the phone the day before, and now faced each other in the wide double doors of the employees’ cafeteria at the Mount Freedom Medical Center.


  “Vergil?” I asked. “My God, Vergil!”


  “Good to see you, Edward.” He shook my hand firmly. He had lost ten or twelve kilos and what remained seemed tighter, better proportioned. At university, Vergil had been the pudgy, shock-haired, snaggle-toothed whiz kid who hot-wired doorknobs, gave us punch that turned our piss blue, and never got a date except with Eileen Termagent, who shared many of his physical characteristics.


  “You look fantastic,” I said. “Spend a summer in Cabo San Lucas?”


  We stood in line at the counter and chose our food. “The tan,” he said, picking out a carton of chocolate milk, “is from spending three months under a sunlamp. My teeth were straightened just after I last saw you. I’ll explain the rest, but we need a place to talk where no one will listen close.”


  I steered him to the smoker’s corner, where three diehard puffers were scattered among six tables.


  “Listen, I mean it,” I said as we unloaded our trays. “You’ve changed. You’re looking good.”


  “I’ve changed more than you know.” His tone was motion-picture ominous, and he delivered the line with a theatrical lift of his brows. “How’s Gail?”


  Gail was doing well, I told him, teaching nursery school. We’d married the year before. His gaze shifted down to his food—pineapple slice and cottage cheese, piece of banana cream pie—and he said, his voice almost cracking, “Notice something else?”


  I squinted in concentration. “Uh.”


  “Look closer.”


  “I’m not sure. Well, yes, you’re not wearing glasses. Contacts?”


  “No, I don’t need them anymore.”


  “And you’re a snappy dresser. Who’s dressing you now? I hope she’s as sexy as she is tasteful.”


  “Candice isn’t—wasn’t responsible for the improvement in my clothes,” he said. “I just got a better job, more money to throw around. My taste in clothes is better than my taste in food, as it happens.” He grinned the Vergil self-deprecating grin, but ended it with a peculiar leer. “At any rate, she’s left me, I’ve been fired from my job, I’m living on savings.”


  “Hold it,” I said. “That’s a bit crowded. Why not do a linear breakdown? You got a job. Where?”


  “Genetron Corp.,” he said. “Sixteen months ago.”


  “I haven’t heard of them.”


  “You will. They’re putting out common stock in the next month. It’ll shoot off the board. They’ve broken through with MABs. Medical—”


  “I know what MABs are,” I interrupted. “At least in theory. Medically Applicable Biochips.”


  “They have some that work.”


  “What?” It was my turn to lift my brows.


  “Microscopic logic circuits. You inject them into the human body, they set up shop where they’re told and troubleshoot. With Dr. Michael Bernard’s approval.”


  That was quite impressive. Bernard’s reputation was spotless. Not only was he associated with the genetic engineering biggies, but he had made the news at least once a year in his practice as a neurosurgeon before retiring. Covers on Time, Mega, Rolling Stone.


  “That’s suppose to be secret—stock, breakthrough, Bernard, everything.” He looked around and lowered his voice. “But you do whatever the hell you want. I’m through with the bastards.”


  I whistled. “Make me rich, huh?”


  “If that’s what you want. Or you can spend some time with me before rushing off to your broker.”


  “Of course.” He hadn’t touched the cottage cheese or pie. He had, however, eaten the pineapple slice and drunk the chocolate milk. “So tell me more.”


  “Well, in med school I was training for lab work. Biochemical research. I’ve always had a bent for computers, too. So I put myself through my last two years—”


  “By selling software packages to Westinghouse,” I said.


  “It’s good my friends remember. That’s how I got involved with Genetron, just when they were starting out. They had big money backers, all the lab facilities I thought anyone would ever need. They hired me, and I advanced rapidly.


  “Four months and I was doing my own work. I made some breakthroughs”—he tossed his hand nonchalantly—“then I went off on tangents they thought were premature. I persisted and they took away my lab, handed it over to a certifiable flatworm. I managed to save part of the experiment before they fired me. But I haven’t exactly been cautious . . . or judicious. So now it’s going on outside the lab.”


  I’d always regarded Vergil as ambitious, a trifle cracked, and not terribly sensitive. His relations with authority figures had never been smooth. Science, for him, was like the woman you couldn’t possibly have, who suddenly opens her arms to you, long before you’re ready for mature love—leaving you afraid you’ll forever blow the chance, lose the prize. Apparently, he did. “Outside the lab? I don’t get you.”


  “Edward, I want you to examine me. Give me a thorough physical. Maybe a cancer diagnostic. Then I’ll explain more.”


  “You want a five-thousand-dollar exam?”


  “Whatever you can do. Ultrasound, NMR, thermogram, everything.”


  “I don’t know if I can get access to all that equipment. NMR full-scan has only been here a month or two. Hell, you couldn’t pick a more expensive way—”


  “Then ultrasound. That’s all you’ll need.”


  “Vergil, I’m an obstetrician, not a glamour-boy lab-tech. OB-GYN, butt of all jokes. If you’re turning into a woman, maybe I can help you.”


  He leaned forward, almost putting his elbow into the pie, but swinging wide at the last instant by scant millimeters. The old Vergil would have hit it square. “Examine me closely and you’ll . . .” He narrowed his eyes. “Just examine me.”


  “So I make an appointment for ultrasound. Who’s going to pay?”


  “I’m on Blue Shield.” He smiled and held up a medical credit card. “I messed with the personnel files at Genetron. Anything up to a hundred thousand dollars medical, they’ll never check, never suspect.”


  He wanted secrecy, so I made arrangements. I filled out his forms myself. As long as everything was billed properly, most of the examination could take place without official notice. I didn’t charge for my services. After all, Vergil had turned my piss blue. We were friends.


  He came in late one night. I wasn’t normally on duty then, but I stayed late, waiting for him on the third floor of what the nurses called the Frankenstein wing. I sat on an orange plastic chair. He arrived, looking olive-colored under the fluorescent lights.


  He stripped, and I arranged him on the table. I noticed, first off, that his ankles looked swollen. But they weren’t puffy. I felt them several times. They seemed healthy but looked odd. “Hm,” I said.


  I ran the paddles over him, picking up areas difficult for the big unit to hit, and programmed the data into the imaging system. Then I swung the table around and inserted it into the enameled orifice of the ultrasound diagnostic unit, the hum-hole, so-called by the nurses.


  I integrated the data from the hum-hole with that from the paddle sweeps and rolled Vergil out, then set up a video frame. The image took a second to integrate, then flowed into a pattern showing Vergil’s skeleton. My jaw fell.


  Three seconds of that and it switched to his thoracic organs, then his musculature, and, finally, vascular system and skin.


  “How long since the accident?” I asked, trying to take the quiver out of my voice.


  “I haven’t been in an accident,” he said. “It was deliberate.”


  “Jesus, they beat you to keep secrets?”


  “You don’t understand me, Edward. Look at the images again. I’m not damaged.”


  “Look, there’s thickening here”—I indicated the ankles—“and your ribs—that crazy zigzag pattern of interlocks. Broken sometime, obviously. And—”


  “Look at my spine,” he said. I rotated the image in the video frame.


  Buckminster Fuller, I thought. It was fantastic. A cage of triangular projection, all interlocking in ways I couldn’t begin to follow, much less understand. I reached around and tried to feel his spine with my fingers. He lifted his arms and looked off at the ceiling.


  “I can’t find it,” I said. “It’s all smooth back there.” I let go of him and looked at his chest, then prodded his ribs. They were sheathed in something tough and flexible. The harder I pressed, the tougher it became. Then I noticed another change.


  “Hey,” I said. “You don’t have any nipples.” There were tiny pigment patches, but no nipple formations at all.


  “See?” Vergil asked, shrugging on the white robe, “I’m being rebuilt from the inside out.”


  In my reconstruction of those hours, I fancy myself saying, “So tell me about it.” Perhaps mercifully, I don’t remember what I actually said.


  He explained with his characteristic circumlocutions. Listening was like trying to get to the meat of a newspaper article through a forest of sidebars and graphic embellishments.


  I simplify and condense.


  Genetron had assigned him to manufacturing prototype biochips, tiny circuits made out of protein molecules. Some were hooked up to silicon chips little more than a micrometer in size, then went through rat arteries to chemically keyed locations, to make connections with the rat tissue and attempt to monitor and even control lab-induced pathologies.


  “That was something,” he said.


  “We recovered the most complex microchip by sacrificing the rat, then debriefed it—hooked the silicon portion up to an imaging system. The computer gave us bar graphs, then a diagram of the chemical characteristics of about eleven centimeters of blood vessels . . . then put it all together to make a picture. We zoomed down eleven centimeters of rat artery. You never saw so many scientists jumping up and down, hugging each other, drinking buckets of bug juice.” Bug juice was lab ethanol mixed with Dr. Pepper.


  Eventually, the silicon elements were eliminated completely in favor of nucleoproteins. He seemed reluctant to explain in detail, but I gathered they found ways to make huge molecules—as large as DNA, and even more complex—into electrochemical computers, using ribosome-like structures as “encoders” and “readers” and RNA as “tape.” Vergil was able to mimic reproductive separation and reassembly in his nucleoproteins, incorporating program changes at key points by switching nucleotide pairs. “Genetron wanted me to switch over to supergene engineering, since that was the coming thing everywhere else. Make all kind of critters, some out of our imagination. But I had different ideas.” He twiddled his finger around his ear and made theremin sounds. “Mad scientist time, right?” He laughed, then sobered. “I injected my best nucleoproteins into bacteria to make duplication and compounding easier. Then I started to leave them inside, so the circuits could interact with the cells. They were heuristically programmed; they taught themselves. The cells fed chemically coded information to the computers, the computers processed it and made decisions, the cells became smart. I mean, smart us planaria, for starters. Imagine an E. coli as smart as a planarian worm!”


  I nodded. “I’m imagining.”


  “Then I really went off on my own. We had the equipment, the techniques; and I knew the molecular language. I could make really dense, really complicated biochips by compounding the nucleoproteins, making them into little brains. I did some research into how far I could go, theoretically. Sticking with bacteria, I could make a biochip with the computing capacity of a sparrow’s brain. Imagine how jazzed I was! Then I saw a way to increase the complexity a thousandfold, by using something we regarded as a nuisance—quantum chit-chat between the fixed elements of the circuits. Down that small, even the slightest change could bomb a biochip. But I developed a program that actually predicted and took advantage of electron tunneling. Emphasized the heuristic aspects of the computer, used the chit-chat as a method of increasing complexity.”


  “You’re losing me,” I said.


  “I took advantage of randomness. The circuits could repair themselves, compare memories, and correct faulty elements. I gave them basic instructions: Go forth and multiply. Improve. By God, you should have seen some of the cultures a week later! It was amazing. They were evolving all on their own, like little cities. I destroyed them all, I think one of the petri dishes would have grown legs and walked out of the incubator if I’d kept feeding it.”


  “You’re kidding.” I looked at him. “You’re not kidding.”


  “Man, they knew what it was like to improve! They knew where they had to go, but they were just so limited, being in bacteria bodies, with so few resources.”


  “How smart were they?”


  “I couldn’t be sure. They were associating in clusters of a hundred to two hundred cells, each cluster behaving like an autonomous unit. Each cluster might have been as smart as a rhesus monkey. They exchanged information through their pili, passed on bits of memory, and compared notes. Their organization was obviously different from a group of monkeys. Their world was so much simpler, for one thing. With their abilities they were masters of the petri dishes. I put phages in with them; the phages didn’t have a chance. They used every option available to change and grow.”


  “How is that possible?”


  “What?” He seemed surprised I wasn’t accepting everything a face value.


  “Cramming so much into so little. A rhesus monkey is not your simple little calculator, Vergil.”


  “I haven’t made myself clear,” he said, obviously irritated. “I was using nucleoprotein computers. They’re like DNA, but all the information can interact. Do you know how many nucleotide pairs there are in the DNA of a single bacteria?”


  It had been a long time since my last biochemistry lesson. I shook my head.


  “About two million. Add in the modified ribosome structures—fifteen thousand of them, each with a molecular weight of about three million—and consider the combinations and permutations. The RNA is arranged like a continuous loop paper tape, surrounded by ribosomes ticking off instructions and manufacturing protein chains . . .” His eyes were bright and slightly moist. “Besides, I’m not saying every cell was a distinct entity. They cooperated.”


  “How many bacteria in the dishes you destroyed?”


  “Billions. I don’t know.” He smirked. “You got it, Edward. Whole planetsful of E. coli.”


  “But Genetron didn’t fire you then?”


  “No. They didn’t know what was going on, for one thing. I kept compounding the molecules, increasing their size complexity. When bacteria were too limited, I took blood from myself, separated out white cells, and injected them with the new biochips. I watched them, put them through mazes and little chemical problems. They were whizzes. Time is a lot faster at that level—so little distance for the messages to cross, and the environment is much simpler. Then I forgot to store a file under my secret code in the lab computers. Some managers found it and guessed what I was up to. Everybody panicked. They thought we’d have every social watchdog in the country on our backs because of what I’d done. They started to destroy my work and wipe my programs. Ordered me to sterilize my white cells. Christ.” He pulled the white robe off and started to get dressed. “I only had a day or two. I separated out the most complex cells—”


  “How complex?”


  “They were clustering in hundred-cell groups, like the bacteria. Each group as smart as a four-year-old kid, maybe.” He studied my face for a moment. “Still doubting? Want me to run through how many nucleotide pairs there are in a mammalian cell? I tailored my computers to take advantage of the white cells’ capacity. Four billion nucleotide pairs, Edward. And they don’t have a huge body to worry about, taking up most of their thinking time.”


  “Okay,” I said. “I’m convinced. What did you do?”


  “I mixed the cells back into a cylinder of whole blood and injected myself with it.” He buttoned the top of his shirt and smiled thinly at me. “I’d programmed them with every drive I could, talked as high a level as I could using just enzymes and such. After that, they were on their own.”


  “You programmed them to go forth and multiply, improve?” I repeated.


  “I think they developed some characteristics picked up by the biochips in their E. coli phases. The white cells could talk to each other with extruded memories. They found ways to ingest other types of cells and alter them without killing them.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “You can see the screen! Edward, I haven’t been sick since. I used to get colds all the time. I’ve never felt better.”


  “They’re inside you, finding things, changing them.”


  “And by now, each cluster is as smart as you or I.”


  “You’re absolutely nuts.”


  He shrugged. “Genetron fired me. They thought I was going to take revenge for what they did to my work. They ordered me out of the labs, and I haven’t had a real chance to sec what’s been going on inside me until now. Three months.”


  “So . . .” My mind was racing. “You lost weight because they improved your fat metabolism. Your bones are stronger, your spine has been completely rebuilt—”


  “No more backaches even if I sleep on my old mattress.”


  “Your heart looks different.”


  “I didn’t know about the heart,” he said, examining the frame image more closely. “As for the fat—I was thinking about that. They could increase my brown cells, fix up the metabolism. I haven’t been as hungry lately. I haven’t changed my eating habits that much—I still want the same old junk—but somehow I get around to eating only what I need. I don’t think they know what my brain is yet. Sure, they’ve got all the glandular stuff—but they don’t have the big picture, if you see what I mean. They don’t know I’m in here. But boy, they sure did figure out what my reproductive organs are.”


  I glanced at the image and shifted my eyes away.


  “Oh, they look pretty normal.” he said, hefting his scrotum obscenely. He snickered. “But how else do you think I’d land a real looker like Candice? She was just after a one-night stand with a techie. I looked okay then, no tan but trim, with good clothes. She’d never screwed a techie before. Joke time, right? But my little geniuses kept us up half the night. I think they made improvement each time. I felt like I had a goddamned fever.”


  His smile vanished. “But then one night my skin started to crawl. It really scared me. I though things were getting out of hand. I wondered what they’d do when they crossed the blood-brain barrier and found out about me—about the brain’s real function. So I began a campaign to keep them under control. I figured, the reason they wanted to get into the skin was the simplicity of running circuits across a surface. Much easier than trying to maintain chains of communication in and around muscles, organs, vessels. The skin was much more direct. So I bought a quartz lamp.” He caught my puzzled expression. “In the lab, we’d break down the protein in biochip cells by exposing them to ultraviolet light. I alternated sunlamp with quartz treatments. Keeps them out of my skin and gives me a nice tan.”


  “Give you skin cancer, too,” I commented.


  “They’ll probably take care of that. Like police.”


  “Okay. I’ve examined you, you’ve told me a story I still find hard to believe . . . what do you want me to do?”


  “I’m not as nonchalant as I act, Edward. I’m worried. I’d like to find some way to control them before they find out about my brain. I mean, think of it, they’re in the trillions by now, each one smart. They’re cooperating to some extent. I’m probably the smartest thing on the planet, and they haven’t even begun to get their act together. I don’t really want them to take over.” He laughed unpleasantly. “Steal my soul, you know? So think of some treatment to block them. Maybe we can starve the little buggers. Just think on it.” He buttoned his shirt. “Give me a call.” He handed me a slip of paper with his address and phone number. Then he went to the keyboard and erased the image on the frame, dumping the memory of the examination. “Just you,” he said. “Nobody else for now. And please . . . hurry.”


  It was three o’clock in the morning when Vergil walked out of the examination room. He’d allowed me to take blood samples, then shaken my hand—his palm was damp, nervous—and cautioned me against ingesting anything from the specimens.


  Before I went home, I put the blood through a series of tests. The results were ready the next day.


  I picked them up during my lunch break in the afternoon, then destroyed all of the samples. I did it like a robot. It took me five days and nearly sleepless nights to accept what I’d seen. His blood was normal enough, though the machines diagnosed the patient as having an infection. High levels of leukocytes—white blood cells—and histamines. On the fifth day, I believed.


  Gail came home before I did, but it was my turn to fix dinner. She slipped one of the school’s disks into the home system and showed me video art her nursery kids had been creating. I watched quietly, ate with her in silence.


  I had two dreams, part of my final acceptance. In the first, that evening, I witnessed the destruction of the planet Krypton, Superman’s home world. Billions of superhuman geniuses went screaming off in walls of fire. I related the destruction to my sterilizing the samples of Vergil’s blood.


  The second dream was worse. I dreamed that New York City was raping a woman. By the end of the dream, she gave birth to little embryo cities, all wrapped up in translucent sacs, soaked with blood from the difficult labor.


  I called him on the morning of the sixth day. He answered on the fourth ring. “I have some results,” I said. “Nothing conclusive. But I want to talk with you. In person.”


  “Sure,” he said. “I’m staying inside for the time being.” His voice was strained; he sounded tired.


  Vergil’s apartment was in a fancy high-rise near the lake shore. I took the elevator up, listening to little advertising jingles and watching dancing holograms display products, empty apartments for rent, the building’s hostess discussing social activities for the week.


  Vergil opened the door and motioned me in. He wore a checked robe with long sleeves and carpet slippers. He clutched an unlit pipe in one hand, his fingers twisting it back and forth as he walked away from me and sat down, saying nothing.


  “You have an infection,” I said.


  “Oh?”


  “That’s all the blood analyses tell me. I don’t have access to the electron microscopes.”


  “I don’t think it’s really an infection,” he said. “After all, they’re my own cells. Probably something else . . . some sign of their presence, of the change. We can’t expect to understand everything that’s happening.”


  I removed my coat. “Listen,” I said, “you really have me worried now.” The expression on his face stopped me: a kind of frantic beatitude. He squinted at the ceiling and pursed his lips.


  “Are you stoned?” I asked.


  He stood his head, then nodded once, very slowly. “Listening,” he said.


  “To what?”


  “I don’t know. Not sounds . . . exactly. Like music. The heart, all the blood vessels, friction of blood along the arteries, veins. Activity. Music in the blood.” He looked at me plaintively. “Why aren’t you at work?”


  “My day off. Gail’s working.”


  “Can you stay?”


  I shrugged. “I suppose.” I sounded suspicious. I glanced around the apartment, looking for ashtrays, pack of papers.


  “I’m not stoned, Edward,” he said. “I may be wrong, but I think something big is happening. I think they’re finding out who I am.”


  I sat down across from Vergil, staring at him intently. He didn’t seem to notice. Some inner process involved him. When I asked for a cup of coffee, he motioned to the kitchen. I boiled a pot of water and took ajar of instant from the cabinet. With cup in hand, I returned to my seat. He twisted his head back and forth, eyes open. “You always knew what you wanted to be, didn’t you?” he asked.


  “More or less.”


  “A gynecologist. Smart moves. Never false moves. I was different. I had goals, but no direction. Like a map without roads, just places to be. I didn’t give a shit for anything, anyone but myself. Even science. Just a means. I’m surprised I got so far. I even hated my folks.”


  He gripped his chair arms.


  “Something wrong?” I asked.


  “They’re talking to me,” he said. He shut his eyes.


  For an hour he seemed to be asleep. I checked his pulse, which was strong and steady, felt his forehead—slightly cool—and made myself more coffee. I was looking through a magazine, at a loss what to do, when he opened his eyes again. “Hard to figure exactly what time is like for them,” he said. “It’s taken them maybe three, four days to figure out language, key human concepts. Now they’re on to it. On to me. Right now.”


  “How’s that?”


  He claimed there were thousands of researchers hooked up to his neurons. He couldn’t give details. “They’re damned efficient, you know,” he said. “They haven’t screwed me up yet.”


  “We should get you into the hospital now.”


  “What in hell could other doctors do? Did you figure out any way to control them? I mean, they’re my own cells.”


  “I’ve been thinking. We could starve them. Find out what metabolic differences—”


  “I’m not sure I want to be rid of them,” Vergil said. “They’re not doing any harm.”


  “How do you know?”


  He shook his head and held up one finger. “Wait. They’re trying to figure out what space is. That’s tough for them: They break distances down into concentrations of chemicals. For them, space is like intensity of taste.”


  “Vergil—”


  “Listen! Think, Edward!” His tone was excited but even. “Something big is happening inside me. They talk to each other across the fluid, through membranes. They tailor something—viruses?—to carry data stored in nucleic acid chains. I think they’re saying ‘RNA.’ That makes sense. That’s one way I programmed them. But plasmidlike structures, too. Maybe that’s what your machines think is a sign of infection—all their chattering in my blood, packets of data. Tastes of other individuals. Peers. Superiors. Subordinates.”


  “Vergil, I still think you should be in a hospital.”


  “This is my show, Edward,” he said. “I’m their universe. They’re amazed by the new scale.” He was quiet again for a time. I squatted by his chair and pulled up the sleeve to his robe. His arm was crisscrossed with white lines. I was about to go to the phone when he stood and stretched. “Do you realize,” he said, “how many body cells we kill each time we move?”


  “I’m going to call for an ambulance.” I said.


  “No, you aren’t.” His tone stopped me. “I told you, I’m not sick, this is my show. Do you know what they’d do to me in a hospital? They’d be like cavemen trying to fix a computer. It would be a farce.”


  “Then what the hell I doing here?” I asked, getting angry. “I can’t do anything. I’m one of those cavemen.”


  “You’re a friend,” Vergil said, fixing his eyes on me. I had the impression I was being watched by more than just Vergil. “I want you here to keep me company.” He laughed. “But I’m not exactly alone.”


  He walked around the apartment for two hours, fingering things, looking out windows, slowly and methodically fixing himself lunch. “You know, they can actually feel their own thoughts,” he said about noon. “I mean the cytoplasm seems to have a will of its own, a kind of subconscious life counter to the rationality they’ve only recently acquired. They hear the chemical ‘noise’ of the molecules fitting and unfitting inside.”


  At two o’clock, I called Gail to tell her I would be late. I was almost sick with tension, but I tried to keep my voice level. “Remember Vergil Ulam? I’m talking with him right now.”


  “Everything okay?” she asked.


  Was it? Decidedly not. “Fine,” I said.


  “Culture!” Vergil said, peering around the kitchen wall at me. I said good-bye and hung up the phone. “They’re always swimming in that bath of information. Contributing to it. It’s kind of gestalt thing. The hierarchy is absolute. They send tailored phages after cells that don’t interact properly. Viruses specified to individuals or groups. No escape. A rogue cell gets pierced by the virus, the cell blebs outward, it explodes and dissolves. But it’s not just a dictatorship. I think they effectively have more freedom than in a democracy. I mean, they vary so differently from individual to individual. Does that make sense? They vary different ways than we do.”


  “Hold it,” I said, gripping his shoulders. “Vergil, you’re pushing me to the edge. I can’t take this much longer. I don’t understand. I’m not sure I believe—”


  “Not even now?”


  “Okay, let’s say you’re giving me the right interpretation. Giving it to me straight. Have you bothered to figure out the consequences yet? What all this means, where it might lead?”


  He walked into the kitchen and drew a glass of water from the tap, then returned and stood next to me. His expression had changed from childish absorption to sober concern. “I’ve never been very good at that.”


  “Are you afraid?”


  “I was. Now, I’m not sure.” He fingered the tie of his robe. “Look, I don’t want you to think I went around you, over your head or something. But I met with Michael Bernard yesterday. He put me through his private clinic, took specimens. Told me to quit the lamp treatments. He says it all checks out. And he asked me not to tell anybody.” He paused and his expression became dreamy again. “Cities of cells,” he continued. “Edward, they push tubes through the tissues, spread information—”


  “Stop it!” I shouted. “Checks out? What checks out?”


  “As Bernard puts it, I have ‘severely enlarged macrophages’ throughout my system. And he concurs on the anatomical changes.”


  “What does he plan to do?”


  “I don’t know. I think he’ll probably convince Genetron to reopen the lab.”


  “Is that what you want?”


  “It’s not just having the lab again. I want to show you. Since I stopped the lamp treatments, I’m still changing.” He undid his robe and let it slide to the floor. All over his body, his skin was crisscrossed with white lines. Along his back, the lines were starting to form ridges.


  “My God,” I said.


  “I’m not going to be much good anywhere else but the lab soon I won’t he able to go out in public. Hospitals wouldn’t know what to do, as I said.”


  “You’re . . . you can talk to them, tell them to slow down,” I said, aware how ridiculous that sounded.


  “Yes, indeed I can, but they don’t necessarily listen.”


  “I thought you were their god or something.”


  “The ones hooked up to my neurons aren’t the big wheels. They’re researchers, or at least serve the same function. They know I’m here, what I am, but that doesn’t mean they’ve convinced the upper levels of the hierarchy.”


  “They’re disputing?”


  “Something like that. It’s not all that bad, anyway. If the lab is reopened, I have a home, a place to work.” He glanced out the window, as if looking for someone. “I don’t have anything left but them. They aren’t afraid, Edward. I’ve never felt so close to anything before.” The beatific smile again. “I’m responsible for them. Mother to them all.”


  “You have no way of knowing what they’re going to do.”


  He shook his head.


  “No, I mean it. You say they’re like a civilization—”


  “Like a thousand civilizations.”


  “Yes, and civilizations have been known to screw up. Warfare, the environment—”


  I was grasping at straws, trying to restrain a growing panic. I wasn’t competent to handle the enormity of what was happening. Neither was Vergil. He was the last person I would have called insightful and wise about large issues.


  “But I’m the only one at risk.”


  “You don’t know that. Jesus, Vergil, look what they’re doing to you!”


  “To me, all to me!” he said. “Nobody else.”


  I shook my head and held up my hands in a gesture of defeat. “Okay, so Bernard gets them to reopen the lab, you move in, become a guinea pig. What then?”


  “They treat me right. I’m more than just good old Vergil Ulam now. I’m goddamned galaxy, a super-mother.”


  “Super-host, you mean.” He conceded the point with a shrug.


  I couldn’t take any more. I made my exit with a few flimsy excuses, then sat in the lobby of the apartment building, trying to calm down. Somebody had to talk some sense into him. Who would he listen to? He had gone to Bernard . . .


  And it sounded as if Bernard was not only convinced, but very interested. People of Bernard’s stature didn’t coax the Vergil Ulams of the world along unless they felt it was to their advantage.


  I had a hunch, and I decided to play it. I went to a pay phone, slipped in my credit card, and called Genetron.


  “I’d like you to page Dr. Michael Bernard,” I told the receptionist.


  “Who’s calling, please?”


  “This is his answering service. We have an emergency call and his beeper doesn’t seem to be working.”


  A few anxious minutes later, Bernard came on the line. “Who in the hell is this?” he asked. “I don’t have an answering service.”


  “My name is Edward Milligan. I’m a friend of Vergil Ulam’s. I think we have some problems to discuss.”


  We made an appointment to talk the next morning.


  I went home and tried to think of excuses to keep me off the next day’s hospital shift. I couldn’t concentrate on medicine, couldn’t give my patients anywhere near the attention they deserved.


  Guilty, angry, afraid.


  That was how Gail found me. I slipped on a mask of calm and we fixed dinner together. After eating, holding onto each other, we watched the city lights come on in late twilight through the bayside window. Winter starlings pecked at the yellow lawn in the last few minutes of light, then flew away with a rising wind which made the windows rattle.


  “Somethings’s wrong,” Gail said softly. “Are you going to tell me, or just act like everything’s normal?”


  “It’s just me,” I said. “Nervous. Work at the hospital.”


  “Oh, lord,” she said, sitting up. “You’re going to divorce me for that Baker woman.” Mrs. Baker weighed three hundred and sixty pounds and hadn’t known she was pregnant until her fifth month.


  “No,” I said, listless.


  “Rapturous relief,” Gail said, touching my forehead lightly. “You know this kind of introspection drives me crazy.”


  “Well, it’s nothing I can talk about yet, so . . .” I patted her hand.


  “That’s disgustingly patronizing,” she said, getting up. “I’m going to make some tea. Want some?” Now she was miffed, and I was tense with not telling.


  Why not just reveal all? I asked myself. An old friend was turning himself into a galaxy.


  I cleared away the table instead. That night, unable to sleep, I looked down on Gail in bed from my sitting position, pillow against the wall, and tried to determine what I knew was real, and what wasn’t.


  I’m a doctor, I told myself. A technical, scientific profession. I’m suppose to be immune to things like future shock.


  Vergil Ulam was turning into a galaxy.


  How would it feel to be topped off with a trillion Chinese? I grinned in the dark and almost cried at the same time. What Vergil had inside him was unimaginably stranger than Chinese. Stranger than anything I—or Vergil—could easily understand. Perhaps ever understand.


  But I knew what was real. The bedroom, the city lights taint through gauze curtains. Gail sleeping. Very important. Gail in bed, sleeping.


  The dream returned. This time the city came in through the window and attacked Gail. It was a great, spiky lighted-up prowler, and it growled in a language I couldn’t understand, made up of auto horns, crowd noises, construction bedlam. I tried to fight it off, but it got to her—and turned into a drift of stars, sprinkling all over the bed, all over everything. I jerked awake and stayed up until dawn, dressed with Gail, kissed her, savored the reality of her human, unviolated lips.


  I went to meet with Bernard. He had been loaned a suite in a big downtown hospital; I rode the elevator to the sixth floor, and saw what fame and fortune could mean.


  The suite was tastefully furnished, fine serigraphs on wood-paneled walls, chrome and glass furniture, cream-colored carpet, Chinese brass, and wormwood-grain cabinets and tables.


  He offered me a cup of coffee, and I accepted. He took a seat in the breakfast nook, and I sat across from him, cradling my cup in moist palms. He wore a dapper gray suit and had graying hair and a sharp profile. He was in his mid sixties and he looked quite a bit like Leonard Bernstein.


  “About our mutual acquaintance,” he said. “Mr. Ulam. Brilliant. And, I won’t hesitate to say, courageous.”


  “He’s my friend. I’m worried about him.”


  Bernard held up one finger. “Courageous—and a bloody damned fool. What’s happening to him should never have been allowed. He may have done it under duress, but that’s no excuse. Still, what’s done is done. He’s talked to you, I take it.”


  I nodded. “He wants to return to Genetron.”


  “Of course. That’s where all his equipment is. Where his home probably will be while we sort this out.”


  “Sort it out—how? Why?” I wasn’t thinking too clearly. I had a slight headache.


  “I can think of a large number of uses for small, superdense computer elements with a biological base. Can’t you? Genetron has already made breakthroughs, but this is something else again.”


  “What do you envision?”


  Bernard smiled. “I’m not really at liberty to say. It’ll be revolutionary. We’ll have to get him in lab conditions. Animal experiments have to be conducted. We’ll start from scratch, of course. Vergil’s . . . um . . . colonies can’t be transferred. They’re based on his own white blood cells. So we have to develop colonies that won’t trigger immune reactions in other animals.”


  “Like an infection?” I asked.


  “I suppose there are comparisons. But Vergil is not infected.”


  “My test indicate he is.”


  “That’s probably the bits of data floating around in his blood, don’t you think?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Listen, I’d like you to come down to the lab after Vergil is settled in. Your expertise might be useful to us.”


  Us. He was working with Genetron hand in glove. Could he be objective? “How will you benefit from all this?”


  “Edward, I have always been at the forefront of my profession. I see no reason why I shouldn’t be helping here. With my knowledge of brain and nerve functions, and the research I’ve been conducting in neurophysiology—”


  “You could help Genetron hold off an investigation by the government,” I said.


  “That’s being very blunt. Too blunt, and unfair.”


  “Perhaps. Anyway, yes: I’d like to visit the lab when Vergil’s settled in. If I’m still welcome, bluntness and all.”


  He looked at me sharply. I wouldn’t be playing on his team; for a moment, his thoughts were almost nakedly apparent.


  “Of course,” Bernard said, rising with me. He reached out to shake my hand. His palm was damp. He was as nervous us I was, even if he didn’t look it.


  I returned to my apartment and stayed there until noon, reading, trying to sort things out. Reach a decision. What was real, what I needed to protect.


  There is only so much change anyone can stand: innovation, yes, but slow application. Don’t force. Everyone has the right to stay the same until they decide otherwise.


  The greatest thing in science since . . .


  And Bernard would force it. Genetron would force it. I couldn’t handle the thought. “Neo-Luddite,” I said to myself. A filthy accusation.


  When I pressed Vergil’s number on the building security panel, Vergil answered almost immediately. “Yeah,” he said. He sounded exhilarated. “Come on up. I’ll be in the bathroom. Door’s unlocked.”


  I entered his apartment and walked through the hallway to the bathroom. Vergil lay in the tub, up to his neck in pinkish water. He smiled vaguely and splashed his hands. “Looks like I slit my wrists, doesn’t it?” he said softly. “Don’t worry. Everything’s fine now. Genetron’s going to take me back. Bernard just called.” He pointed to the bathroom phone and intercom.


  I sat on the toilet and noticed the sunlamp fixture standing unplugged nest to the linen cabinets. The blubs sat in a row on the edge of the sink counter. “You’re sure that’s what you want,” I said, my shoulders slumping.


  “Yeah, I think so,” he said. “They can take better care of me. I’m getting cleaned up, going over there this evening. Bernard’s picking me up in his limo. Style. From here on in, everything’s style.”


  The pinkish color in the water didn’t look like soap. “Is that bubble bath?” I asked. Some of it came to me in a rush then and I felt a little weaker; what had occurred to me was just one more obvious and necessary insanity.


  “No,” Vergil said. I knew that already.


  “No,” he repeated, “it’s coming from my skin. They’re not telling me everything, but I think they’re sending out scouts. Astronauts.” He looked at me with an expression that didn’t quite equal concern; more like curiosity as to how I’d take it.


  The confirmation made my stomach muscles tighten as if waiting for a punch. I had never even considered the possibility until now, perhaps because I had been concentrating on other aspects. “Is this the first time?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” he said. He laughed. “I’ve half a mind to let the little buggers down the drain. Let them find out what the world’s really about.”


  “They’d go everywhere,” I said.


  “Sure enough.”


  “How . . . how are you feeling?”


  “I’m feeling pretty good now. Must be billions of them.” More splashing with his hands. “What do you think? Should I let the buggers out?”


  Quickly, hardly thinking, I knelt down beside the tub. My fingers went for the cord on the sunlamp and I plugged it in. He had hot-wired doorknobs, turned my piss blue, played a thousand dumb practical jokes and never grown up, never grown mature enough to understand that he was sufficiently brilliant to transform the world; he would never learn caution.


  He reached for the drain knob. “You know, Edward, I—”


  He never finished. I picked up the fixture and dropped it into the tub, jumping back at the flash of steam and sparks. Vergil screamed and thrashed and jerked and then everything was still, except for the low, steady sizzle and the smoke wafting from his hair.


  I lifted the toilet lid and vomited. Then I clenched my nose and went into the living room. My legs went out from under me and I sat abruptly on the couch.


  After an hour, I searched through Vergil’s kitchen and found bleach, ammonia, and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. I returned to the bathroom, keeping the center of my gaze away from Vergil. I poured first the booze, then the bleach, then the ammonia into the water. Chlorine started bubbling up and I left, closing the door behind me.


  The phone was ringing when I got home. I didn’t answer. It could have been the hospital. It could have been Bernard. Or the police. I could envision having to explain everything to the police. Genetron would stonewall; Bernard would be unavailable.


  I was exhausted, all my muscles knotted with tension and whatever name one can give to the feelings one has after—


  Committing genocide?


  That certainly didn’t seem real. I could not believe I had just murdered a hundred trillion intelligent beings. Snuffed a galaxy. It was laughable. But I didn’t laugh.


  It was easy to believe that I had just killed one human being, a friend. The smoke, the melted lamp rods, the drooping electrical outlet and smoking cord.


  Vergil.


  I had dunked the lamp into the tub with Vergil.


  I felt sick. Dreams, cities raping Gail (and what about his girlfriend, Candice?). Letting the water filled with them out. Galaxies sprinkling over us all. What horror. Then again, what potential beauty—a new kind of life, symbiosis and transformation.


  Had I been thorough enough to kill them all? I had a moment of panic. Tomorrow, I thought, I will sterilize his apartment. Somehow, I didn’t even think of Bernard.


  When Gail came in the door, I was asleep on the couch. I came to, groggy, and she looked down at me.


  “You feeling okay?” she asked, perching on the edge of the couch. I nodded.


  “What are you planning for dinner?” My mouth didn’t work properly. The words were mushy. She felt my forehead.


  “Edward, you have a fever,” she said. “A very high fever.”


  I stumbled into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Gail was close behind me. “What is it?” she asked.


  There were lines under my collar, around my neck. White lines, like freeways. They had already been in me a long time, days.


  “Damp palms,” I said. So obvious.


  I think we nearly died. I struggled at first, but in minutes I was too weak to move. Gail was just as sick within an hour.


  I lay on the carpet in the living room, drenched in sweat. Gail lay on the couch, her face the color of talcum, eyes closed, like a corpse in an embalming parlor. For a time I thought she was dead. Sick as I was, I raged—hated, felt tremendous guilt at my weakness, my slowness to understand all the possibilities. Then I no longer cared. I was too weak to blink, so I closed my eyes and waited.


  There was a rhythm in my arms, my legs. With each pulse of blood, a kind of sound welled up within me, like an orchestra thousands strong, but not playing in unison; playing whole seasons of symphonies at once. Music in the blood. The sound became harsher, but more coordinated, wave-trains finally canceling into silence, then separating into harmonic beats.


  The beats seemed to melt into me, into the sound of my own heart.


  First, they subdued our immune responses. The war—and it was a war, on a scale never before known on Earth, with trillions of combatants—lasted perhaps two days.


  By the time I regained enough strength to get to the kitchen faucet, I could feel them working on my brain, trying to crack the code and find the god within the protoplasm. I drank until I was sick, then drank more moderately and took a glass to Gail. She sipped at it. Her lips were cracked, her eyes bloodshot and ringed with yellowish crumbs. There was some color in her skin. Minutes later, we were eating feebly in the kitchen.


  “What in the hell is happening?” was the first thing she asked. I didn’t have the strength to explain. I peeled an orange and shared it with her. “We should call a doctor,” she said. But I knew we wouldn’t. I was already receiving messages; it was becoming apparent that any sensation of freedom we experienced was illusory.


  The messages were simple at first. Memories of commands, rather than the commands themselves, manifested themselves in my thoughts. We were not to leave the apartment—a concept which seemed quite abstract to those in control, even if undesirable—and we were not to have contact with others. We would be allowed to eat certain foods and drink tap water for the time being.


  With the subsidence of the fevers, the transformations were quick and drastic. Almost simultaneously, Gail and I were immobilized. She was sitting at the table, I was kneeling on floor. I was able barely to see her in the corner of my eye.


  Her arm developed pronounced ridges.


  They had learned inside Vergil; their tactics within the two of us were very different. I itched all over for about two hours—two hours in hell—before they made the breakthrough and found me. The effort of ages on their timescale paid off and they communicated smoothly and directly with this great, clumsy intelligence who had once controlled their universe.


  They were not cruel. When the concept of discomfort and its undesirability was made clear, they worked to alleviate it. They worked too effectively. For another hour, I was in a sea of bliss, out of all contact with them.


  With dawn the next day, they gave us freedom to move again; specifically, to go to the bathroom. There were certain waste products they could not deal with. I voided those—my urine was purple—and Gail followed suit. We looked at each other vacantly in the bathroom. Then she managed a slight smile. “Are they talking to you?” she asked. I nodded. “Then I’m not crazy.”


  For the next twelve hours, control seemed to loosen on some levels. I suspect there was another kind of war going on in me. Gail was capable of limited motion, but no more.


  When full control resumed, we were instructed to hold each other. We did not hesitate.


  “Eddie . . .” she whispered. My name was the last sound I ever heard from outside.


  Standing, we grew together. In hours, our legs expanded and spread out. Then extensions grew to the windows to take sunlight, and to the kitchen to take water from the sink. Filaments soon reached to all corners of the room, stripping paint and plaster from the walls, fabric and stuffing from the furniture.


  By the next dawn, the transformation was complete.


  I no longer have any clear view of what we look like. I suspect we resemble cells—large, flat, and filamented cells, draped purposefully across most of the apartment. The great shall mimic the small.


  Our intelligence fluctuates daily as we are absorbed into the minds within. Each day, out individuality declines. We are, indeed, great clumsy dinosaurs. Our memories have been taken over by billions of them, and our personalities have been spread through the transformed blood.


  Soon there will be no need for centralization.


  Already the plumbing has been invaded. People throughout the building are undergoing transformation.


  Within the old time frame of weeks, we will reach the lakes, rivers, and seas in force.


  I can barely begin to guess the results. Every square inch of the planet will teem with thought. Years from now, perhaps much sooner, they will subdue their own individuality—what there is of it.


  New creatures will come, then. The immensity of their capacity for thought will be inconceivable.


  All my hatred and fear is gone now.


  I leave them—us—with only one question.


  How many times has this happened, elsewhere? Travelers never came through space to visit the Earth. They had no need.


  They had found universes in grains of sand.


  THE THING FROM ENNIS ROCK


  Thomas F. Monteleone


  It was past midnight when the earthquake struck. The earth vibrated and shook beneath the bunkhouse, and Greg awakened from a deep sleep to hear the ominous rumbling beneath the floorboards. Jumping out of bed and pulling on his jeans, he ran to the window to see the ranch hands hurrying toward the moonlit corral. The horses were spooked, acting wild, crashing into each other and the fence. As Greg watched, the ranch hands scaled the fence and dropped into the corral to try to calm them down.


  Above the general melee, there came a single terrified whinny. Skipper! Greg rushed outside to help.


  The earth beneath his feet groaned, creaked, and sometimes heaved as he raced to the barn. The door was already open, swinging on its hinges. Each time it crashed against the side of the barn, a terrified neighing came from within, to the rhythm of hooves beating against floor and stall.


  The rumbling noises stilled just as Greg reached his horse. The earthquake had ended. He got hold of Skipper’s halter and stroked the terrified animal’s head. “Hey, boy! C’mon, now . . . take it easy . . . that’s easy, now.”


  The horse’s eyes were rolled back, his lips curled to reveal gleaming teeth. Greg hung on and continued to speak soothingly, and slowly the big animal calmed down. After a time Skipper stood quietly, an occasional quiver rippling his muscles. Greg relaxed.


  Footsteps sounded, and the tall, dark silhouette of his father blocked the light in the doorway.


  “You all right, son?” The man stepped forward and dropped a hand on the boy’s shoulder.


  “Oh, I’m okay, Dad. It’s Skipper I was scared about.”


  His father nodded. “Everybody’s okay, now. That quake was a rough one, though. I’ll have to send some of the boys out tomorrow morning to check the fences for any damage.”


  Even though he was only eleven, Greg enjoyed trying to tackle a man’s work. He jumped now at the chance to go out with some of his father’s cowboys. “Hey, Dad! Can I—”


  “We’ll talk about it at breakfast, boy,” said the father. “Right now, you get on back to bed.”


  The sun was only just beginning to tint the highest peaks of the Madison Mountain Range when Greg rode out with the men the next morning. They headed toward the southeast acreage, checking fences for breaks that might have been caused by the quake or by herds of skittish cattle. As they cleared a rolling meadow, Dusty, the ranch foreman, pointed toward a low ridge of cliffs. “ ‘Will you look it there, now! Old Ennis Rock sure had one big tumble last night.”


  The ridge was still partly in shadow, and Greg squinted, trying to make out what Dusty was talking about. Then he saw it. An entire face of the cliff was missing. It was as though a giant had set his pickax into it and sliced off a big chunk. A mound of rubble at the foot of the cliff was all that remained.


  The men rode near, to inspect the damage.


  Three large holes had been opened in the face of Ennis Rock. Greg pointed to the biggest one. “Looks like a cave or something. I wonder what’s in there.” Visions of hidden treasure, of undiscovered gold, leaped before his eyes. “Hey, Dusty,” he said, leaning back in his saddle, “can we go up and have a look?”


  The cowboy trimmed his hat and smiled past a two-day-old beard. “Oh, I dunno about that. Your pa sent us out to do a job, not to go playin’ around in no rocks.”


  Greg’s enthusiasm wouldn’t be put down. “Aw, c’mon, Dusty—it won’t take long. Just one look, just for a little while. Please?”


  Dusty looked around at the men. They were smiling, exchanging shrugs. A couple of them nodded. “Okay, kid,” said Dusty. “But let’s make it quick. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us today.”


  Greg chose the largest of the three caves to inspect, figuring he could always come back later to see what was in the others. Then he and Dusty and a hand named Cal clambered upward over the unstable mound of rubble. The pile formed a gradual slope that led almost directly to a point below the gaping hole. With the help of a hefty boost from Dusty, Greg made it nearly up to the ledge. He grabbed hold of an upthrust rock and pulled himself, panting, onto the flat surface.


  “I’m here,” he yelled triumphantly, lying on his stomach to catch his breath. After a moment he was in good enough shape to snare the rope Dusty tossed to him and to secure it to the biggest rock he could find. Dusty and Cal joined him on the ledge, and they stepped into the dimness of the great cave.


  The sunlight crept ahead of them, lighting a cavern that had been locked in ageless darkness before the quake. The walls were cool and moist, unlike the dry, hot rock outside. The air was heavy, musky, with an odor not unlike rotting fruit or aging garbage. Greg picked up an oddly shaped bit of rock and turned it over in his hand. It was surprisingly light. With a shudder, he realized he was holding a piece of bone. He dropped it and looked around. The floor was littered with the bone chips.


  Farther into the cavern, as far in among the lowering shadows as Greg and the men cared to go, Greg spotted a large, light-colored mound lying in a circle of stone. “Hey, look at this,” he shouted, rushing to it. “This looks like an egg. What do you think, Dusty?”


  It did look like an egg, but what an egg! It was nearly as big as a football, its surface mottled and stained with brown patches. Picking it up, Greg was amazed at how heavy it was, heavier than his book bag loaded with school-books.


  “Wow,” he said. “I bet this is a dinosaur egg. I bet it is.” Whenever Greg heard the word monster, he didn’t think of vampires or Frankenstein creatures or anything tame. Monster to Greg meant towering creatures, as high as three-story houses and as long as boxcars. Monster meant rows of giant, glittering teeth, bulging turretlike eyes, massive columnar legs, rippling muscles beneath scaly skin.


  He had read every book on dinosaurs in the Ennis Library. And more besides, because his family knew what to get him for birthdays. Greg was an expert on dinosaurs.


  Dusty and Cal helped him down from the ledge, gently, carefully, so as not to harm the ancient thing he carried. And he cradled it inside his jacket for the rest of the day as he followed the men on their inspection tour of the ranch.


  After supper that evening, Greg sat at his desk in the bunkhouse, the egg on his blotter. Studying the thing by the light of his desk lamp, he wondered what embryonic creature lay still and unborn inside its leathery shell. Perhaps he would ask his father if they could take it to some of the scientists at one of the national parks, maybe even to the Dinosaur National Monument. Maybe he would get his picture in the paper . . . Maybe he would even become famous for making the great dinosaur egg discovery . . .


  The fall weather had turned the nights into chilly, windy affairs, and Greg turned on his electric blanket as he got ready for bed. He shivered as he undressed and climbed into the already warm bed. He reached for the light switch, and as he did so, his glance swept across the egg. The cold egg. It had been cold for—who knew how long—tens of millions of years, maybe. And here he was with a nice, cozy electric blanket.


  He got back out of bed. Carefully he wrapped the egg in the folds of the blanket, turned the dial to low heat, and placed the nestlike thing on the floor at the foot of his bed. Then he dug around at the back of the closet till he found an old-fashioned un-electric blanket, wrapped it around himself, and settled down for the night.


  As he drifted off to sleep, he wondered if there was any chance of hatching the big egg. Even if it did hatch, though, it might only be some great big bird, like an eagle or something. What a disappointment that would be.


  A week passed, and there was no activity inside the egg. Greg began to feel a little silly for hoping the egg could hatch, even though nobody knew what he’d been up to. He had kept his plans for the egg a secret.


  More days passed. Another quake occurred, this one only a minor tremor and no cause for alarm. Slight activity was normal after a serious quake. Montana had always survived the few quakes that were ever called serious.


  The night of the second quake, Greg finished his homework and then got down on the floor and studied the egg, his big experiment. The shell seemed a little harder than it had before. Was that good or bad? Maybe the heat was damaging it. Maybe it would just get brittle and fall apart, and then he wouldn’t have anything to remind him of his great egg experiment. His hand touched the heat controls. Should he turn off the blanket? No, he decided. He would give it one more night, just one more. With that, he flipped off the light and went to sleep.


  Strange sounds scratched their way into his slumber—crackling, snipping—alien sounds in the silence of his bedroom. Greg sat bolt upright in the darkness, and as he did so, a scuttling, scraping noise was added to the other sounds. Something was rustling about on the floor next to his bed. He remembered the time last summer when a big pack rat had somehow sneaked into his room, scaring him badly. His heart thumping, his breath caught in his throat, he flipped on the lamp.


  A strange little thing was scraping awkwardly along the floor in a rocking, unsteady gait. About six inches long, the creature had the body of a lizard, a long tail, a pointy head, big eyes, and large, leathery batlike wings. It reacted to the burst of light by opening its long, pointed beak and emitting a shrill cry.


  The back of Greg’s neck crawled. He had seen things like this. Not flying around at the ranch. Not in trips into the mountains. Not even on trips to the zoo. No. He had seen things like this in the dinosaur books he carried home from the Ennis library. This was a flying reptile, a pteranodon! Nothing like it had been seen on earth for millions of years! It really had been a dinosaur egg after all!


  He tried to touch the thing, but it cried out again and snapped at his fingers. It flapped its weak wings and tottered away from his outstretched hand. Quickly he gathered up his blanket and trapped it, bundling it into a soft, enveloping sack. Calling out, he woke some of the ranch hands. They came running to his room and stood, fascinated, as he unfolded the blanket. Gently holding the thing’s wings so it couldn’t escape, he explained about the strange, birdlike creature.


  The men shook their heads in awe. One of them rushed out to tell Greg’s father what had happened.


  For the next week, Greg’s life was a blur of excitement.


  People from Ennis, a photographer from the Gazette, friends from school—everyone stopped by to see Greg’s “living fossil,” as the man from the Gazette called it. A man even called from the university, saying he wanted to come out and see the creature. Greg loved the attention, and he was discovering new things about the ancient lizard every day.


  The little pteranodon preferred raw meat, especially hamburger, to all other kinds of food, although Greg was able to coax it into eating some fruit and lettuce. He never tired of watching his pet waddle toward him and pluck the food from his gloved hand. Occasionally, it attempted to fly. It climbed up his bedspread. Then, settling itself on the edge, it flapped its leathery wings and jumped off. It didn’t manage to glide though, as it might have if air currents were present as they would be outdoors. Greg winced when it thumped to the floor.


  While he was at school, or at night, he kept the creature in a rabbit cage that had belonged to his sister Julie. The little captive paced incessantly, scraping its wings and claws against the mesh screen.


  It had been almost three weeks from the day of his finding the egg when a disturbing thing happened.


  Early one evening he sat at his desk, doing his math problems. As usual, the pteranodon was moving restlessly in the rabbit cage, scratching at the mesh, emitting an occasional squeak. Suddenly, the horses out in the corral broke into an uproar, neighing and squealing. Greg peered out into the darkness. Maybe a coyote or a small mountain cat had wandered onto the ranch. The men would soon tend to it.


  Minutes passed. Then the darkness was sliced by an unearthly scream, followed by the rattling of wood beams and the muffled clatter of stampeding hoofs. The baby pteranodon went wild in its cage, flapping its wings, adding its own cries to the commotion.


  Greg darted outside, heading toward the corral. Somewhere in the darkness, just outside his field of vision, a dark shape moved. But when he turned there was nothing to be seen.


  Ahead, some of the men were clustered around the broken-down rails of the corral fence. All the horses had run off. Systematically, the men fanned out into the darkness, trying to round them up.


  One horse still remained in the corral, and Dusty and the rest of the men were crowded around it, bending down, shaking their heads in amazement and disgust.


  Greg went near, but stopped short when he saw the animal. It lay on its side, eyes open but seeing nothing in death. Large pieces of flesh had been torn from its body and its once velvety coat was reduced to tatters. The earth beneath it was stained with blood.


  Greg’s stomach knotted, and he had to fight to keep from getting sick. “What happened!” was all he could manage to say.


  “Dunno,” said one of the men. “Malcolm was in the barn when he heard all the uproar. He saw the horses break the fence and get out, but he didn’t see what did this.”


  “I seen a kodiak bear tear open a mountain cat like that once,” said one of the men. “But there ain’t no kodiak bears around here.”


  “And if it was a cat,” said Malcolm, “he was an awful big one.”


  Heartsick. Greg wished his father was home to help straighten out the frightening incident. But his dad was in Billings closing up a cattle deal, and he wouldn’t be back until the weekend.


  “Okay, boys,” said Dusty, “let’s get this place cleared up. Move this thing out of here. And. kid, you get back inside. There’s no knowing what’s prowling around here. It ain’t safe.”


  The men began to move purposefully. Reason was replacing fear. And Greg headed back to the bunkhouse to try to get some sleep.


  Back in his room, he was greeted by the small flying creature pacing nervously in its cage, bleating out its strange cry, flapping its wings excitedly. Funny how animals—even safe ones in cages inside houses—sensed danger. He sat on the floor for a while, talking to the helpless little thing, trying to soothe it. Bui it wouldn’t be soothed, and after a while he went to bed.


  Sleep did not come easily.


  After school the next day, Greg saddled Skipper and headed out toward the eastern borders of the ranch, toward Ennis Rock.


  More rock had crumbled off the face of the mountainous upthrust, and the cave openings were larger than before. He nudged Skipper forward among the rubble till he was at a point just below the largest cave entrance. Suddenly Skipper shied, dancing backward, snorting, bobbing his head nervously. Greg kept him under control, but there was no doubt that something was troubling the horse.


  Looking down, he saw that here and there among the rocks were more of the animal bones he had seen in the cave. No wonder Skipper was scared. So was he! He looked back up at the face of Ennis Rock. There was some unknown danger here, an invisible and terrible presence. Pulling on the reins, he turned and rode quickly away from the place.


  He had a difficult time doing his homework that night. He hadn’t been very hungry at suppertime, either, and he felt the hollowness of his stomach as he sat stiffly at his desk. In the dim light of the desk lamp, he watched the little pteranodon contentedly gnawing on some liver. Where had it come from? It had been an egg, and that egg had to have come from somewhere. The thought was disturbing, and he gave up thinking about it. Finally he gave up on his homework, too, and closed his books. He got undressed and climbed into bed. At least he was glad of one thing—he had his warm electric blanket back. He snuggled happily down into it.


  He was awakened by the little reptile screeching and flapping around. He lay still for a minute, wondering what time it was. Then came the other sound, louder, somehow ominous—a rhythmic tapping, clicking, scraping. It was outside, coming nearer, growing louder, increasing in intensity. Greg forced himself to look toward the window. What he saw there, lit by moonlight, froze the breath in his chest, threatening to choke him.


  Framed by the window was a large, yellow eye, shifting quickly, birdlike in a bony socket. The thing’s head was shaped like the tip of a spear which split into a large mouth that held rows of daggerlike teeth.


  THE MORALIST


  Jack Taylor


  Aye, ‘tis a difficult thing to be a lady on a far world—but who needs them there?


  There are exceptions to almost every rule and Xenon was one of them. The rule in this particular case was the old cataloguers’ adage that cataloguing duty was never pleasant, often dangerous and always hard. Xenon is the fourth planet of one of the stars investigated some seven or eight years ago by the battleship Terra on her swing around the edge of the Black Hole.


  Unequipped for exploration, the Terra hadn’t bothered to land on the planet, but instead had taken only the usual gravitational and atmosphere readings and then had continued on her long mapping patrol. She had slowed just long enough to send back her report on tight beam to Venus Relay Station and propose the name of Xenon, “the unknown.” After all, a planet with point nine Earth gravity and almost twenty per cent oxygen in its atmosphere was well worth a name rather than a number.


  About a year later, the preliminary exploration ship arrived and spent several weeks mapping and testing this, that and the other thing. Then she went home and wrote her report—and what a report it was! The thing read like a Chamber of Commerce bulletin that had been sponsored by a subdivider. All it needed was a couple of ads offering some choice business locations for sale and it would have been complete.


  The planet was perfect, the climate was perfect, the soil fertile. There were no natives or hostile life to bother a man. The forests were wide, the plains were broad and the numerous rivers were not only full of fish but also emptied into blue seas that were just as full of fish as the rivers. That report was enough to make a man quit his job and go to Xenon to start a chicken ranch or grow oranges.


  The bureau of Colonization acted with its usual speed. Three years later, a cataloguing group landed from the supply ship Hunter. The duties of the groups are simple enough; they determine which of the food crops known to Man can best adapt themselves to the conditions found on the particular planet under examination. They list the native flora and fauna, minerals and resources. They chart the weather and its cycles and, in general, try to determine if Man can exist there and, if so, if the planet is worth the expense, trouble and danger of colonization.


  Most planets are not worth it, but Xenon was.


  And now the group had returned with its final report and its recommendations. The report? Xenon was perfect, just perfect. The recommendations? Immediate colonization, but be careful who is sent so that place isn’t spoiled by a bunch of land-grabbing exploiters who might not appreciate the place.


  They had been back nearly a week before Lee Spencer had time to come to my place for the weekend. Due to a combination of my wife’s cooking and a sedentary desk job with the Bureau, I was beginning to have a bit of difficulty in bending over far enough to zip on my shoes in the mornings, but Lee was still as lean and fit as he was the day he blasted off for Xenon nearly four years before.


  He had been given the full returned-hero treatment, complete with press conferences, testimonial dinner, audience with the Coordinator—everything. He hadn’t had a waking moment to himself since he landed, so I suppose that might have been one reason that he relaxed so completely in front of the library fire after dinner and talked more than he perhaps should have. Or the generous slug of the old brandy my grandfather left me may have had something to do with it.


  At any rate, he was in an expansive mood that night after Martha had filled him with one of her always excellent dinners and I had nearly floated him in Grandfather’s brandy.


  We had a lot of “do you remember” man talk to catch up on and after enduring nearly two hours of conversation about people and happenings of which she knew nothing, Martha gave up and headed for the stairs.


  “You two can talk all night if you want,” she announced over her shoulder, “but I’m going to bed. Breakfast on the patio about nine or so, Lee.”


  “I’ll be there, Marty. Sleep tight.”


  “Not as tight as you will, I’ll bet,” she grinned. “There’s another jug in the kitchen if you think you may need it.


  We heard her bedroom door hiss as it slid closed and sat for a moment looking into the fire and listening to it whispering secrets to itself.


  “She’s a pretty nice wife, Sam,” he told me.


  “Thanks. I like her, too.”


  “Not at all like Prunella.”


  “Prunella?” I said. “I don’t think—”


  “Well, that’s what the boys at the station began calling her a couple of days after she landed. Behind her back, of course.”


  “I still don’t know who—”


  “You know, the niece of that windbag in World Congress that you featherheads in the front office sent out to replace Pop Jensen when he fell out of that tree and had to be sent back to Earth for hospitalization.”


  “Oh, that one. Look, Lee, I didn’t have anything to do with her selection. She was appointed by the Old Man himself. Understand there was some kind of pressure on him from the top.”


  “I forgive you, Sam, but I rather doubt if some of the other people of the group will for a while.”


  “How come she didn’t stay?” I asked. “Political pressure or not, I can’t imagine the supervisors sending out an incompetent replacement.”


  “Incompetent?” he almost snorted. “Prunella was the most belligerently competent female that it has ever been my misfortune to run across. Prunella was efficiency personified, make no mistake about that. She was—or is—a top-flight botanist and had led several expeditions here on Earth, but she couldn’t realize that Xenon wasn’t Earth. She tried to live by the book as she had here, but in spite of the general excellence of the Spaceman’s Handbook, her methods didn’t work so well.”


  I primed him with another two fingers out of the bottle and sat back to listen.


  “Good brandy,” he said. “I made some once on Xenon, but Prunella put a halt to that in a hurry, just as she did a lot of other things. The trouble with her was that she was always insufferably right. Every blasted time! And she was right again when she pointed out that if we were to come under attack, the products of the little distillery might impair our efforts to defend ourselves. My still went under the ax.”


  He sighed and then went on. “She neglected to say what might attack us or where this enemy might come from, since men are the only animals to achieve space flight thus far and there was nothing on Xenon that was hostile to us.


  “But I’m getting ahead of my story,” he told his glass. “It probably all started when she arrived. We had been looking forward to the day, but none of us more than Joe, our cook. Joe was that rare find, a man who took pride in his work and worked with pride. Joe, I firmly believe, could barbecue a spaceman’s boot so that it would taste like steak. He considered Prunella and her arrival a fine opportunity to show what he could do when he really wanted to.


  “For her first meal with us, Joe had prepared Prunella a feed from every edible native fruit, vegetable and meat that he could lay his hands on. It was the same stuff that we had been getting fat on for nearly two years, but did we eat any of his cooking that night? Not a bite,” he answered himself. “I thought she was going to toss a fit right there and then.


  “ ‘Gentlemen,’ she said, ‘you know as well as I that consumption of any native product of a strange planet is expressly forbidden by the Spaceman’s Handbook of Survival until these products have been thoroughly investigated and passed upon by the proper authorities. Therefore, we shall eat the synthetics that have been provided for us until these have been examined by the labs on Earth.’


  “She was right, of course,” Lee went on. “Many poor devils have died in agony because they were foolish enough to eat some luscious-looking fruit before it had been checked. We tried to tell her that our lab monkeys and cats had eaten and liked everything on the table, as had we, but we still had to send samples to Earth. That was two years ago and they still haven’t handed back a report.”


  He sighed again and this time didn’t wait for me to pour for him.


  “So we ate synthetics, but you know how they are—every morsel filled to the brim with everything a man needs to live on indefinitely, except one thing—taste. It almost broke Joe’s spirit, he fixed the stuff for us in every way known to mortal Man. No matter how thin he sliced it, it was still synthetic and still had that flavor of a well-aged glue-pot.”


  Lee ran his tongue over his lips, as though the taste were still in his mouth. “There were countless little incidents such as that,” he said, “none of them important, but they all added up to a constant irritation and resentment among the men. Maybe it was easygoing Pop Jensen who spoiled us. I don’t know.”


  Lee thought for a moment or two. “Then there was the time a water-pup nuzzled Prunella while she was taking a lone swim in the river that ran near the station. She spent all morning on a sandbar in the middle of the river before the school of pups tired of their play and left long enough for her to consider it safe enough to swim back to the river bank.”


  He grinned to himself. “Sam, those pups are as harmless and friendly and playful as any pups of Earth, but Prunella didn’t know that and none of us could convince her of it. She said that the pups might be dangerous, under some unknown circumstances which she didn’t define, then quoted us a passage from the Handbook which prohibited fraternization with any native life-forms until friendly relations were established. She evidently didn’t consider being nuzzled a friendly act. Ergo, no more swimming and that was an order.”


  He made another trip to the brandy bottle, then sank back into the deep chair again. “But the most exasperating thing Prunella pulled on us was the inspections every morning before we left on our daily field trips. We had all been on Xenon long enough to know what equipment we needed to carry, right down to the last specimen box, but what we carried and what the Survival Handbook said to carry were two different things. That is, they were two different things before Prunella began her inspections. We had found long before that all of the gear prescribed by the Handbook was heavy, most of it was useless, none of it necessary on Xenon. It might be of some use on some other planet, but we didn’t need it there. So, as a consequence, we didn’t lug much of that junk around over the landscape with us.”


  “None of it?” I said.


  “Well, almost none. But after Little Miss Efficiency began making her morning spot checks, we left the compound each day looking like a picture of what the well-dressed man on a strange planet will wear. We carried everything in the book and a few more that Pruny thought up all by her little self. In addition to all the survival, signaling and first-aid equipment that dangled and jangled from various parts of us, we also carried enough offensive and defensive weapons to start and maintain a war of no small size.


  “Granted, the first-aid and radio paraphernalia might be handy in some way, but blasters, needle-guns, knives, defense shields and all the other apparatus struck as being a little on the ridiculous side, especially since neither we nor the men before us had found a single life-form on Xenon that would attack Man. Or rather, with one exception, none of them would and a blaster or needle-gun was of no use on that one.”


  I followed my cue. “Really? And what was this mysterious exception?” I thought I was playing straight man for some elaborate joke, but Lee was serious.


  “Damn it all, don’t you people even read your own directives? I’m talking about the powder puffs. Does that mean anything to you?”


  Seeing my blank look, he explained resignedly, “The powder puffs are the way the Xenon equivalent of Earthly mushrooms takes to spread its spores. They have some unpronounceable Latin name, but we called them powder puffs because, oddly enough, that’s what they looked like. The puffs are little round balls of a very light fluffy material, with the spores adhering to small fibers on the surface. The things are carried by the winds over great distances and when they finally come down, they bump along, leaving a dusting of spores on anything they touch.”


  “They don’t sound very dangerous,” I told him.


  “They aren’t then. It’s the next step in their life cycle that makes them a nuisance. You see, Sam, if they don’t come in contact with some substance containing moisture and a high percentage of nitrogen, the spores lie dormant. Can you think of any substance fitting those requirements better than a nice warm mess of living protein?”


  He grinned at me ghoulishly. “Don’t look so horrified, Sam. I’ll bet credits against chalk that you’re host to at least one kind of fungus right now. Do you have athlete’s foot?”


  He was thirsty again and took steps to remedy such a deplorable situation. “The puffs are only another type of fungus, even though they do cause more trouble than most. The animals on Xenon are immune from them, but when they land on a man, they send out tiny rootlets that are like minute hairs. These go into the nearest capillary and start taking the nitrogen they need from the blood. After a week or so, they drop off and continue their cycle. I’m told that a man can be practically covered with the varmints and his nitrogen balance won’t be disturbed enough to bother him.”


  “Then why worry about them?” I asked as he paused a moment.


  He didn’t seem to hear me. “Those puffs would be just another annoyance except for the fact that those little rootlets evidently work on the nerve endings of the body just enough so they don’t hurt but itch instead and, brother, how they do itch! Makes you wish you had four more hands and someone else to help scratch.”


  He squirmed in remembrance. “I understand some of the earlier men dug out divots of flesh to get rid of the intolerable itch and to keep from going crazy. It’s that bad. Good thing, though, that the spores can’t live inside the body. Can you imagine having an itch like that in your lungs?”


  Another sip and then he continued. “You’ll forgive me if I seem to wander from La Prunella, but you have to understand the powder puffs to know why she left our bed and board so suddenly.


  “Of course, it’s true all of the old-timers on Xenon had been puffed at one time or another, but just to prevent a repeat performance, we all, including Prunella, wore that protective goo you people sent out to us a few years ago. Works pretty well. You build up a considerable immunity after the first attack of puffs and more after each succeeding one, but that’s the hard way. The goo is easier.” His voice trailed off as, with a surprised look, he noticed his glass, was again empty. This time he brought the bottle back with him. “But to get back to Pruny. Well, the men were getting pretty fed up with Prunella’s arbitrary ways and her morning inspections, but the last straw was when she shot Johnny, the station’s pet Me-too bird that we had raised from almost an egg. Same as humans, Johnny had his little faults and foibles, but we loved him in spite of them.


  “One of those faults was the reason Johnny lived outside the dome instead of inside with the rest of us, as he would have liked. We never let him stay inside for any length of time because he was never able to understand why floors should be clean and kept that way. So Johnny’s nest was on top of the ultra-wave tower and that’s where he spent most of his time when he wasn’t lazily riding around on the shoulders of one of us or pan-handling Joe, the cook, for something extra to eat.


  “He was in his nest when Prunella got him with that delicate-looking, deadly little needle-gun of hers. I’ll bet he had a hundred of those tiny slivers of steel in him. One would have been enough, but she must have set the gun on full automatic and then let it spew itself empty.”


  I made sympathetic noises.


  “She said afterward that Johnny had been a possible disease carrier and, besides, he was dirty. There was absolutely no doubt about it—Johnny was dirty and in more ways than one, but as for diseases, Xenon seemed to have none that the human race hadn’t already overcome on some other planet far more dangerous than this one.”


  I laid more wood on the fire as Lee paused to sip and roll the brandy.


  He said, “I’ve always suspected, however, that the real reason for Johnny’s assassination struck Prunella, so to speak, like a bolt from the blue when she walked under his nest in the tower. At any rate, I saw her shoving her shirt into the disposer chute. Johnny had one bad habit and all of us knew better than to get within his range, but Prunella, being new with us, just didn’t understand that bird.”


  He stopped, twirling his empty glass suggestively, with painful memories obviously clouding his eyes while he stared into the hypnotically flickering fire.


  “Empty,” he said mournfully, “just as my heart was.” He bowed his head to Johnny’s memory as I hastily left him alone with his grief. I quickly returned from the kitchen, bringing a fresh supply of the medicinal spirits that Grandfather had advised for moments of stress and, over Lee’s feeble protests, forced a generous dosage into his glass. He regarded it with a wan, pathetic smile, then, at my urging, choked back his sorrow and nearly drained the goblet in a manful gulp. Grandfather was right. The sorrow left Lee’s eye and from somewhere he found new courage to go on.


  “The death of the bird seemed to crystalize the rebellion. That night, the entire personnel of the station unanimously elected themselves as joint chairmen of the Ways and Means Committee of the Xenon Anti-Prunella and After-sundown Elbow-bending League and immediately called a special meeting. The emergency session convened around a keg of my illegal brandy which, in some miraculous manner, had escaped Prunella’s searching hatchet. Not wishing to offend the unknown gods who had thus smiled upon us, we took small token sips as we meditated.”


  Lee demonstrated with the glass in his hand. “How to throw off the yoke of the oppressor who had come among us? How to ease the bite of her lash on our quivering backs? How to restore our tiny, inoffensive still whose musical, tinkling drip we loved so well? The suggestions put before the committee that night were many and varied and wonderful.”


  Lee tried to light a cigarette and nearly broiled the end of his nose with the flame.


  “Lopez, head of our camera team, wanted to pickle her in a barrel of brandy and send her back to Venus Relay Station aboard the next courier rocket. Sounded like a good idea, too, until Olsen, one of the biologists, objected on the grounds that those bums on Venus never did anything for us, so why should they get all that good brandy? The motion was tabled as impractical when we saw the pit into which Lopez and his wild ideas had nearly led us. A whole barrel of brandy! The man must have been desperate to call for such extreme measures.”


  He shook his head. “Akermann, the chemist of the bunch, proposed smoking her as one would a ham and then hanging her over the main gate of the compound to keep away the beasties and things that go boomp in the night. Now that was what I thought a fine idea. Functional, you might say. Might as well get some good out of her. But then Joe smothered it with his observation that, after one look at that face of hers, the good beasties would stay out of the compound, too.


  “The dark and devious ways of the plotter were difficult for us to assume, scientists and technicians that we were, and the trips to the keg became more frequent as we sought the aid of the nameless gods who had sent it to us.” He paused again as Grandpa’s brandy took another beating. “The web of our own fuzzy thinking was entangling us more and more when I was privileged to be present during the only true flash of genius I’ve ever witnessed.”


  The wonder, the awe was still in his voice. “Akermann’s assistant, the Kid, was singled out for the touch and I must say for him that he held up very nicely under the blow, but one could see that his sudden responsibility set heavy on his narrow bony shoulders. The Kid drew additional inspiration from the glass in his hand, then leaped to his feet and as promptly sat down again. He gave the decking at his feet a baleful glare and tried again, first choosing his footing carefully as a man should when the floor shows that alarming tendency to tilt.”


  “ ‘Men,’ he said owlishly, ‘le’s fix it show see—I mean so she—won’t like it here an’ maybe she’ll go ‘way. Le’s set the puffs on her.’


  “ ‘On her what?’ someone wanted to know.


  “ ‘On her nuthin’. Just on her!’ the Kid said.


  “ ‘Oh.’


  “There was another mass assault on the speedily diminishing supply of illicit brandy while the committee prayed to the gods of the spacemen for guidance. The committee decided to consider the motion.


  “ ‘Wunnerful idea,’ Akermann beamed at his protege, ‘but how you gonna get ‘em to bite through that protective goo she dunks herself in every mornin’. Just how you gonna, huh?’ ”


  I nodded. “How about that?” I asked Lee.


  “The Kid was ready with an answer. ‘Do y’ know why we wear clothes made only of vegetable or synthetic fibers and not any animal wool, hide or fur?’


  “ ‘Sure, any fool knows that,’ Akermann said. ‘The cotton lobby had a law passed.’


  “ ‘I’m serious,’ the Kid told him disgustedly.


  “ ‘Howdy,’ our learned chemist said happily, sticking out his hand. ‘I’m Akermann.’


  “The Kid must have finally decided that his boss was even more advanced in brandy shock than he was if it was possible—and it was. He picked another chemist, Harry North, as his new straight man and, squinting one eye a bit in an effort to keep him in focus, said, ‘Harry, do you know why we don’t wear wool ‘n stuff like that?’


  “ ‘Sure,’ Harry answered. ‘The Handbook says animal fibers are protein an’ if the puffs get a foothold on any article of clothing made of ‘em, then their rootlets c’n penetrate most any kind of goo an’ fasten into the guy that happens to be so stupid. Then someone has to give him the treatment to keep him from scratching right down to the liver an’ lights.’


  “The Kid’s punch line was trying to get out so bad that he was about to blow a tube. ‘That’s right, Harry,’ he smiled patronizingly. ‘Now if Prunella was to wear somethin’ like that, do y’ spose the puffs would get ‘er?’


  “Harry was still puzzled. ‘Sure they would, but she’s not gonna do it. Handbook says not to, n’ even gives a long list of stuff not to wear. Nope, she won’t.’


  “ ‘I know there’s a list, but one nitrogenous fiber didn’t get on it. Silk is a protein—fibroin—but it’s not on the list.’


  “ ‘Silk? Why should silk be on the list?’ Martin, a big, beefy physicist, was red-faced and indignant. ‘It’s too expensive and fragile for ordinary wear an’ besides, no self-respecting spaceman I ever knew would be caught dead in a silk undershirt or a silk anything else! What d’you think those guys are, a bunch of women to go around wearing sil—’ He stopped abruptly, staring at the Kid with something like awe. ‘Do you think we can get ‘er into something made of silk?’ he asked humbly, as befits a man when he speaks to a superior being.


  “There was a respectful silence as the group waited for Mr. Paulson, formerly the Kid, to speak.


  “Mr. Paulson clapped his hand over his mouth, said ‘Urp’ between his clenched fingers, turned a remarkable shade of green and looked about him like a trapped animal. A few of his admirers led him through a small door, no doubt to worship silently at his feet while he rested after his soul-shaking ordeal. It was clear that Mr. Paulson had given his all for the cause.”


  Lee said, “The door slid shut on Mr. Paulson’s pain-racked exit, its latching hiss drowned by the simultaneous demand of the committee, individually, for the attention of the committee, collectively. Each of them considered himself the sole person present capable of carrying on the great work for which Mr. Paulson had so nobly sacrificed himself. Ordinarily sedate doctors of this or that gibbered at each other in an arm-waving, frenzied attempt to be heard.


  “In a matter of seconds, half the committee had the other half backed into chairs, against tables and into corners, earnestly explaining in a conspiratorial roar just how Prunella was to be enticed into wearing the silken booby-trap.


  “The committee gradually shouted itself into a red-faced, thirsty semi-hoarseness only to find a demon—ne Shulman, our top botanist—guarding the inspirational keg with a heavy stool and promising a swift and personal drought to any man who didn’t shut up on the spot. I need not say that we shut nor that order was fast in coming among us.


  “In the comparative quiet that followed, there was a rapid-fire shifting of ideas, deleting some, adding to others, and Prunella was doomed. The plot wasn’t too thick. It depended only on the fact that an expert’s eye was needed to detect the difference between sheer Enduron, the newest and best of the synthetic fibers, and sheer silk. By the same token, the reverse was true. That is, given silk, one could easily mistake it for Enduron.


  “The services of a woman on Terra were necessary to us, so Sparks magnanimously recruited his young sister, a writer or artist or something of the sort, who lives somewhere in southern Europe. All she had to do was buy a dozen pairs of the fluffiest, frilliest, most outrageously feminine silk undies she could find in the most chi-chi shop in Paris and then send them to Prunella with a note honoring her as the first woman on Xenon and asking Prunella to accept them as a token of admiration from one woman to another. Some fictitious name was to be signed to it.


  “We raided the office, obtained Prunella’s file and copied out the proper measurements from it. Sparks fed the message, measurements and a blank signed photo-check into the coder and the automatic ultra-wave transmitter took it with a swift blip of sound and that was that.”


  I waited for Lee to catch his breath, which he did by inhaling from a full glass. Then he continued talking.


  “All this occurred about the middle of Xenon’s third month. We expected the skivies to arrive on a supply ship due the first of the following month, which gave us nearly three Earth weeks to wait, but we didn’t mind. After all, we had something to wait for.


  “The ship, bless the crew, was on schedule almost to the hour. Adams had had his wide-angle ‘scope aimed at the sky above Xenon since long before breakfast, and he and the detectors ran a dead heat when the ship winked out of sub-space about two million or so miles out.


  “By mid-morning, the ship’s gravitors had floated her into the field for the usual feather-light landing, and mail call, always the first order of business, was over.


  “Women have a well-deserved reputation for dawdling over trifles when important matters wait, but that morning Prunella broke all previous records. She gossiped with the ship’s captain about interminable bills of lading, she inspected the field for any possible damage by the ship, she swallowed enough coffee to start a fair-sized shortage. Finally, just in time to save the station from a mass nervous collapse, she left the office for her quarters, carrying her mail in one hand and that small, all-important package in the other.


  “She reappeared for lunch wearing the tiny smile of a woman who knows she is appreciated by someone and, we hoped, also wearing something else not quite so visible. Never was one so closely watched by so many. If she looked distressed, we gloated. If she squirmed in her chair, we rejoiced. Her every move was analyzed for possible puff symptoms.


  “Prunella, that evening, dined as the captain’s guest aboard ship. In the mess hall, with Mr. Paulson installed in the seat of honor, the arguments were long, loud and heated: She had ‘em on. She didn’t. The puffs had her. They didn’t.


  “I hadn’t realized there were so many synonyms for fool and idiot or so many genteel ways to sneer until my learned colleagues that night debated the case of the puffs versus Prunella. We went to bed still in an agony of indecision.”


  Lee waited for me to be appropriately sympathetic. I obliged.


  “The next morning, Prunella had breakfast alone in her quarters, but then she often did. Or I should say she ordered breakfast sent and then ate only a little of it and sent it back. A short while later, Prunella left her room, went to the library and returned to her quarters with a spool of microfilm in her hand. All the people who could cram into the tiny library cubicle were in before the hiss of Prunella’s closing door died away. A wild rape of the library files improved our digestions, dispositions and belief in the ultimate triumph of good over evil—Prunella had withdrawn the film on ‘Effects of Xenon Life-forms on the Human Body.’


  “I learned later that some far-sighted soul had added lurid details to the section of the film dealing with the puffs, describing minutely what one could expect after powder puff infestation. Odd thing about a few of those added details—some of the more horrible ones had never been noticed before nor have they been reported since.


  “Prunella went aboard the supply ship Hunter shortly after noon, scratching determinedly in several places that no lady should, at least in public.


  “The captain, most of his loading done and seeing her dire need, blasted off for Terra immediately and flipped into sub-space much closer to the planet than he should have. Prunella was on Terra that same night, Xenon time. The captain told me on his next trip that Pruny had commandeered both quarantine nurses at Polar Space Field to work on her. It still took the two women several hours to finish, according to him. She must have been covered with the things. Bet she looked as though she were sprouting fur.”


  “One thing I don’t understand,” I told Lee. “You kept referring to a ‘treatment’ of some kind for the powder puffs. Didn’t Prunella know about it? If she did, I don’t see why she didn’t take it on Xenon. Surely, at the risk of being insubordinate, you didn’t deny it to her if she had ordered it.”


  “Quite the contrary, Sam. Prunella knew all about the ‘treatment.’ And in spite of your suspicions as to our hard hearts, many of us offered our services after leering in what we hoped was a suggestive manner. You see, Sam, the mysterious treatment consisted of nothing more than a very close examination of every square centimeter of the skin with a high-power magnifier and using a pair of fine tweezers to pull out the puff rootlets. But in addition to all of Prunella’s other faults and/or virtues, Prunella was a prude.”


  We drank a silent toast to pure womanhood.


  THE BLIND PILOT


  Charles Henneberg


  The shop was low and dark, as if meant for someone who no longer knew day from night. Around it hung a scent of wax and incense, exotic woods, and roses dried in darkness. It was in the cellar of one of the oldest buildings of the old radioactive district, and you had to walk down several steps before you reached a grille of Venerian sandalwood. A cone of Martian crystal lighted the sign:


  THE BLIND PILOT


  The man who came in this morning, followed by a robot porter with a chest, was a half-crazy old voyager, like many who have gazed on the naked blazing of the stars. He was back from the Aselli—at least, if not there, from the Southern Cross; his face was of wax, ravaged, graven, from lying too long on a keelson at the mercy of the ultraviolets, and in the black jungle of the planets.


  The coffer was hewn from a heartwood hard as brass, porous here and there. He had set it down on the floor, and the sides vibrated imperceptibly, as if a great captive bee were struggling inside.


  “Look here,” he said, giving a rap on the lid, “I wouldn’t sell that there for a million credits, but I’m needing to refloat myself, till I get my pay. They tell me you’re an honest Yahoo. I’ll leave this here in pawn and come back to get in six days. What’ll you give me?”


  At the back of the shop, a young man raised his head. He was sitting in an old armchair stiff with flowered brocade. He looked like one of those fine Velasquez cavaliers, who had hands of steel, and were not ashamed to be beautiful; but a black bandage covered the upper part of his face.


  “I’m no Yahoo,” he answered coldly, “and I don’t take live animals as pledges.”


  “Blind! You’re blind!” stammered the newcomer.


  “You saw my sign.”


  “Accident?”


  “Out in the Pleiades.”


  “Sorry, shipmate!” said the traveler. But already he was scheming: “How’d you know there was an animal in there?”


  “I’m blind—but not deaf.”


  The whole room was tingling with a crystalline vibration. Suddenly it stopped. The traveler wiped great drops of sweat from his forehead.


  “Shipmate,” he said, “that ain’t really an animal. I’m holding onto that. I don’t want to sell it to nobody. And if I don’t have any money tonight, it’s the jug for me. Understand? No more space voyages, no more loot, no more nothing. I’m an HZ, to be suspended.”


  “I get it,” answered the quiet voice. “How much?” it asked.


  The other almost choked. “Will you really give me—?”


  “Not a thing, I don’t give anything for nothing, and I told you before, I’m not interested in your cricket in a cage. But I can let you have five thousand credits, no more, on your shipping papers. In six days, when you come back to get them, you’ll pay me five hundred credits extra. That’s all.”


  “You’re worse than a Yahoo!”


  “No. I’m blind.” He added grimly, “My accident was caused by a fool who hadn’t insured his rocket. I don’t like fools.”


  “But,” said the adventurer, shuffling his feet, “how can you check my papers?”


  “My brother’s over there. Come on out, Jacky.”


  A sharp little grin appeared in the shadows. Out between a lunar harmonium in a meteorite, and a dark Terrestrial cloth on which a flayed martyr had bled, came a cripple mounted on a little carriage—legless, with stumps of arms, propelling himself with the aid of two hooks: a maLicious little old man of twelve.


  “Mutant,” said the blind man curtly. “But he makes out, with his prosthetics. Papers in order, Jacky?”


  “Sure, North. And dirtier than a dust rag.”


  “That only means they’ve seen good use. Give him his five thousand credits.”


  The blind man pressed a button. A cabinet opened, revealing a sort of dumb-waiter. In the top half there was a little built-in strong box; in the bottom crouched a Foramen chimera, the most bloodthirsty of beasts, half cat, half harpy.


  The traveler jumped back.


  The cripple rolled himself over to the strong box, grabbed up a bundle of credits and blew on the monster’s nose. It purred.


  “You see, the money’s well-guarded here,” said North.


  “Can I leave my chest with you, anyhow?” asked the traveler humbly.


  So the chest remained. Using the dumb-waiter, the cripple sent it up to the small apartment which the two brothers shared in the penthouse of the building.


  According to its owner, “the beast which was not really an animal” was in hibernation; it had no need of food. The porous wood allowed enough air to pass. But the box had to be kept in a dark place. “It lives in the great deeps,” he had explained; “it can’t stand daylight.”


  The building was really very old, with many elevators and closets. The mutants and cripples of the last war, who lived there because it was cheap, accommodated themselves to it. North dragged the chest into the strong room next to his study.


  That evening, the free movie in the building was showing an old stereo film, not even sensorial, about the conquest of the Pleiades, and Jacky announced that he wanted to see it. He asked his brother, “You don’t suppose that animal will get cold in there?”


  “What are you talking about? It’s in hibernation.”


  “Anyhow,” said Jacky spitefully, “we’re not getting paid to keep it in fuel.”


  The movie lasted till midnight, and when Jacky came back, there was a full moon. The boy testified later that he had been a little overexcited. A white glimmer flooded the upper landing, and he saw that the window of the “garret,” as they called his brother’s study, was masked with a black cloth. Jacky supposed North had taken this extra precaution on account of the animal; he pushed himself forward with his hooks and knocked on the door, but no one answered, and there was no key in the lock.


  He told himself then that maybe North had gone down six stories to the bar in the building, and he decided to wait. He sat on the landing; the night was mild, and he would not have traded the air at that height for any amount of conditioned and filtered atmosphere. The silver star floated overhead in the black sky. Jacky mused that “it means something after all, that shining going on just the same for x years—that moon that’s seen so many old kings, and poets, and lovers’ stories. The cats that yowl at night must feel it; and the dogs too.” In the lower-class buildings, there were only robot-dogs. Jacky longed for a real dog—after all, he was only twelve. But mutants couldn’t own living animals.


  And then . . .


  (On the magnetic tape where Jacky’s deposition was taken down, it seemed that at that moment the boy began to choke. The recording was interrupted, and the next reel began: “Thanks for the coffee. It was good and bitter.”)


  He had heard an indefinable sound, very faint . . . just the sound of the sea-tide in a bed of shells. It grew, and grew . . . At the same time (though he couldn’t say how) there were images. A pearl-colored sky, and green crystal waves, with crests of sparkling silver. Jacky felt no surprise; he had just left the stereo theater. Perhaps someone in the building opposite had turned on a sensorial camera—and the vibrations, the waves, were striking their landing by accident.


  But the melody swelled, and the boy sank under the green waves. The sea stank of seaweed and fish . . . Carried along by the currents, the little cripple felt light and free. Banks of rustling diatoms parted for him; a blue phosphorescence haloed the medusas and starfish, and pearly blue anemones formed a forest. Grazed by a transparent jellyfish, Jacky felt a nettle-like burning. The shadow of a hammerhead shark went by, and scattered a twinkling cloud of smelt. Farther down, the shadow grew denser, more opaque and mysterious—caverns gaped in a coral reef. The tentacle of an octopus lashed the water, and the cripple shuddered.


  He found himself thrown back against the hull of a ship, half buried in the sand. A little black-and-gold siren, garlanded with barnacles, smiled under the prow; and he fell, transported, against a breach that spilled out a pirate treasure, coffers full of barbaric jewels. Heaps of bones were whitening at the bottom of the hold, and a skull smiled with empty sockets. This must be an amateur film, Jacky thought: a little too realistic. He freed himself, pushed away as hard as he could with his hooks, rose to the surface at last—and almost cried out.


  The sky above him was not that of Earth. North had told him how that other dark ocean looked—the sub-ether. The stars were naked and dazzling, Reefs, that were burning meteors, sprang up out of nowhere. And the planets seemed to whirl near enough to touch—one was ruby, another orange, still another a tranquil blue; Saturn danced in its airy ring.


  Jacky thrust his hooks out before him to push away those torches. In so doing, he slipped and rolled across the landing. The door opened a second later—he hadn’t had time to fall three steps, but this time he wasn’t diving alone: beside him, in the hideously reddened water, whirled and danced the body of a disjointed puppet, with gullied features in a face of wax.


  Jacky raised his head. North stood on the sill, terrible, pale as a statue of old ivory; the black bandage cut his face in two. He called, “Who’s there? Answer me, or I’ll call the militia!”


  His voice was loud and angry. North, who always spoke so softly to Jacky . . .


  “It’s me—Jack,” said the boy, trembling. “I was coming back, and I missed a step . . .”


  (“I told a lie,” said Jacky later, to the militiamen who were questioning him. And he stared into their eyes with a look of open defiance. “That’s right, sure, I told a lie. Because I knew he’d kill me.”)


  The next morning there was no blood and no corpse on the landing. Only a smell of seaweed . . .


  Jacky was filling the coffee cups, in the back of the shop, while the television news broadcast was on. Toward the end, the announcer reported that the body of a drowned man had been taken from the harbor. The dead man’s face appeared on the tiny screen, at the moment North came into the shop.


  “Hey, look at that!” called the cripple. “Your five thousand credits are done for.”


  “What’s that?” asked his brother, picking up his china cup and his buttered bread with delicate accuracy.


  “The character with the pet. They’ve just fished him out of the channel. Guess what, they don’t know who he is: somebody swiped his wallet.”


  “A dead loss,” said the older. “You’re certain he’s the one?”


  “He’s still on the screen. He isn’t a pretty sight.”


  An indefinable expression passed over North’s mobile features. “You’d think he was relieved,” Jacky told himself. Aloud, he asked, “What do we do with the animal?”


  “Does it bother you?” asked North, a little too negligently.


  “Me, old man?” said the cripple in a clownish tone, imitating a famous fat actor. “As long as there’s nc wrinkles in my belly! Where did he come from?”


  “He talked about the Aselli,” said North, reaching with a magician’s deftness for another slice of bread. “And a lot of other things, too. What are you up to this morning? Got any work to do?”


  “Not much! The Stimpson order to send out. A crate of lunar bells coming in. I ought to go to the Re-education Center, too.”


  “Ckay. Can you bring me back a copy of the weekly news disc?”


  “Sure.”


  But Jacky didn’t go to the Re-education Center that morning, nor to his customers. With his carriage perched on the slidewalk, he rode to Astronautics Headquarters, a building among others, and had some difficulty getting upstairs in the elevator, amid the students’ jibes. Some of them asked, “You want to do the broad jump in a rocket?” And others, “He thinks these are the good old days, when everybody was hunting for round-bottoms to send to the Moon!” It was not really spiteful, and Jacky was used to it He felt a touch of nostalgia, not for himself but for North—he knew North would never come here again. The walls were covered with celestial charts, microfilm shelves rose from one floor to the next, and in all the glass cases there were models of spaceship engines, from the multistage rockets and sputniks all the way up to the great ships that synthesized their own fissionables. Jacky arrived all out of breath in front of the robot card-sorter, and handed it his card.


  “The Aselli,” spat the robot. “Asellus Borealis? Asellus Australis? Gamma Cancri or Delta Cancri?”


  “Nothing else out there?”


  “Yes, Al-Phard, longitude twenty-six degrees nineteen minutes. Alpha Hydrae.”


  “Hydra, that’s an aquatic monster? Is it a water planet? Read me the card.”


  “There is little to tell,” crackled the robot. “The planet is almost unexplored, its surface being composed of oceans.”


  “Fauna? Flora?”


  “Without evidence to the contrary, those of oceans in general.”


  “Intelligent life?”


  The robot made a face with its revolving spheres. “Without evidence to the contrary, none. Nor any human beings. Nothing but sea Hons and manatees.”


  “Manatees? What are they?” asked Jacky, suddenly apprehensive.


  “Herbivorous sirenian mammals which live on Earth, along the shores of Africa and America. Manatees sometimes grow as long as three meters, and frequent the estuaries of rivers.”


  “But—‘sirenians’ ?”


  “A genus of mammals, related to the cetaceans, and comprising the dugongs, manatees, and so on.”


  Jacky’s eyebrows went up and he cried, “I thought it came from ‘siren’!”


  “So it does,” said the robot laconically. “Fabulous monsters, half woman, half bird or fish. With their sweet singing, they lured voyagers onto the reefs—”


  “Where did this happen?”


  “On Earth, where else?” said the robot, offended. “Between the isle of Capri and the coast of Italy. Young man, you don’t know quite what you mean to ask.”


  But Jacky knew.


  On his return, as he expected, he found the shop closed and a note tacked to the door: “The pilot is out.” Jacky hunted in his pockets for the key, slipped inside. All was calm and ordinary, except for the smell which ruled now like the mistress of the house, the smell that you breathe on the beaches, in little coves, in summer: seaweed, shells, fish, perhaps a little tar. Jacky set the table, set to work in the kitchenette and prepared a nice little snack, lobster salad and ravioli. Secretive and spiteful, imprisoned among the yellowing antiques of the shop, the young cripple really loved them all. When everything was ready—fresh flowers in the vases, the ravioli hot, ice cubes in the glass—Jacky rang three times, according to custom. No one answered. Everything was a pretext for a secret language between the two mutilated brothers, who adored each other; the first stroke of the bell meant: “The meal is ready, his lordship may come down,” the second: “I’m hungry,” and the third: “I’m hungry, hungry!” The fourth had almost the sense of: “Have you had an accident?”


  Jacky hesitated a moment, then pressed the button. The silence was deep among the crystallized plants and the gems of seven planets. Did this mean that North was really away? The cripple hoisted himself into the dumb-waiter and rode up to the penthouse.


  On the upper landing, the scent had changed; it had flowered now into unknown spices, and it would have taken a more expert observer than Jacky to recognize the aromatics of the fabulous past: nard, aloes, and benzoin, the bitter thyme of Shelba’s Belkis, the myrrh and olibanum of Cleopatra.


  In the midst of all this, the music was real, almost palpable, like a pillar of light, and Jacky asked himself how it could be that the others, on the floors below, didn’t hear it.


  That morning, North Ellis had closed the door of the dark room behind him, turned the key, and shot the bolt. His blind man’s hands, strong and slender, executed these movements with machine-like precision, but he was panting a little, and in spite of old habit, had almost missed the landing. He was so pressed . . . but he had to foresee everything. Jacky . . . Resting his back against the door, North gave a moment’s thought to the idea of sending Jacky to Europe. Their aunt, their mother’s sister, lived somewhere in a little village with a musical name. He felt responsible for Jacky.


  He swept away these preoccupations like dead leaves, and walked toward the dark comer where the chest lay under a black cloth. His fingers crept over the porous wood which scented his palms.


  “You’re there,” he said in a cold, harsh voice. “You’ve been waiting for me, you!”


  The being that crouched at the heart of the shadows did not immediately answer, but the concentric waves of the music swelled out. And the man who had tumbled to earth with broken wings, awaited neither by his mother, dead of leukemia, nor by a Russian girl who had laughed, turning her primrose face beside a white neck . . . the blind pilot felt himself neither deprived nor unhappy.


  “You’re beautiful, aren’t you? You’re very beautiful! Your voice . . .”


  “What else would you like to know?” responded the waves, growing stronger. “You are sightless, I faceless. I told you, yesterday when you opened the strong room: I am all that streams and sings. The glittering cascades, the torrents of ice that break on the columbines, the reflections of the multiple moons on the oceans . . . And I am the ocean. Let yourself float on my wave. Come . . .”


  “You made me kill that man, yesterday.”


  “What is a man? I speak to you of tumbling abysses, dark and luminous by turns, of the crucibles where new life is forged, and you answer me with the death of a spaceman! Anyhow, he deserved it: he captured me, imprisoned me, and he had come back to separate us!”


  “Separate us . . .” said North. “Do you think that’s possible?”


  “No—if you follow me.”


  The central melody grew piercing. It was like a spire, or a bridge over a limitless space. And the unconscious part of the human soul darted out to encounter that harmony. The wheeling abyss opened, it was peopled with trembling nebulae, with diamonds and roses of fire . . .


  North toppled into it.


  . . . It was strange to recognize, in this nth dimension, the crowds of stars he had encountered in real voyages—the glacial scintillation of Polaris, the scattered pearls of Orion’s Belt. North marveled to find himself again in this night, weightless and free, without spacesuit or rocket. Jets of photons bore him on immense wings. The garret, the mutants’ building, the Earth? He laughed at them. The Boreal Dragon twisted its spirals in a spray of stars. He crossed in one bound an abyss streaming with fire—Berenice’s Hair—and cut himself on the blue sapphire of Vega in the Lyre. He was not climbing alone: the living music wound him in its rings.


  “Do you think to know the Infinite?” said the voice enfolded in the harmonies. “Poor Earthlings, who claim to have discovered everything! Because you’ve built heavy machines that break all equilibrium, that burst into flame and fall, and martyr your vulnerable human flesh? Come, I’ll show you what we can see, we obscure and immobile ones, in the abysses, since what is on high is also down below . . .”


  The star-spirals and the harmonies surged up. In the depths of his night, North gazed upon those things which the pilots, constrained by their limited periscopic screens, never saw: oceans of rubies, furnaces of emeralds, dark stars, constellations coiled like luminous dragons. Meteorites were a rain of motionless streaks, Novas came to meet him; they exploded and shattered in. sidereal tornadoes, the giants and dwarfs fell again in incandescent cascades. Space-time was nothing but a flaming chalice,


  “Higher! Faster!” sang the voice.


  All that passed beyond vertigo and the tipsiness of the flesh. North felt himself tumbled, dissolved in the astral foam, he was nothing but an atom in the infinite.


  “Higher! Faster!”


  Was it at that moment, among the dusty arcs, far down at the bottom of the abyss, at the heart of his being, that he felt that icy breath, that sensation of horror? It was more than unclean. It was as if he had leaped over the abysses and the centuries, passed beyond all human limits—and ended at this. At nothingness, the void. He was down at the bottom of a well, in utter darkness, and his mouth was full of blood. Rhythmic blows were shaking that closed universe. Trying to raise himself, he felt under his hands the porous, wrinkled wood. A childish voice was crying, “North! Oh! North! Don’t you hear me? Let me in, let me in!”


  North came back to himself, numbed, weak as if he had bled to death. For a little, he thought himself in the wrecked starship, out in the Pleiades. He hoisted himself up on his elbows and crawled toward the door. He had strength enough left to draw the bolt, turn the key, and then he fainted on the sill.


  (“It was those trips, you know . . .”) Jacky looked up at the Spacial Militiamen who were taking their turn opposite him. They were not hardhearted; they had given him a sandwich and a big quilt. But how much could they understand? “I never knew when North started getting unhappy. Me, I never went on a trip farther away than the coast. Ever since he’s been blind, he always seemed to be so calm! I thought he was like me. When I was around him, I felt good, I never wanted to go anywhere. Sometimes, to try and be the same as him, I’d put a bandage around my eyes, and try to see everything in sounds instead of colors. Sure, the switchboard operator, and the night watchman—not the robot, the other one—they said this was no life for two boys. But North was blind and I was crippled. Who would have wanted us?”


  . . . The next day was a day of trouble; North pulled an old spacesuit out of a pile of scrap iron and began to polish the plates, whistling. He explained to Jacky that he was going to put it at the entrance of the shop. Toward noon, Jacky took a phone message for North: he was told that the board of directors of a famous sanatorium hesitated to accept a boarder mutated to that extent. He accepted their excuses and hung up, silently.


  So that was what it was all about: North wanted to get rid of him. He was crazy—it was as if he had gone blind all over again! During a miserable lunch, the idea came to him to put the building’s telephone line out of commission; that way, the outer world would leave them alone. But first he wanted to call up Dr. Evers, their family doctor, and the telephone did not respond. Jacky understood that North had got ahead of him.


  After that, he made himself small, rolled his carriage behind some crates, and installed himself on a shelf of the bookcase. It was his favorite hiding place. There were still in the shop some volumes bound in blond leather, almost golden, which smelled of incense or cigars, with yellowing pages and the curious printing of the twentieth century. They had quaint pictures, not even animated. Without looking, he stumbled upon the marvelous story of the navigator who sailed the wine-dark sea. The sail was purple, and the hull of sandalwood. Off the mythological coasts, a divine singing arose, inviting the sailors to more distant flights. The reefs were fringed with pearls; the white moon rose high above the fabulous mountains. Ulysses stopped up their ears with wax and tied himself to the mast. But he himself heard the songs of the sirens . . .


  “North,” the boy asked later, forgetting all caution, “is there such a thing as sirens?”


  “What?” asked the blind man, with a start.


  “I mean, the sailors in the olden days, they said—”


  “Crud,” said North. “Those guys went out of their heads, sailing across the oceans. Just think, it took them longer between Crete, a little island, and Ithaca than it takes us to get to Jupiter, They went short of food, and their ships were walnut shells. And on top of even thing else, for months on end they’d see nobody except a few shipmates, as chappid and hairy as they were. Well, they’d start to go off their rockers, and the first woman pirate was Circe or Calypso to them, and the first cetacean they met was an ocean princess.”


  “A manatee,” said Jacky.


  “That’s right, a manatee. Have you ever seen one?”


  “No.”


  “Sure, that’s right, I don’t think there is one in the Zoo. Maybe in the exotic specimens. Take down the fourth book from the left, on the ‘Nat. Sciences’ shelf. Page seven hundred ninety-two. Got it?”


  Jacky found it. It was a big beast with a round head and mustaches, and a thick oily skin. The female was giving suck to a little tar-baby. They all had serious expressions, Jacky was overcome with mad laughter.


  “Ridiculous, isn’t it?” North asked in an unrecognizable dived into the water on account of that! I think they must dived into the water, on account of that! I think they must have been sick.”


  But that evening, he offered Jacky a ticket to the planetarium and a trip to the amusement park. Jacky refused politely; he was content to stay on his shelf. Again he plunged into the volume bound in blond leather, discovering for the first time that life has always been mysterious and that destiny puts on many masks. The isles with the fabulous names flickered past to the rhythm of strophes; the heroes sailed for the conquest of the Golden Fleece, or perhaps they led a pale well-beloved out of Hades. Some burned their wings in the sun and fell.


  North walked around cat-footed, closing the shutters, arranging the planetary knickknacks. He disappeared so quietly that Jacky was not aware of it, and it was only when the boy wanted to ask him for some information about sailing ships that his absence became a concrete fact. Suddenly afraid, Jacky slipped to the floor, and discovered that his carriage had also disappeared. He crawled then, with the aid of his hooks, among the scattered pieces of iron, and it was then that he stumbled over a horrible viscous thing: the wet billfold of the dead spaceman. The five thousand credits were still inside.


  After that, his fear had no limit, and Jacky crawled instinctively toward the door, which he found shut; then to the dumb-waiter, where he heard the Foramen chimera, caged, mew pleasantly. “It won’t work, old lady,” he breathed at it. “They’ve locked us both up together.” He licked a little blood out of the comers of his mouth, and thought hard. He would have to be quick. To be sure, he could hammer on the door, but the street was deserted at night, the normals were all getting ready to watch their telesets, or some other kind of screen—and there was no use knocking on the walls; the shop was surrounded by empty cellars. And the telephone was dead.


  Jacky then did what any imprisoned boy of his age would have done (but from him, it demanded a superhuman effort): he clambered up the curtains, managed to open the window with his hook, and jumped out. He was hurt, falling on the pavement.


  . . . “That damn’ kid!” thought North as he opened the door of the garret. “Sirens!”


  His hands were trembling. A wave of aromatics, already familiar, came into his night and surrounded him: he had breathed them on other worlds. He understood what was required of him, and he let himself go, abandoned himself to the furious maelstrom of sounds and smells, to the tide of singing and perfumes. His useless, mutilated body lay somewhere out of the way, on a shelf.


  “Look at me,” said the music. “I am in you, and you are me. They tried in vain to keep you on Earth, with chains of falsehood. You are no longer of Earth, since we live one life together. Yesterday I showed you the abysses I know. Now you show me the stars you have visited: memory by memory, I shall take them. In that way, perhaps, shall we not find the world that calls us? Come. I shall choose a planet, like a pearl.”


  He saw them again, all of them.


  Alpha Spicae, in the constellation of the Virgin, is a frozen globe, whose atmosphere is so rich in water vapor that a rocket sticks in the ground like a needle of frost. Under a distant green sun, this world scintillates like a million-faceted diamond, and its icecap spreads toward the equator. On the ground, you are snared in a net of rainbows and green snow, a snow that smells like benzoin (all the pilots know that stellar illusion). On Alpha Spicae, in a few hours, a lost explorer goes mad.


  North was irresistibly drawn away, and shortly recognized the magnetic planet of the Ditch in Cygnus. That one, too, he had learned to avoid on his voyages: it was followed in its orbit by the thousands of sidereal corpses it had captured. The bravest pilots followed it in their coffins of sparkling ice; for that sphere, no larger than the Moon, is composed of pure golden ore.


  They passed like a waterspout across a lake of incandescent crystal—Altair. Another trap lay in wait for them in the constellation Orion, where the gigantic diamond of Betelgeuse flashed: a phantasmagoria of deceptive images, a spiderweb of lightnings. The orb which cowered behind these mirages had no name, only a nickname: Sundew. Space pilots avoided it like the Pit.


  “Higher!” sang the voice, made up now of thousands of etheric currents, millions of astral vibrations. “Farther!”


  But here, North struggled. He knew now where she was drawing him, and what incandescent hell he would meet on that path, because he had already experienced it. He knew of a peculiar planet with silvery-violet skies, out in the mysterious constellation of Cancer. It was the most beautiful he had ever glimpsed, the only one he had loved like a woman, because its oceans reminded him of a pair of eyes. Ten dancing moons crowned that Alpha Hydrae, which the ancient nomads called Al-Phard. It was a deep watery world, with frothing waves: an odor of sea-salt, of seaweed, of ambergris drifted over its surface. A perpetual ultrasonic music jumbled all attempts at communication, and baffled the starships. The oxygen content of Alpha Hydrae’s atmosphere was so high that it intoxicated living beings, and burned them up. The rockets which succeeded in escaping the attraction of Al-Phard carried back crews of the blissful dead.


  It was in trying to escape its grip that an uncontrolled machine, with North aboard, had once headed toward the Pleiades and crashed on an asteroid.


  Heavy blows shook the temples of the solitary navigator. The enormous sun of Pollux leaped out of space, exploded, fell to ruin in the darkness, with Procyon and the Goat; the whole Milky Way trembled and vibrated. The human soul lost in that torrent of energy, the soul that struggled, despaired, foundered, was only an infinitesimal atom, a sound—or the echo of a sound, in the harmony of the spheres.


  “This is it,” said Jacky, wiping his bloody mouth.


  “Honest, this is it, inspector. There’s the window I jumped out of . . .”


  There it was, with its smashed glass, and Jacky did not mention how painful the fall had been. His forearms slashed, he had hung suspended by his hooks. On the pavement, he had lost consciousness. Coming to, later, under a fine drizzle of rain, he had, he said, “crawled and crawled.” Few of the passing autos had even slowed down for that crushed human caterpillar. “Oh, Marilyn, did you see that funny little round-bottom?”—“It must be one of those mutant cripples, don’t stop, Galla . . .”


  “Space! Are they still contagious?” Jacky bit his lips.


  Finally, a truck had stopped. Robots—a crew of robots from the highway commission—had picked him up. He began to cry, seeing himself already thrown onto the junk heap. By chance, the driver was human; he heard, and took him to the militia post.


  “I don’t hear anything,” said the inspector after a moment of silence.


  “The others in the block didn’t hear anything either!” breathed Jacky. “I think he must be very unhappy, or else drunk . . . Are there ultrasonics, maybe? Look, the dogs are restless.”


  Certainly, the handsome Great Danes of the Special Service were acting strangely: they were padding around in circles and whining.


  “A quarrel between monsters,” thought Inspector Morel. “Just my luck: a mutant stump of a kid, a space pilot with the D.T.’s, and a siren! They’ll laugh in my face down at headquarters!”


  But, as Jacky cried and beat on the door, he gave the order to break it in. The boy crawled toward the dumbwaiter; one of the militiamen almost fired on the chimera, which leaped from its cabinet, purring.


  “That’s nothing, it’s only a big cat from Foramen!” Jacky wailed. “Come on, please come on, I’m going up the shaft.”


  “I was never in such a madhouse before,” thought the inspector. There were things in every comer—robots or idols, with three heads or seven hands. There were talking shells. One of the men shouted, feeling a mobile creeper twine itself in his hair. They ought to forbid the import of these parlor tricks into an honest Terrestrial port. Not surprising that the lad upstairs should have gone off his nut, the inspector told himself.


  When the militia reached the topmost landing of the building, Jacky was stretched out in front of the closed door, banging it desperately with his fists. Whether on account of ultrasonics or not, the men were pale. The enormous harmony which filled the garret was here perceptible, palpable.


  Morel called, but no one answered.


  “He’s dead?” asked Jacky. “Isn’t he?”


  They sensed a living, evil presence inside.


  Morel disposed his men in pairs, one on either side of the door. A ferret-faced little locksmith slipped up and began to work on the bolt. When he was finished, the militiamen were supposed to break the door down quickly and rush inside, while Morel covered them, with heat gun in hand. But it was black inside the garret; someone would have to carry a powerful flashlight and play it back and forth.


  Me,” said Jacky. He was white as a sheet, trembling all over. “If my brother’s dead, Inspector, you should let me go in. Anyhow, what risk would I take? You’ll be right behind me. And I promise not to let go of the flashlight, no matter what.”


  The inspector looked at the legless child. “You might get yourself shot,” he said. “You never know what weapons these extra-terrestrials are going to use. Or what they’re thinking, or what they want. That thing . . . maybe it sings the way we breathe.”


  I know,” said Jacky. He neglected to add, “That’s why I asked to carry the flashlight. So as to get to it first.”


  The inspector handed him the flashlight. He seized it firmly with one of his hooks. And the first sharp ray, like a sword, cut through the keyhole into the attic.


  They all felt the crushing tension let go. Released, with frothing tongues, the dogs lay down on the floor. It was as if a tight cord had suddenly snapped. And abruptly, behind the closed door, something broke with a stunning crash. Something fell with a dull sound to the floor.


  At the same instant, there was a great crash, and the landing was flooded with an intolerable smell of burned flesh. Down in the street, passers-by screamed and ran like ants. The building was burning. Aja object falling in flames had buried itself in the roof.


  The militiamen broke down the door, and Morel stumbled over a horrible mass of flesh, calcined, crushed, which no longer bore any resemblance to North. A man who had fallen from a starship, across the stellar void, might have looked like that. A man who had leaped into vacuum without a spacesuit . . . a half-disintegrated manikin. North Ellis, the blind pilot, had suffered his last shipwreck.


  Overcome by nausea, the militiamen backed away. Jacky himself had not moved from the landing. He clung to the flashlight, and the powerful beam of light implacably searched, swept the dark cave. The symphony which only his ears had heard plainly grew fainter, then lost itself in a tempest of discordant sounds. The invisible being gave one last sharp wail (in the street, all the windows broke and the lights went out).


  Then there was silence,


  Jacky sat and licked his bloody lips. Inside, in the garret, the militiamen were pulling down the black drapes breaking furniture. One of them shouted, “There’s nothing here!” ,


  Jacky dropped the flashlight, raised himself on his stumps. “Look in the chest! In the strong room, to the side—”


  “Nothing in here. Nothing in the chest.”


  “Wait a minute,” said the youngest of the militiamen, “there it is—on the floor.”


  When they dragged her out, her round head bobbed, and Jacky recognized the thick glossy skin and the flippers. She had died, probably at the first touch of the light, but her corpse was still pulsing in a heavy rhythm. An ultrasonic machine? No. Two red slits wept bloody tears . . . The sirens of Alpha Hydrae cannot bear the light.


  SUBMICROSCOPIC


  Captain S.P. Meek


  After many weary months of toil my task has been completed. As the sun sank to rest today, I soldered up the last connection on my Electronic Vibration Adjuster and in the fading twilight I tested it. It functions perfectly and as soon as the sun rises tomorrow I will leave this plane, I hope forever. I had originally intended to disappear without trace, as I did once before, but as I sit here waiting for the dawn, such a course seems hardly fair. This plane has treated me pretty well on the whole and I really ought to leave behind me some record of my discoveries and of my adventures, possibly the strangest adventures through which a man of this plane has ever passed. Besides, it will help to pass the time which must elapse before I can start on my journey.


  My name is Courtney Edwards. I was born thirty-four years ago in the city of Honolulu, the only child of the richest sugar planter in the Islands. When I arrived at high school age I was sent to the mainland to be educated and here I have stayed. The death of my parents left me wealthy and rather disinclined to return to the home of my youth.


  I did my bit in the Air Corps during the war and when it was over I shed my olive drab and went back to the University of Minneconsin to finish my education. My interest in science started when I attended a lecture on the composition of matter. It was a popular lecture intended for non-science students, and so it wasn’t over my head. Dr. Harvey, one of our most popular professors, was the speaker and to this day I can visualize him standing there and can even recall some of his words.


  “To give you some idea of the size of an atom,” he said, “I will take for an example a cubic millimeter of hydrogen gas at a temperature of 0 degrees Centigrade and at sea-level pressure. It contains roughly ninety quadrillions of atoms, an almost inconceivable number. Consider this enormous number of particles packed into a cube with an edge less than one-twentieth of an inch long; yet so small are the individual atoms compared with the space between them that the solar system is crowded in comparison.


  “In order to get at the ultimate composition of matter, however, we are forced to consider even smaller units. An atom is not a solid particle of matter, but instead consists of smaller particles called protons and electrons. The protons are particles of positive electricity which exist at the center or the nucleus of the atoms and the electrons are particles of negative electricity some of which revolve about the central portion and in most elements some are in the nucleus. Each of these particles is as small compared to the space between them as is the case with the atoms in the molecule.”


  I left the lecture hall with my head in a whirl. My imagination had been captured by the idea of counting and measuring such infinitesimal particles and I went to Dr. Harvey’s office the next day and sought an interview.


  “I wish to ask some questions relative to your talk last night, Doctor,” I said when I faced him.


  His kindly grey eyes twinkled and he invited me to be seated.


  “As I understood you, Doctor,” I began, “the space between the atoms and between the electrons and protons in each atom is so vast compared to their bulk that if you were to jam the protons and electrons of a cubic mile of gas together until they touched, you couldn’t see the result with a microscope.”


  “Your idea is crudely expressed, but in the main accurate,” he answered.


  “Then what in the name of common sense holds them apart?” I demanded.


  “Each of the atoms,” he replied, “is in a state of violent motion, rushing through space with a high velocity and continually colliding with other atoms and rebounding until it strikes another atom and rebounds again. The electrons are also in a state of violent motion, revolving around the protons and this combination of centrifugal force and electrical attraction holds the atom in a state of dynamic equilibrium.”


  “One more question, Doctor, and I’ll quit. Are these things you have told me cold sober fact susceptible of proof, or are they merely the results of an overactive imagination?”


  He smiled and then leaned over his desk and answered gravely.


  “Some of them are solid facts which I can prove to you in the laboratory,” he said. “For instance, you, yourself, with proper training could count the number of atoms in a given volume. Other things I have said are merely theories or shrewd guesses which best explain the facts which we know. There is in physical chemistry a tremendous field of work open for men who have the ability and the patience to investigate. No one knows what the future may bring forth.”


  The Doctor’s evident enthusiasm communicated itself to me.


  “I’ll be one of the ones to do this work if you’ll have me as a student!” I exclaimed.


  “I’ll be very glad to have you, Edwards,” he replied. “I believe you have the ability and the will. Time alone will tell whether you have the patience.”


  I resigned from my course the next day and enrolled as a special student under Dr. Harvey. After a period of intensive study of methods, I was ready to plunge into the unknown. The work of Bohr and Langmuir especially attracted me, and I bent my energies to investigating the supposed motion of the electrons about the nuclear protons. This line of investigation led me to the suspicion that the motion was not circular and steady, but was periodic and simple harmonic except as the harmonic periods were interfered with by the frequent collisions.


  I devised an experiment which proved this to my satisfaction and took my results to Dr. Harvey for checking. He took my data home with him that night intending to read it in bed as was his usual custom, but from that bed he never rose. Death robbed me of my preceptor and Dr. Julius became the head of the Chemistry Department. I took my results to him only to meet with scorn and laughter. Dr. Julius was an able analyst, but he lacked vision and could never see the woods for the trees. The result of my interview with him was that I promptly left Minneconsin, and resolved to carry on my work at another school.


  The problem on which I wished to work was the reduction of the period of vibration of the atoms and of their constituent parts. If my theory of their motion were correct, it should be possible to damp their vibrations and thus collapse matter together and make it occupy a smaller volume in space. I soon found that men like Dr. Harvey were scarce. Not a man at the head of a university department could I find who had the vision to see the possibilities of my work and in a rage I determined to conduct my experiments alone and hidden from the world until I had proved the truth of my theories.


  I was still flying for amusement and one day while flying from Salt Lake City to San Francisco, I passed over a verdant fertile valley hidden in the almost inaccessible crags of the Timpahute range in southern Nevada. I abandoned my trip temporarily and landed at Beatty to make inquiries. Not a person could I find who had ever heard of my hidden valley. Even the old desert rats professed ignorance of its location and laughed at me when I told them that I had seen flowing water and deciduous trees in the barren stretches of the Timpahutes.


  I had taken the bearings of my valley and I flew on to San Francisco and made my arrangements. I flew back to Beatty and picked up a pack outfit and landed at the foot of the crags sheltering the valley and started on foot to seek an entrance. It took me a month of careful searching to find it, but find it I did. With a little blasting, the way could be made practicable for pack burros. The stuff I had ordered at San Francisco had been delivered to Beatty and I hired packers to take it out to the Timpahutes for me. I established a dump about a mile from my valley entrance and had the stuff unloaded there. When the packers had left I took my own burros and packed it in to the valley. I didn’t care to have anyone find out where I was locating and so far as I know no one ever did.


  When I had everything packed in, I started to work.


  A few days enabled me to rig an undershot waterwheel in the stream and get enough power to turn an electric generator and thereafter I had the strength of twenty men at my call. I built a small wooden building for a laboratory with a room in it for my cooking and sleeping.


  I was fortunate enough not to meet with a single major setback in my work, and in about fourteen months I had my first piece of apparatus completed. I don’t intend to tell how I did it, for I do not believe that the world is ready for it yet, but I will give some idea of how it looked and how it was operated. The adjuster has a circular base of silvery metal (it is a palladium alloy) from which rise six supports which hold up the top. The top, which is made of the same alloy as the base, is parabolic in shape and concave downward. In the parabola is set an induction coil with a sparkgap surmounting it, so set that the gap is at the focus of the reflector, which is what the top really is. The coil and gap are connected with other coils and condensers which are actuated by large storage batteries set around the edge of the base. To each of the six uprights is fastened a small parabolic reflector with a small coil and gap at the focus. These small reflectors are so arranged that they bathe the top with the generated ray while the large gap in the top bathes the rest of the apparatus.


  When the gaps and coils are actuated by the current, they throw out a ray of such a wavelength that it has the same period as the electronic and atomic vibrations but is half a wavelength out of phase. The ray is effective only when it can flow freely, and the base and top serve not only as conductors, but also as insulators, for they absorb and transform the vibrations falling on them so that nothing outside of the apparatus itself and anything lying between the base and the top is affected.


  When I had it completed, I naturally tested it. The whole thing was controlled by a master switch and I reached in with a small steel rod and closed the switch. Immediately the whole apparatus began to shrink. I gave a loud cheer and patted myself on the back. I got down on my knees and watched it as it rapidly diminished in size until I suddenly realized that it would soon get too small to see unless I opened my switch. I tried to reach the switch with my rod but I had waited too long. The rod would not go through the interval between the side columns. I had the mortification of seeing a year’s work grow smaller and smaller until it finally vanished.


  The loss of my adjuster was a blow, but at least I had proved my theory and as soon as I had rested for a few days I started in to build a duplicate. The way had already been blazed and it took me less than a year to complete my second piece of apparatus. When I tested this one I stopped the shrinking process when the adjuster was about half its original size and reversed the polarity of my coils. To my delight the adjuster began to expand until it had resumed its original proportions. Then I shut it off and began to experiment to find out its limitations.


  When I had determined to my satisfaction that inanimate objects placed on the base would be expanded or contracted, I tried it on living organisms. A jack rabbit was my first subject and I found that I could increase this rabbit to the size of a Shetland pony or reduce it to the size of a mouse without visible ill effects. When I had completed this experiment, I tried the adjuster on myself.


  My first experiment was to increase my size. I stepped on the base plate and turned on the current, but I could feel no effects. I looked at the landscape and found to my amazement that something had gone wrong. I was remaining the same size but the house and the surrounding country had come under the influence of my device and was shrinking rapidly. In alarm I shut off my current and got out. The house had shrunk to one-half its normal size and I could not get in the door, even on hands and knees. An idea struck me and I reached in and hauled out a pair of scales and weighed myself. I weighed a trifle over twelve hundred pounds. I suddenly realized that I had succeeded beyond my wildest dreams and I reentered the adjuster and shrunk myself down to four inches tall, again with no ill effects and merely the impression that the house and landscape were growing. I returned myself to my normal size and while I was weak from excitement, otherwise I felt perfectly normal.


  My first thought was to return and confound the men who had scoffed at me but the more I considered the matter, the more I realized the importance of my invention and the need of caution in introducing it. I felt that I needed a rest anyway, so I remained in my valley to perfect my plans before announcing my discovery.


  Time soon lagged on my hands. I have always been fond of big game hunting and I had an excellent rifle and plenty of ammunition, but game does not abound in the Timpahutes. There were quite a few ants in the valley and it struck me that, were I to reduce myself and my rifle to the proper dimensions, I would have some good sport. The novelty of the idea fascinated me as much as the thought of the hunting and I promptly belted on a pistol and a full belt of ammunition and entered the adjuster.


  I closed the switch and the house and landscape began to grow to Brobdingnagian proportions, but I kept my power on until the grains of sand began to look like huge boulders and then I tried to open the switch. It was stuck. Thoroughly alarmed, I tried to wrench it open and as a result broke the handle—the device kept on functioning and I grew smaller and smaller. The grains of sand grew to be huge mountains and presently I felt myself falling. I realized that my adjuster had been balanced on a grain of sand and that it had slipped and was falling into the chasm between two grains. Soon it became wedged in a gloomy chasm, but it was still functioning and presently I was falling again.


  A glance at the dial of my relative size indicator showed me that the needle had almost reached the point which I had indicated as infinity. Desperately I battered at the switch with my rifle butt, but it was solidly made. At last I broke it loose and the whine of my coil became audible and ran down the scale until it was silent. I had stopped shrinking but I was already far smaller than any microscope could detect and an examination of the switch soon convinced me that it was completely wrecked and that it would take me hours to repair it.


  When I had finished my examination, I looked around for the first time. I could hardly believe my eyes. My adjuster was standing in a beautiful sunlit glade, which was carpeted with grass and dotted with varicolored flowers. Now I will have to explain one thing. As I said, I felt no change when my size was increased and reduced; it only seemed that the familiar landscape was undergoing a change. As a result, I could never realize while I was in Ulm, that everything was really submicroscopic, but persisted in referring everything to my normal six feet of height. In actual fact, the glade in which the adjuster stood was only a minute fraction of an inch across, but to me it looked like about half a mile and it took me ten minutes to walk it. Even now I have no idea of how small I actually was, so I will not try to describe the absolute size of everything, but will speak of things as they appeared to me; in other words, their relative size to me.


  I looked over that landscape and rubbed my eyes, trying to convince myself that I was dreaming, but the scene didn’t change and I realized that I had stumbled on something heretofore unsuspected—namely that our world is a very complex affair and supports many kinds of life unknown to us. Everything within the range of my vision looked normal, grass, trees and even mosquitos were buzzing around and one lit on my wrist and bit me. Imagine, if you can, what the actual measurements of that mosquito must have been!


  Convinced that I was not dreaming, I stepped out of the adjuster to the grass. Before I repaired that switch I meant to have a look around and see what this miniature world was like. I had gone only a few steps from the adjuster when a lordly buck rose from the grass and bounded away. Instinctively I threw up my rifle and fired and the buck went down kicking. Assured that my weapons were functioning properly, I set off at a brisk pace across the glade. I took careful bearings with my pocket compass and expected to have no trouble in finding my way back. During the ten minutes it took me to cross the glade, I had several more chances to shoot at deer, but I passed them up. I didn’t wish to waste ammunition or to call attention to myself until I knew what was ahead of me.


  It was hot and sultry in the glade and I glanced up at the sun, expecting it to appear enormous, but it appeared no larger than usual, a matter which I could not explain at the time and cannot even yet. Before I reached the woods which fringed the glade I noticed that the horizon was walled in on all sides with enormous mountains, higher than any I had ever seen and it gave me a shock to realize that these mighty and imposing masses of rock were in reality only grains of sand, or perhaps even smaller; they might be particles of the impalpable dust which lies between the sand grains.


  It took me perhaps ten minutes to reach the edge of the jungle, for such it proved to be. Most of the trees were of species unknown to me, although I recognized several trees of peculiarly tropical habit, among them the baobab or one of its relatives and the lignum vitae. The scene reminded me more of the Brazilian jungles than anything else. The ground underfoot was deep with rotting vegetation and the creepers made the going hard. I plunged into the tangle and in ten minutes I was as thoroughly lost as I have ever been in my life. The gloom under the trees prevented me from using the sun as a guide and I had not read my compass when I entered the tangle.


  I set a compass course and floundered forward as best I could but half an hour of steady going convinced me that I had taken the wrong direction. The jungle was too dense to back trail, so I laid a new course by compass and plunged ahead. I kept on for perhaps ten minutes on my new course when I heard a sound that brought me up standing, hardly able to believe my ears. From ahead of me came a shout, a shout given in a human voice. I strained my ears and soon I heard it again from the same direction and somewhat closer. Some one was coming toward me and I looked for a hiding place. A tangle of baobab roots concealed me pretty well and I crouched, my rifle ready, waiting for what might appear.


  In a few moments I heard a sound of running footsteps and I peered out from my cover. Imagine my surprise when a girl, a white girl, came into view, running at top speed. Not fifty yards behind her came a group of men, or beasts, for I couldn’t tell at first glance which they were. They were as black as pitch, with thick heavy lips, flat noses and almost no foreheads. They were or rather seemed to be about seven feet tall on the average, with enormously powerful chests and arms that hung below their knees. At times they dropped forward so that their knuckles rested on the ground and came ahead on all fours at a more rapid rate than their relatively short bandy legs could carry them when they were in an upright position. They were covered on the head, chest and arms with coarse black hair, although their legs, abdomens and backs were almost free from it. Their mouths were wide with the lower jaw protruding somewhat with yellow fangs showing between their lips, giving them a horribly bestial expression. They had two eyes, but they were not placed as is usual with animals of the monkey or human species. One eye was set in the middle of the forehead and the other in the back of the head. They were naked except for a G string and a belt from which hung a short heavy sword, and in their hands they carried spears about ten feet long. The average weight of a full grown male in our world would have been about four hundred pounds. Of course I didn’t see all of this at first glance, but later I saw enough of the Mena, as they were called, to get pretty familiar with their appearance.


  A glance was enough to show me that the girl was tired and that these brutes were gaining on her. She was human and the sight of these savages made my next action purely instinctive. With a shout I stepped from my hiding place and threw my rifle to my shoulder. The girl saw me and altered her direction to come toward me. The blacks saw me, too, and they turned in my direction, brandishing their spears.


  I am a pretty good shot and they were close and an easy target. I had four shells in my rifle and four of the blacks went down as fast as I could work my bolt. The rest paused for a moment and gave me time to ram a fresh clip of cartridges into my rifle. As I reloaded, I picked out one of them who seemed to be a leader and I dropped him on the next shot. This made them pause again but another black devil sprang forward to take the lead and I presented him with a bit of lead in the face. He went down like a thunderbolt and as none of the rest seemed to aspire to leadership, I distributed the other three bullets where I thought they would do the most good. As I lowered my rifle to reload, another one of the blacks jumped forward and charged me, and the rest followed. I had no time to load, so I jerked out my Colt .45 and when he was about twenty-five yards away I let him have a pill in the chest and then started a little miscellaneous slaughter. By the time the Colt was empty, there were fourteen of the blacks down and the rest were retreating at full speed. I first reloaded my rifle and slipped a clip into my pistol and then looked for the girl.


  I didn’t see her for a moment and then I spied a lock of golden hair in the tangle at my feet. She had burrowed into the vegetation and had got pretty well covered in the few moments I was shooting. I reached down and touched her, but as soon as she found that her hiding place was discovered, she bounded up and took to her heels like a scared rabbit. I called to her and she threw a glance back over her shoulder and when she saw that I was alone she checked her speed and stood her ground. She hesitated for a moment and then came back and dropped to her knees at my feet. I lifted her up and patted her on the shoulder.


  “ ‘There, little girl, don’t cry,’” I quoted inanely, partly because I didn’t know what else to say and partly because I was completely bowled over by her appearance. She was absolutely the most beautiful girl I have ever seen in my life—tall and lithe, all curves and grace, with eyes as blue as the sea around Oahu and hair where sunbeams had been imprisoned and where they struggled continuously for liberty, throwing their glints out through the meshes of their prison. Bound around her head was a golden filet with a huge square cut stone of beautiful sparkle and radiance set in it. Around her waist and confining her garments of flowing green gauze was another golden band with a gold-encrusted, gem-set pouch depending from it. On the buckle of her girdle was another of the square cut gems such as adorned her head band.


  I have always been pretty much at ease in the presence of girls, principally because I never cared much for them, but to this dirty little savage, as beautiful as dawn, I didn’t know what to say. I could just gulp and stammer.


  “Er, do you think these rapscallions will come back for more?” I blurted out at last.


  She cast a sideways glance at me that made my head whirl, and my heart do all sorts of funny flip-flops, and then she spoke. Her speech was beautifully liquid and hauntingly familiar. I couldn’t understand her, but I was sure that I had heard that language before. Presently I caught a word and like a flash I knew. She was speaking some dialect of Hawaiian. Desperately I strove to recall the speech of Leilani, my old nurse, but the only phrase I could remember was “E nac iki ne puu wai.” It didn’t seem quite appropriate to say “Be true to me, fair one” to a girl I had just met, but it was for the moment the only phrase I could remember so I blurted it out.


  She understood it all right and she flew into a royal rage. She shot out a stream of fluent speech so fast that I couldn’t understand a word of it. I thought rapidly and then brought forth another gem of speech, “Hawaiian pau.” I had to repeat it twice before she understood and then she didn’t get the word Hawaiian, but she understood pau, finished, all right and she presently realized that my first speech was the only bit of her language which I knew. When she understood my predicament, she forgot her anger and laughed. I was glad to see her cheerful again, but I was still worried about whether those blacks would return.


  For lack of language I was forced to fall back on pantomime in order to make myself understood. She readily understood me and looked worried for a moment until her eye fell on my rifle. She touched it questioningly and then spurned the body of the nearest black with her foot and laughed.


  Evidently she thought that my weapon made me invincible, but I knew better. I had only two more clips of pistol cartridges and eighty-five rounds for my rifle, not enough to repel a real attack. I tapped my rifle, shook my head sadly and said “pau.”


  The worried look again came into her face and she started talking very slowly and distinctly, repeating the word “Ulm” several times. Gradually my Hawaiian was coming back and while her speech was not the language I had learned in my youth, for she made use of the consonants “s” and “t,” both of which are unknown in Hawaiian, presently I made out her meaning. She was asking me to go with her to Ulm. I had no idea of where Ulm was but I had given up hopes of finding my adjuster and besides, since I had met this girl, I wasn’t so very anxious to find it at once. It seemed to me that it might be a good idea to go to Ulm for a while, and then make a fresh start for the glade with a competent guide. I therefore gave her to understand that her program suited me. She nodded brightly and stepped in front of me and set off toward the northeast.


  For perhaps three hours we made our way through the jungle, keeping a pretty straight line as I could tell by my compass. I found later that the people of Ulm have an uncanny sense of direction and can find their way from place to place in their miniature world without the aid of any other guide. The girl kept up a steady talk in her language and as I recalled more of my early Hawaiian, I found that I could understand the sense of most of what she said if she talked very slowly and I was even able to answer her after a fashion.


  “What is your name?” I asked her.


  “Awlo Sibi Tam,” she replied, raising her head proudly as she did so.


  “My name is Courtney,” I told her.


  She tried to repeat it, but she had a little trouble with the “r” sound which was evidently strange to her. She repeated it several times as we went along and at last managed to get a very fair rendition. Anyhow, I thought that I had never heard it pronounced so beautifully before.


  Suddenly Awlo paused in her talk and listened intently. She turned a terror-stricken face toward me and said, “They are coming.”


  “Who?” I asked.


  “The Mena,” she replied.


  I listened but I could hear nothing.


  “Are there many of them?” I asked.


  “Many,” she replied, “hundred, I believe. They are following our trail. Can’t you hear them?”


  I laid my ear close to the ground and could detect a faint murmur but I would never have recognized what it was.


  “What shall we do?” I asked. “This,” I held up my rifle, “will kill about a hundred but no more.”


  “Run,” she said, “run as fast as we can. It will be of little use, because the Mena can catch us. You are slow and I am tired, but if we are lucky, we may win to the plains of Ulm and there we are safe.”


  Her advice sounded good and I started after her as swiftly as I could. I am a fair average runner, but I could not keep up with Awlo, who fled over the ground like an antelope. I was handicapped by the weight of my rifle but I hung to it like grim death. It was not long before I could plainly hear the shouts of the pursuing Mena.


  “Have we far to go?” I gasped.


  “No,” she replied over her shoulder. “Hurry!”


  I panted along in her wake. The jungle thinned before us and we debouched onto a huge open plain. Awlo stopped and uttered a cry of dismay.


  “What is it?” I demanded.


  She did not answer but pointed ahead. Our way was barred by a wide, gently flowing river. Over it had been thrown a bridge but a glance showed me that the center span had been removed and a gap twenty feet wide yawned in the middle of the structure.


  “Can you swim?” I asked.


  She looked at me interrogatively. Evidently the word was a new one.


  “Swim, run through the water,” I explained.


  An expression of absolute terror passed over her face.


  “It is tabu,” she replied. “It is death to enter.”


  “It is death to stay on this side,” I told her.


  “It is better to die at the hands of the Mena than at the hands of the Gods,” she answered.


  She meant it too. She would rather face certain death at the hands of those hideous savages than to enter the stream. There was only one thing to do and that was to look for a place where I could sell my life dearly. With this in mind, I started along the river bank looking for a depression which would shelter us from the spears of the Mena. We made our way through a clump of trees in front of us and it was my turn to cry out, only the cry was one of joy and not of apprehension. There, between the trees and the river bank, stood a familiar looking object—an Electronic Vibration Adjuster.


  “We are saved, Awlo,” I cried joyously as I raced for the machine. A glance showed me that it was my first model which I had sent, as I thought, to infinite smallness nearly a year before. I was puzzled for a moment at the fact that it had not shrunk to nothing, but I had no time for philosophical reasoning. The shouts of the Mena were already perilously close.


  “Run off a few yards, Awlo,” I commanded, “and don’t be frightened. I can save you easily.”


  She obeyed me and I entered the adjuster. A momentary fear came over me that the batteries might be exhausted but I seized the switch and threw it on in the direction of increasing size. The landscape began to diminish its size, although as before, I could feel nothing. I kept my eye on the river until it had shrunk to a point where I knew that I could easily leap it and then I opened my switch and stepped out.


  For a moment I could not see Awlo, but I detected her lying face downward on the ground. I bent over her and then I saw something else. The Mena, hundreds of them, had emerged from the jungle and were coming along our trail. I hesitated no longer. As gently as I could, I picked up Awlo and leaped over the river with her. I waited to see whether the Mena were going to make any attempt to follow, but they had evidently caught a glimpse of my gargantuan proportions and they were in full retreat. I found out later that the river was as much taboo to them as it was to Awlo and they would under no circumstances have crossed the stream except by means of a bridge or in boats.


  I raised Awlo to the level of my eyes to talk to her but she had fainted. I leaped back to the other side of the river, reentered my adjuster and closed the reducing switch. Since I had the machine under control, I determined not to stop it until I found what had made it cease functioning when it did. My size rapidly grew smaller until I was correctly scaled to my surroundings and then the machine abruptly ceased working. I could not make it reduce either itself or me any further. The only explanation which has ever occurred to me is that the land of Ulm must be at the limit of smallness, that is, the period of vibration of the atoms and their component parts must be at the lower limit of motion and any further reduction would result in contact and consequent nothingness.


  My intention had been to swim the river while Awlo was unconscious but it occurred to me that the adjuster might be useful on the other side of the river so I again increased my size until I could step over it. Knowing that the machine would only get so small, I reached in with a piece of wood and closed the reducing switch and watched it grow to toy size. With it in my hand, I again leaped the river and used my pocket knife blade to close the increasing switch. When it had grown to the right size, I stopped it, reentered it and soon had both the adjuster and myself down to the minimum to which it would go.


  Awlo was still unconscious and I bent over her and chafed her hands. She soon recovered and sat up. Her gaze wandered and it fell on the adjuster, she shuddered and turned to me with fear in her eyes.


  “What happened, Courtney Siba?” she asked with a quaver in her voice. “I thought that you had changed into a kahuma, a wizard of the old days. Was I dreaming?”


  I thought rapidly. Evidently a kahuma was something to be revered but also something not quite human. The advantage and disadvantages of being one flashed before me but a glance at Awlo’s scared face decided me.


  “I am no kahuma, Awlo,” I replied. “What I did, I did with the aid of that. It made me appear to the Mena to be larger than I am and they ran. While they were gone, I carried you and the machine over the river. We are perfectly safe now and unless the Mena find some way of crossing, they won’t bother us again.”


  Awlo seemed satisfied with my explanation. I suggested that she rest for a while to recover from her scare but she laughed at the idea.


  “Ulm is near at hand,” she told me, “and we must hurry on. I would not that my father be unduly worried by my absence.”


  “That reminds me of something I have been meaning to ask you, Awlo,” I said as we resumed our onward way. “How did you happen to be in the jungle with the Mena after you when I found you?”


  “I was visiting my uncle, Hama, at his city of Ame,” she replied. “My visit was at an end and I started homeward yesterday. It has been three years since the Mena have ventured to attack us and the guard was small, only about three hundred soldiers. We were about half way between the two cities and were going peaceably through the jungle when, without warning, the Mena attacked. The soldiers fought desperately but the Mena were too many and too powerful for them and they were all killed. I and two of my maidens were captured. The Mena took us to one of their cities in the jungle and prepared for a feast.”


  “For a feast?” I inquired.


  “We are food for the Mena,” she replied simply.


  I shuddered at the thought and gritted my teeth as I thought of those flying monsters who were at my mercy a few minutes before. Had I known what brutes they were, I could have taken glorious vengeance on them.


  “Last night,” went on Awlo, “they took first one and then the other of my maidens out from the cave where we were confined, and killed them and dragged them away to the pot. My turn was next and two of them seized me and dragged me out. They released me and one of them raised a spear to end my life. I dropped to the ground and the spear passed over my head and then I fled. I tried to run toward Ulm, but they suspected the course I would pursue and a party went to head me off while others followed my trail. As long as it was dark I was able to baffle them and go faster than they could trail me, but with the coming of light they found my trail and soon I heard them after me. I ran as fast as I could, but they gained rapidly and I thought that I was lost when I heard your shout. Awlo Sibu Tam will never forget how you saved her and neither will Ulm. My father, Kalu, will honor you highly, Courtney Siba.”


  “If these Mena are such brutes, why don’t your soldiers wage war on them until there are none left?” I asked.


  “They have waged war for ages,” she replied, “but the Mena are too many and we cannot hunt them all down. In ages past, there were no Mena and then Ulm and Ame fought together. Sometimes one would be victorious and sometimes the other, but always they ceased warring before either was destroyed. Then came the Mena through the passes from the wilderness to the north. They came in thousands and they attacked Ame. The men of Ulm forgot their hatred of their old rival and our armies marched to the assistance of the threatened city. For a time our armies drove the invaders back but more and more came from the north and carried the battle to the gates of Ame itself. There our armies stopped them for they could not climb the walls nor could they break in.


  “When they saw that they could not win the city, they attacked Ulm. Our army hurried back to defend the city and the men of Ame came with them, leaving only enough to man the walls. Again the Mena fought their way to the city walls and again they were stopped. When they found they could not take either city, they drew back into the jungle and established cities of huts. Such is the condition today. The Mena fight among themselves and when they are weakened in numbers, the armies of Ulm and Ame march out to attack them. They have always defeated them and tried to hunt them down and sometimes for a generation the Mena are not seen, but eventually they return stronger than ever and attack one of the cities. It has been many years now since war was waged on them and it may be that they are planning to attack again.”


  “Do Ulm and Ame ever fight now?” I asked.


  “No, there is peace between them. Brothers of one blood sit on the two thrones and the old enmity is forgotten. But see, there lies Ulm!”


  We had topped a little rise and had come to the cultivated fields. Before us lay row after row of cultivated plots, most of them planted with keili bushes, the nut of which is the staple food of the poorer classes of Ulm. Two miles or so across the plain rose a massive walled city. Dotted about on the plain were small stone structures, which reminded me of the old blockhouses which used to be erected on our own plains to guard against Indian raids. That, in fact, was the exact function of these structures.


  As we approached the nearest of them a figure appeared on the wall and scrutinized us closely. He called out a musical greeting and Awlo raised her face.


  “Awlo Sibi Tam commands your presence,” she cried imperiously.


  The sentry rubbed his eyes and looked and then came down from that wall in a hurry. The massive gates swung open and an officer appeared and prostrated himself and kissed the ground before Awlo.


  “Rise!” she commanded.


  He rose and half drew his sword from its sheath and presented the hilt to Awlo. She touched it and he returned it to its scabbard with a sharp motion and stood upright.


  “I would go to Ulm,” she said. “Send couriers to warn my father of my approach and bid my guard come hither to escort me.”


  He bowed deeply and Awlo took me by the hand and led me into the building. It was a typical guardroom such as are found in all nations and at all times. We seated ourselves and I heard the sound of hoof-beats rapidly dying away in the direction of the city.


  “Who are you, Awlo?” I asked. “Are you a Chief’s daughter or what?”


  “I am Sibi Tam,” she replied.


  “I don’t know that rank,” I answered. “How important is it?”


  She looked at me in surprise and then laughed.


  “You will find out in time, Courtney Siba,” she said with a laugh.


  I tried to press the question but she refused to answer and turned the talk to other matters. Half an hour passed and then I was aware of a confused murmur approaching from the city. Awlo rose.


  “It is doubtless our escort,” she said. “Let us greet them.”


  I followed her out into the courtyard and up on the thick wall which surrounded the building. Coming down the road was the most gorgeous cavalcade I had ever seen. First came a band of cavalry mounted on superb horses and carrying long lances. They wore golden helmets with nodding crimson horsehair plumes rising from them, a cuirass of gold and golden shin guards. Their thighs were bare. Besides the armor they wore a short crimson garment like a skirt, which fell half way to the knee, and a flowing crimson cape trimmed with brown fur. Heavy swords on the left side of their belts and a dagger on the right, together with their twelve-foot lances made up their offensive weapons.


  Following the cavalry came a number of gorgeously decorated chariots, occupied by men gorgeously dressed in every imaginable hue. Another troop of cavalry, similar to the first except that their plumes and clothing were blue, brought up the rear.


  As the leading troop came opposite the gate, Awlo stepped to the edge of the wall. Her appearance was greeted by a roar of applause and salutation and the red cavalry reined in their horses and pointed their lances toward her, butt foremost. She answered the salute with a wave of her hand and the troop charged forward at a word of command past the tower and then whirled to form a line facing her. The chariots came up and an elderly man dismounted from the first one and passed in through the gate. He came up the steps to the wall and dropped on one knee before Awlo, half drawing his sword and thrusting the hilt toward her as he did so.


  She touched the sword and he returned it and rose to his feet.


  “Greeting, Moka,” she said. “Come with me for I desire a word with you.”


  Submissively he followed her a short distance along the wall and I could see that she was speaking rapidly. I could tell from the direction of Moka’s glances that I was the topic of conversation, and his actions when Awlo had finished amply proved it. Moka came forward and drew his sword and cast it at my feet. I drew my pistol and placed it beside his weapon. Moka laid his left hand against my breast and I did the same.


  “My brother and my lord,” he said as he rose.


  Awlo interrupted before I could say anything.


  “I would go to Ulm,” she said.


  Moka bowed deeply and we each picked up our weapons. I followed Awlo toward the chariots. The largest and most ornate was empty and into it she sprang lightly, motioning to me to go with Moka in his chariot. I entered it and the whole cortège turned about and proceeded toward the city.


  We drove in through a huge gate which was opened before us and down a wide thoroughfare which led directly into the center of the city. This avenue ended in a park in the center of which stood the largest and most beautiful building in the city. We left our chariots and made our way on foot across the park and entered the palace between rows of guards who, as Awlo passed, presented their spears, butt foremost.


  At the end of the hall, Awlo paused.


  “Courtney Siba,” she said, “you are doubtless weary as I am. Go then with Moka, who will supply you with clothing fitting to your rank and with proper refreshment. My father will meet you when you have rested and reward you as you merit.”


  I had learned a little about the customs of Ulm and I dropped on one knee and presented her my pistol, butt first. She smilingly touched it and I rose and followed Moka. He led me up a flight of steps and into an apartment fit for a Prince of the Blood. Here he summoned servants and surrendered me to their tender mercies.


  I did not realize how tired I was until a hot bath revealed the true extent of my fatigue. One of my servants approached and by motions indicated that I was to lie down on a couch. I did so and he massaged me thoroughly with a sweet-smelling oil, which banished my fatigue marvelously. When he had finished, other servants approached with garments which they evidently desired me to put on. I strove to talk to them but they merely shook their heads. Small wonder, for I later found that they were dumb.


  The clothing which they brought me consisted of such a skirt, as I had seen on the soldiers, except that it was pure white. In addition they brought me a white cloak which hung well below the waist and which was fastened at the throat with a diamond the size of a walnut. On my feet they placed leather sandals which were thickly encrusted with gold and diamonds and around my calves they wound leather straps also heavily gemmed. About my head they bound a golden filet with a square cut diamond set in the center and around my waist they fastened a belt with a diamond buckle with a long straight sword hanging from the left and a heavily jeweled dagger from the right. As a final touch they set on my head a golden helmet somewhat like those I have seen on ancient Grecian coins, with a white horsehair plume. When they had finished they stood me in front of a mirror to see if I was suited.


  I was, in every respect except one. I dug into my old clothes and got my Colt and hung the holster on my belt instead of the silly dagger. It may not have been as handsome, but if I was going to need weapons where I was going, I knew which would be of the most value to me. When I signified that I was suited, my servants withdrew with many bows and left me alone.


  I hardly knew what to expect next but I threw myself on the couch to rest a little. For close to an hour I waited before the door swung open to admit Moka.


  “My lord,” he said with a bow, “Kalu Sabama awaits your presence.”


  “I am ready,” I replied as I rose.


  As we passed through the doorway, a detachment of guard met us. As we appeared, they grounded their spears with a ringing clash and closed around us. We passed down a corridor and down a flight of stairs to the main entrance hall and across it to a great closed double door, where we were halted by another detachment of guards and challenged. Moka answered the challenge and the great doors swung open and there was a peal of trumpets. When they had ceased a sonorous voice called out some words which I did not understand, although I was pretty sure that I caught the words “Awlo” and “Courtney.” It was evidently an introduction, for, when the voice ceased, Moka motioned me to go forward. I stepped out with my head held high. The guards went with me for a few paces and then opened out and formed a line, leaving me to advance alone down the hall.


  It was an immense and spacious hall and while the center was open, the sides were crowded with gaily dressed people. Guards were on all sides and at the far end was a dais or platform raised seven steps above the floor. On the topmost level were four thrones. Before the throne, on the various levels, were a number of men and women, dressed in every color imaginable except the green which was worn by the occupants of the thrones. On the step next to the top level stood a lone figure, who also wore green.


  Down the hall I marched until I stood at the foot of the dais. I heard a murmur run down the hall as I passed, but whether of approval or disapproval I could not tell, so I went straight ahead until I came to the foot of the dais and then I bowed deeply. I looked up and looked the occupants of the thrones straight in the eye.


  The two center seats were occupied by an elderly couple of great grace and dignity of manner, the throne on the right was vacant and in the one on the left sat Awlo. I had known by the respect accorded her that she must be a rather important personage, but it startled me to realize that she was one of the biggest of them all. She threw me a momentary smile and then looked at me gravely and impersonally as the other two were doing.


  The man who occupied one of the center thrones rose and spoke to me.


  “Courtney Siba,” he said gravely in a sonorous and ringing voice, “my daughter has told before me, where all could hear, the mighty deeds which you have wrought against the Mena. And you who have saved her, in whom the hopes of the dynasty of Kalu are bound up, merit and will receive the gratitude of a nation. The gratitude of a father for the life of his only child I freely give you.


  “There is no reward within my power to grant that is great enough for your merits, but if you will name your wishes, they shall be yours if Ulm can supply them. Your rank of Siba I hereby confirm in Ulm and Ame and give orders that your rank is above all others in the empire save only the royal blood. Is there any reward you desire?”


  “I thank you, oh King,” I replied, “and I will bear your gracious words in mind. Already you have honored me above my poor deserts but the time may come when I will remind you of your words.”


  “My words are engraven on my memory, Courtney Siba,” said the King with a gracious smile, “and time will not erase them. Your rank entitles you to a place on the second level of my throne, below only my beloved nephew, Lamu Siba.”


  He motioned toward the man who stood on the next to the topmost level and who I noticed was attired in green as was Kalu. I glanced at him and found that he was watching me with a face like a thundercloud. I returned the scowl with interest and took stock of him. He was about two inches shorter than I was and ruggedly built and showed evidence of a great deal of strength. His black hair, which like the hair of all the men of Ulm, was worn long enough to reach his shoulders, matched the swarthy complexion. The thing that set me against him was a crafty expression in his close-set eyes, which were grey instead of the honest black or brown which should have gone with his complexion.


  At a gesture from the King (or Sabama as his title really was), I mounted the dais and took my stand on the step below Lamu and directly in front of Awlo. When I had taken my place, the Sabama turned to the court and began again in his sonorous voice what was evidently a regularly recited formula.


  “The house of Kalu,” he said, “is as a withered tree with but one green branch. Should this branch be cut, the tree would die without trace of life remaining. Already the branch has been almost cut. It is the hope of all Ulm that this branch will make that new life may be given to the tree, yet the immemorable laws of Ulm decree that the Sibi Tam shall be free to choose her own husband when and how she will, nor may even the Sabama force her choice. Awlo, my daughter, the green branch of the tree of the house of Kalu, are you yet ready to declare your choice?’’


  Awlo rose and stepped forward.


  “I am,” she declared in ringing tone.


  The reply made a sensation. The audience had been listening politely to the words of the Sabama but they evidently expected Awlo to say that she had not yet made up her mind and her reply electrified them. A hastily suppressed murmur ran through the hall and the Sabama started. I noticed that Lamu bit his lip and closed his hand on his dagger hilt.


  “Whom, my daughter, have you chosen to be your prince?” asked Kalu.


  Awlo stepped down two steps and stood beside me.


  “When the branch was about to be cut, one arose who stayed the hand of the Mena and who saved the tree from being a desolate dying trunk today. Who but that one should be chosen to the highest honor in Ulm and as her future ruler. My father, for my husband, I choose Courtney Siba.”


  As she ended, she took my right hand and raised it high above my head. There was a moment of silence and then cheer after cheer rent the hall. Evidently Awlo’s choice was popular. The Sabama stepped forward and held up his hand for silence. The uproar instantly hushed and he started to speak. He was interrupted in a dramatic manner.


  Sword in hand, Lamu faced him.


  “Grant you permission to the Sibi Tam to make such a choice?” he demanded.


  “The Sibi Tam chooses whom she pleases,” said Kalu sharply. “Sheath your weapon. You are in the presence of the Sabama.”


  “My weapon remains drawn until the honor of Ame is revenged,” cried Lamu hoarsely. “Have you lost your senses, my uncle, that you give your only child, the pride and hope of Ulm, to a nameless adventurer who comes from no one knows where? Who knows that he is not a kahuma who will destroy the land? Awlo says that he slew the Mena by witchcraft.”


  “Awlo has chosen,” said Kalu quietly but with an ominous ring in his voice. “By what right do you assume to question her choice?”


  “For years I have sought her, seeking to consolidate the rule of Ulm and Ame,” replied Lamu, “and until this stranger came into Ulm, I had reason to think that my suit was favored. Are you seeking, my uncle, to raise a barrier of blood between Ulm and Ame that the Mena may destroy both?”


  “What mean you?” thundered Kalu.


  “I demand that the stranger be tested before the Court of Lords to prove that he is not a kahuma.”


  “And Lamu presides over the Court of Lords,” broke in Awlo with biting sarcasm. “Do you expect me to let my chosen go before your creatures for judgment?”


  The shot struck home and Lamu bit his lips.


  “Do you approve Awlo’s choice?” he demanded of the Sabama.


  “I do,” was the reply.


  “Then I call upon the ancient laws of Ulm for redress. It is the right of every Siba of royal blood to challenge and fight to the death with the choice of the Sibi Tam. You, Courtney, who claim the rank of Siba, I challenge you to fight to the death.”


  “Courtney Siba,” said Kalu gravely, “do you accept this challenge? Either you must give up your rank or fight for it.”


  I hesitated but Awlo touched me on the arm. I looked at her and she glanced meaningly at my pistol. An idea came to me.


  “I will gladly fight him,” I cried, “but not to his death. If he overcomes me, he may do as he wishes, but I fight with my own weapons and if I overcome him, I spare his life.”


  “Then draw your weapon, Courtney Siba and defend yourself,” cried Lamu as he rushed forward.


  He aimed a vicious thrust at me before I had time to draw my own weapon and I avoided it only by leaping nimbly back. He came on again and I side-stepped and whipped out my Colt. As he rushed me the third time, I raised my weapon and fired. As I have said, I am a good shot and the range was close, so I didn’t shoot to kill. Instead I fired at his sword hand and was lucky enough to hit the hilt of his weapon. The heavy forty-five bullet tore his sword from his grasp and sent it flying through the air. I instantly sheathed my pistol and waited for his next move. It came quickly enough.


  He rubbed his right hand for a moment; it must have stung damnably, and then he whipped out his dagger and came at me with it in his left hand. I was a little taller than he was and had the reach on him so I met him half way. He made a sweep at me with his knife which I avoided and then I took his measure and landed my right full on the point of his chin and he went down like a poled ox. A tremendous murmur went around the room and then came a volley of cheers. I judged that Lamu was not popular. When the noise subsided, the Sabama spoke.


  “Does any one else wish to challenge the choice of the Sibi Tam?” he asked sardonically.


  There was no reply and he nodded to Awlo. She stepped forward and took my right hand in hers and turning it over, she kissed me on the palm and then set my hand on top of her head. When she had finished the ceremony, she looked expectantly at me. I wasn’t exactly sure what to do so I took her hand and kissed it and then placed it on top of my head as she had done. In a moment her arms were around me and the assembly room rang with cheers.


  Presently Awlo drew back and the Sabama stepped down from his throne. Some officers came forward and removed my white cloak and replaced it with a green one and the Sabama himself bound about my brow a golden filet with a square cut stone in it, similar to the ones which he and Awlo wore, and took me by the hand and led me up the dais and seated me on the vacant throne. There came another blare of trumpets and then the Sabama formally addressed me as “Courtney Siba Tam.” Thus it was that I, Courtney Edwards, a citizen of the United States of America, in the year of our Lord one thousand, nine hundred and twenty-two became a Prince of the House of Kalu, the Crown Prince of the Empire of Ulm and the husband of the reigning monarch’s only child.


  I quickly became settled in my position of Siba Tam. My first official task was to pronounce judgment on Lamu. When I learned the circumstances, I hardly blamed him for his outburst. He was the only son of the ruler of Ame and he had been Awlo’s suitor for years. By virtue of his rank he was Commander-in-Chief of the combined armies of Ulm and Ame and when he saw me, a stranger, come in and oust him from his proud position and take his sweetheart as my wife into the bargain, he lost his head. The Sabama wished to reduce him to the grade of commoner and confine him, but Awlo and I interceded and he was eventually pardoned and I appointed him as my second in command of the army. Whatever his faults, he was a good soldier and quite popular with the military. He acted rather formally to me for a couple of years, but he got over it and became one of my closest friends.


  One of my first acts was to send a detail of troops out to bring my adjuster into Ulm. There I drained the batteries and went over it thoroughly and stored it in the palace vault. I was perfectly happy and had no idea at all of ever leaving Ulm, but I was guarding against accidents. At any time some prospector might find my valley and wash out a pan of dirt and dump the rubbish on Ulm. If that happened, I meant to take Awlo and increase our size and break up through it.


  For five years everything was quiet and peaceful in Ulm and Awlo and I were the happiest pair in the whole empire. She was the idol of the city and my rescue of her had given me a good start. I soon grew quite popular and when Lamu grew to be my friend, the army joined the populace in their affection for me.


  In the fall of 1927 we first began to get rumors of a great gathering of the Mena. At first both Lamu and I were disposed to scout the idea, but the rumors came with more definiteness and at last we had to face the fact that the Mena were gathering for an attack in real force. We made what preparations we could for the siege and waited for them to attack. One of the peculiar things which had struck me about Ulm was that the art of projecting weapons was unknown to them. Even the crudest bow and arrow had not been developed. I thought that I saw my way clear to thrash the Mena handsomely and I made up a bow and arrow and showed it to Kalu, proposing that our army be so equipped. He smiled enigmatically and advised me to lay it before the council.


  I did so and to my surprise Lamu and the council would not listen to the suggestion. When they explained their reasons, I saw that they were sound ones. The Mena, while they have no inventive ability, are adept at copying the ideas of others and the council were afraid that, while we might smash the first attack by fire superiority, on the next attack we would find the Mena armed with bows, and in such a case we would suffer heavily, even if we finally beat off the attack. The principle of the bow and arrow were well known to them, but they had never used it for this reason.


  About a year ago the Mena attacked. There were millions of them, it seemed to me, and they were utterly reckless and willing to put up with huge losses to gain a small point. Man for man they were our superiors, so we did not meet them outside the walls, but contented ourselves with defending the city. They brought ladders and tried to climb the walls and they brought rams and tried to batter down the gates and we stood on the walls and dropped rocks on them and poured hot oil on them and when they got a ladder hoisted we hurled it back and killed with sword and spear those who had gained a footing on the walls. I had read of such defenses in history, and I was able to introduce a few new wrinkles which gave the Mena some rather unpleasant surprises. After three months of fighting, the situation hadn’t changed a bit. I learned that a siege of ten or even twenty years was nothing unusual. We had enough keili nuts stored in the city to last for fifty years and we had an abundant supply of water. We weren’t strong enough to take the offensive, so all we could do was to defend ourselves and wait until the Mena got tired and quit or got to fighting among themselves; the latter always happened when the siege drew out to too great a length.


  The continual fighting kept me away from Awlo a great deal and I was naturally anxious to end it as soon as possible. As I passed the arsenal one day, I saw my adjuster standing there and a great idea struck me. I was confident that if I could use propelled projectiles, I could break the back of the Mena attack in no time. The council wouldn’t let me use bows and arrows for fear our enemies would copy them and use them against us, but I defied any artisan of the Mena, or any artisan of Ulm for that matter, to copy a modem rifle and its ammunition. Why couldn’t I use the adjuster to increase my size to the plane where such things were to be had, load it with guns and ammunition and shrink the whole business to usable size. I hastened to lay my idea before Kalu and the council.


  I doubt whether any of the council had ever believed the story I told of my origin, although they had never said so. It is never safe to dispute the word of those in high authority. When I soberly offered to increase my size and get them guns and ammunition, they shook their heads and began to wonder. I took them up on the wall and showed them what a rifle would do to the Mena and any opposition to my going vanished. Highly elated, I refilled my batteries with the electrolyte I had drawn years before and got ready for the trip. I soon found that I had reckoned without Awlo. My Princess flatly refused to be separated from me.


  For a while I was baffled but Awlo herself suggested a solution of the problem she had raised.


  “Why can’t I go with you, Courtney?” she asked. “If we come back safely, the trip will be an interesting one and if we do not return, at least we will be together.”


  The idea had merit and I presented it to Kalu. He didn’t like Awlo to leave him, but he gave consent at last on my solemn promise to come back with her. I knew that some of the work up here would be rather heavy and I asked for a volunteer to accompany me. To my surprise, Lamu asked to go. I was glad of his company but I didn’t want both the head of the army and the second in command to leave at once. He insisted and pointed out that the danger of the trip should be shared by the two highest ranking men in the army and I gave way and consented.


  The adjuster was carried to the palace roof and I made a few adjustments to increase the speed of its action so that it wouldn’t crush the whole city beneath its weight before the base expanded enough to get a wider support At last everything was ready and the three of us crowded in and with final farewells to all I closed the switch.


  I had set the machine to work faster than I realized and before I could open the switch we were twelve feet tall. I threw it back into slow speed and reduced our size until the indicator showed that I was my normal six feet and we stepped out into a new world to Awlo and Lamu and almost a new one to me.


  We went into my shack and looked it over. Nothing had been disturbed and no one had been there, so there was no reason why Awlo couldn’t stay there safely while Lamu and I trekked into Beatty and I got in touch with my bankers and arranged to buy the munitions that I wanted. We talked it over and Awlo wanted to come. There was no real reason why she couldn’t come and indeed make a trip to New York with me if she wished, so I agreed to her coming. Lamu suggested that it might be a good idea for me to teach him how to operate the adjuster so that, in case we found it advisable to send the stuff down in several loads, he could take it down and return and thus avoid separating Awlo and me. The thought was a good one so I set the machine on slow speed and soon taught him the simple manipulation. He caught on readily and manipulated it several times to quite a small size and then professed himself satisfied with his ability. I wish that I could have seen what was in the black villain’s heart!


  The next morning I was in the cabin making up packs for us to carry on our hike to Beatty when I was alarmed by Awlo outside. I dropped everything and rushed out at top speed. For a moment I didn’t see either her or Lamu and then I heard a low faint wail in her voice. I looked in the direction from which it came and saw the adjuster. It was less than one-tenth the size it should have been and I realized that it was shrinking. I sprinted toward it hoping to reach the switch and reverse the action, but I was too late. On my hands and knees I dropped and stared into it. Lamu had my Princess captive and his hand was on the switch. He stopped the action for a minute but the thing was already so small that I could not get my finger between the side bars had I tried and I was afraid of wrecking it. Stooping closer, I heard their tiny voices.


  “Courtney Siba Tam,” cried Lamu with triumph in his voice, “he laughs best who laughs last as I have heard you say. You robbed me of my kingdom once but when we return and tell them how you planned to desert Ulm in her hour of need and to steal away her Princess, I shall win back all I have lost. For years I have planned to thwart you in your ambition and for that reason I throttled my impulses and seemed your friend. Say farewell to Awlo for this is your last glimpse of her.”


  “Awlo,” I cried in a whisper, “can’t you free yourself?”


  “No, Courtney,” came back her tiny voice, “he is too strong for me and I dare not struggle. Come after me, Courtney! Rescue me from this dog who is worse than the Mena from whom you saved me once. I will watch for you, Courtney!” Thus I heard her voice for the last time and responded.


  “I’ll be after you as soon as I can, my darling,” I cried. “As for you, Lamu Siba, the game is not played out yet. When I return, your heart’s blood will pay for this!”


  “Ah, yes, Courtney Siba Tam,” came his mocking voice, “when you return.”


  He turned again to the switch and the adjuster carrying with it all that is dear in life to me disappeared.


  I don’t remember much about the next few days. Somehow, I made my way to Beatty and established my identity. I made the wires hum to San Francisco, ordering the materials I needed to construct a duplicate of my adjuster. Nor did I forget my people. I ordered the guns and ammunition which I wanted shipped in with the rest of my stuff. It seemed to take forever to get to my valley, but at last it came and I have worked almost day and night since. This afternoon I finished my apparatus and moved it over to the spot where the other had stood and in the morning I will leave this plane and try to take my guns and ammunition to Ulm.


  I hope to land in Ulm but I am not at all sure that I will do so. I marked the place where my former machine stood but I may have easily missed placing my new model over the old one. If I have missed setting the center point where it should be by even a fraction of an inch I may come down in Ulm miles from the city. I may even come down into a strange world far from my empire and with no knowledge of which way to go. I have done my best and time alone will tell how well I have done. One thing I know. No matter what Lamu may have done or said, Awlo is still waiting for me and she is still true to me. I have my rifle and plenty of ammunition and even though the whole Mena race block my path, some way I will fight my way through them and once more hold my Princess in my arms.


  JOHN BROWN’S BODY


  Eando Binder


  A strange thing happened when John Brown and his boss fell into the giant washer—a very strange thing indeed . . .


  “Throckmorton making an inspection—this morning!” John Brown uttered the words in a horrified tone. His hands fluttered nervously. He looked helplessly around the washing machine department of Throckmorton’s Department Store, then back at his fellow salesman, suddenly trembling.


  “Oh, dear,” he gasped, “I just know something will go wrong. I never was lucky on Mondays.”


  Thaddeus Throckmorton, owner and president of the store, would make one of his surprise tours of inspection this morning, and when Thaddeus Throckmorton “toured” there wasn’t a department, section, or counter that was safe from his pompous, if none too nimble-witted, speeches and suggestions.


  Mr. Brown had reason to tremble. For he had worries. Overdue payments to the Acme Loan Company, the interdepartment sales contest, and now, to top it all off, the visit from President Throckmorton himself. John Brown prayed fervently that the collector from the loan company wouldn’t come barging into the store while the Boss was around.


  As he heard Mr. Throckmorton’s booming voice coming down the aisle, he even thought of running madly from the store. But instead his watery blue eyes darted nervously over the familiar shining line of washers, swung to the middle of the floor, and rested I on the giant model washing machine I that had just been installed for advertising purposes.


  A huge affair—six feet high and six feet wide—it had been the result of a brainstorm by Thaddeus Throckmorton himself. On his last visit to John Brown’s department, Mr. Throckmorton, after “tsking” at the lamentable lack of sales, hit upon the idea of a colossal, glorified washer to lure customers closer to John Brown’s wares.


  Even John Brown was forced to admit the idea was a honey. And as the sounds of Mr. Throckmorton’s voice grew closer, the little washing machine salesman stepped closer to the gigantic display machine and with his handkerchief flicked a microscopic atom of dust from one of the steel braces.


  Exactly three seconds later John Brown’s heart plummeted to his heels, then promptly shot upward to catch somewhere in the region of his throat. Mr. Throckmorton had arrived!


  The president and owner of Throckmorton’s Department Store did not enter the washing machine sector—he invaded it. A general at the head of his legions could not have impressed John Brown more than the portly Mr. Throckmorton, followed by subalterns, did at that moment.


  John Brown coughed, almost strangling, then blurted a squeaky “Good morning.” Then, hastily in afterthought; “—sir!”


  Mr. Throckmorton’s large, expensively clad body turned to face the stooped, drab little salesman. The president was dignified, pompous, and impressive. But no one could say he was not democratic. He said, “Good morning, Brown.”


  Then, with a firm, searching, uncompromising eye, Mr. Throckmorton surveyed the section in which he stood. An almost paternal gleam shot into his eye as he spied the colossal display machine.


  “Sales improved any since this has been installed, Brown?” inquired Mr. Throckmorton in a tone of voice which implied that sales damned well should have improved.


  “Yes,” said the breathless Mr. Brown. “Yes, sir.”


  “Harrumph,” the owner made a pleasurable noise in his throat. “Harrumph, quite naturally.” He strode to where the machine stood in the center of the section and, raising himself on tip-toe, peered into its depths.


  “Pardon me, sir,” ventured Mr. Brown. “Pardon me, but you can obtain a much more satisfactory view of the inner workings from the special platform on the other side.”


  “Capital,” said Mr. Throckmorton. “Very interesting exhibit. My own idea, I might add.”


  Mr. Brown led his employer to the other side of the machine where they ascended a series of wooden steps leading to an elevated platform from which they could gaze comfortably down into the bowels of the machine.


  “Big, isn’t it?” said John Brown, peering over his employer’s shoulder.


  “Quite,” said Mr. Throckmorton proudly. “Biggest of its kind. Turn it on, please.”


  John Brown bent over and his hand found the switch that started the huge machine revolving. As the noise of the motor picked up momentum he stared in rapt fascination at the giddying whirl of paddles and discs inside the spacious stomach of the washer. By the time he straightened up the humming had grown to a smooth roar. He stepped forward to gaze downward. Then, like a bursting bomb insofar as results were concerned, the terrible thing happened.


  His feet tangled with the electric cord that ran along the platform, and in the next instant he lost his balance and lunged forward. His bony shoulder drove into Mr. Throckmorton’s wide back, and for an awful minute they staggered on the brink of the machine.


  And the next instant, with a hoarse bass bellow from Mr. Throckmorton and a shrill soprano scream from John Brown, they tumbled into the whirring machine.


  The screaming whistle of the revolving demonstrator, the roar of the motor, the wild shrieks and shouts that issued from the washer all blended together in a weird crescendo, instantly creating a commotion in the store.


  Salesmen and clerks, floorwalkers and customers, all raced to the spot. Mr. Darnell, of neckties and ribbons, arrived first. He ran up the steps in back of the machine and yelled over his shoulder, “Get a stretcher. Somebody fell into the big washer.” He threw off the switch and stared with anticipatory horror as the huge disc began to slow down, expecting to find a tangled mass of arms and legs. But instead, as the revolutions decreased, he was amazed to see both occupants unscathed and unharmed.


  It was a further shock when he recognized the portly frock-coated figure of the store’s president. Mr. Throckmorton seemed to be all right and was making a ludicrous attempt to rise to his feet in spite of the rotating machine. The other figure in the machine was sitting up with his hand pressed tightly over his eyes.


  The frock-coated figure of Mr. Throckmorton staggered a little and then collapsed in a very undignified heap. He stared wildly about, then threw an arm about his face.


  “Please,” he wailed, “it was an accident. I couldn’t help it. I stumbled. Please forgive me,” Mr. Throckmorton said. “Please, don’t fire me!”


  The small figure in the sack-like brown suit sat up with a jerk, shaking his head. “You stupid clumsy fool,” he bellowed. “You damned near killed me. I’ll have you fired so fast it’ll take your breath away!”


  Mr. Darnell, of neckties and ribbons, opened and closed his mouth like a gaping fish. Was he crazy, or was Brown really giving Throckmorton hell? And was Throckmorton begging Brown not to fire him? It was incredible.


  The large impressive figure in the frock-coat was on his knees almost crying over the rumpled little man in the baggy brown suit.


  “Oh please,” Mr. Throckmorton begged, “give me another chance.” He fumbled in his pocket for a handkerchief, wiping a tear from his eye. “I couldn’t help it,” he wailed again. “It was an acrid—” His voice broke, faltered and stopped in his throat.


  He stared incredulously at the large diamond cuff links that were attached to his shirt. Like a man in a dream his eyes traveled up his fat arms and down his expansive front. Diamond stickpin, figured cravat, silk shirt, expensive English suit. Horror-stricken, he felt his face. Soft smooth skin, double chin, fat bulging jowls. Panic-stricken he climbed to his feet.


  “What’s happened to me? My body . . .!” cried the frock-coated figure wildly.


  “Everything’s all right, Mr. Throckmorton,” Mr. Darnell said, his face pale with anxiety. “I’ve sent for a ladder. It’s coming directly.”


  “But I’m not Mr. Throckmorton,” he protested wildly. “I’m John Brown.” Mr. Darnell tried to smile understandingly, but only succeeded in looking very bewildered. “Of course, Mr. Throckmorton. You’re a little shocked. Terrible experience to go through.”


  “Stop calling me Throckmorton,” John Brown said hysterically. “I just look like him. This is his body, but I’m really me.”


  “Of course,” said Mr. Darnell, “you’re you. You’re Mr. Throckmorton.” He pointed to the machine. “There’s Mr. Brown.”


  John Brown looked and found himself looking at himself. Not as he was now, but as he should be. Baggy brown suit. Thin brown hair. Weak blue eyes. John Brown closed his eyes and counted to ten. It didn’t help. And John Brown abruptly realized the truth.


  “We’ve changed bodies—somehow!” he said to himself in an amazed, hoarse whisper.


  The figure on the floor was still rubbing his eyes and shaking his head. “Help me up,” he shouted. “Try and kill a man and then refuse to help him, eh? I tell you, Brown, you’ll regret this day as long as you live. You can’t trifle with a Throckmorton and get away scot free.”


  John Brown stooped over and helped him to his feet. “I’m sorry,” he began, breathless with unaccustomed effort, but the other cut him off.


  “Sorry!” he exploded. “A fine thing to tell a man after you’ve nearly killed him. I . . .” His mouth fell open. His eyes bulged out until they looked like huge marbles. He opened and closed his mouth soundlessly once—twice—then fainted quietly away.


  Someone was sliding a ladder into the machine and in a few seconds Mr. Darnell and two of the uniformed maintenance men were descending into the washer.


  “Terrible experience,” said Mr. Darnell. “But everything’s all right now.”


  John Brown stared at his strange fat body and heaved a terrified sigh. As the brisk men in uniform picked up his limp and sagging body, he felt like crying.


  “Everything is all wrong,” he said unhappily.


  “Terrible experience,” said Mr. Darnell for the third time. “Mr. Brown will be all right I’m sure. They’re taking him to the employees’ washroom for first aid.”


  “They can’t do that,” John Brown cried, suddenly horrified.


  “It’s a pleasant enough washroom,” Mr. Darnell said timidly. “Couch, first aid—”


  “You’d better take him to his office.”


  “But, Mr. Throckmorton, Mr. Brown has no office.”


  John Brown stared strangely at his new body again, then made a sudden decision.


  “But of course,” he amended. “For a moment I didn’t think. Have Mr. Brown brought to my office.”


  “Yes, sir. Anything else?”


  In all of John Brown’s drab, colorless forty-three years of existence no one had ever called him “sir” and waited expectantly and diffidently for another order. It was a heady intoxicating feeling. Like strong wine. John Brown took a deep breath, fingered his heavy gold watch chain.


  “One more thing.”


  “Yes.”


  “Be quick about it.”


  “Oh yes, sir.” Mr. Darnell bobbed his head and ducked off down the aisle.


  John Brown watched him hurry off and there was a strange speculative light in his eye. It was the first time in his life that he had ever known the thrill of power.


  In spite of the delightful feeling of importance that his new presence gave him John Brown was glad to see his old body being carried into Mr. Throckmorton’s office. He turned to the curious crowd in the doorway and fixed them with a cold stare.


  They melted away.


  He instructed the attendants to stretch their burden on a comfortable daybed that was placed against the wall and then dismissed them.


  He surveyed the luxurious surroundings with satisfaction. Not half bad. He seated himself at Mr. Throckmorton’s gleaming mahogany desk and waited for the president to come around. It was a very odd situation. It was more than odd. It was unbelievable, incredible, amazing and unimaginable. Still it had happened.


  He, John Brown, was J. Thaddeus Throckmorton and the pompous department store head was now an ordinary wash machine salesman. Poetic justice, that’s what it was!


  John Brown opened a teak wood humidor and selected a fat perfecto cigar. He was just touching the flame from the silver desk lighter to it, when the figure on the couch groaned, and struggled to a sitting position. Throckmorton, in John Brown’s body, stared blankly about the room for an instant, then leaped to his feet. He looked down at himself, felt his face and then rushed to the desk.


  “It’s some kind of a trick,” he shouted. “Get away from my desk, you impostor.”


  “It’s no trick,” John Brown said. “Something happened to us in the washer. We switched bodies.”


  “That doesn’t give you any right to sit there smoking my dollar cigars. I am J. Thaddeus Throckmorton. Nothing can change that.”


  “Sure,” John Brown admitted. “You’re Throckmorton. I’m Brown. But only two people in the world know that. If I wanted to I could call the building police and have you thrown out of my office. If you kept insisting that you were me they’d lock you up in the booby hatch. I don’t like this any better than you do, but we’ll have to make the best of it until something straightens us out.”


  Throckmorton collapsed in a chair as if his legs were suddenly filled with water. “But what am I going to do?” John Brown blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling before answering. “There’s a job in the washing machine department that needs a good man. You can have that. You see, I don’t need it any more.” He leaned back in the cushioned swivel chair and smiled complacently. “I seem to have been promoted a little.”


  Mr. Throckmorton was gazing at John Brown with a sort of dawning apprehension. When at last he found his voice he spoke in a husky whisper. “You, you mean you’re going to let this continue?” he gasped.


  John Brown folded his thick hands over his new stomach and gazed benignly at the figure he used to be.


  “Why not?” he inquired with cold matter-of-factness. “What is there that we can possibly do about it?” Then he smiled thoughtfully. “Besides, with the exception of my rather absurd new body, I think I rather like what has happened. I’m a lot wealthier, have a lot more power at this minute than I had fifteen minutes ago.”


  Mr. Throckmorton, from his new but very drab body, could only sputter in futile rage. “What,” he managed to blurt after a moment, “is wrong with my body?”


  “Which,” asked John Brown with devilish amusement, “your new body, or the one I’m wearing at present?”


  “My own, my honest-to-goodness, genuine body!” spat Mr. Throckmorton. “What’s wrong with it, I say?” Mr. John Brown looked thoughtfully at his portly new figure. “Well,” he said after a moment, “it’s horribly fat to begin with. Then, you’re not the handsomest devil in the world, y’know.” He held up a warning hand as Mr. Throckmorton began to protest. “And your taste in clothes is much too loud, too pretentious. You dress, if you’ll pardon my candor, in a more or less hideous fashion.”


  “Damn you, Brown,” snarled the store owner, “I resent your remarks. I ought to fire you!”


  “Tsk,” admonished John Brown. “Remember your new station, Mr. Throckmorton. You are now a washing machine salesman. If there’s any firing to be done, I’ll take care of it. I’m president, remember.”


  Thaddeus Throckmorton, speechless with rage, could only glare helplessly at John Brown as he continued.


  “Yes,” said Brown reflectively. “I am going to outfit you—that is, myself, in some decent raiment. Something less ridiculous than what I’m wearing at present.”


  “Leave my body alone,” shrieked Thaddeus Throckmorton. “It’s dressed in the best of taste, and I won’t have it looking foolish! Leave those clothes exactly as they are, do you understand me?”


  “It’s my body, now,” declared John Brown. “At least my personality is inhabiting it at the moment. I refuse to have my personality dashing about in such ludicrous garments. The body is bad enough, Lord knows, but I don’t have to look like a circus clown on top of it.”


  Mr. Throckmorton turned the matter over to the gods, and once his choice selection of epithets was concluded he buried his face—or rather, John Brown’s face—in his hands. “Ohhhhh,” moaned the president of Throckmorton’s Department Store, “oooooohhh!”


  “Come, come,” demanded John Brown after several minutes of this, “stop all that carrying on. You don’t hear me complaining, do you? After all, I haven’t got the best bargain in the world from this. There isn’t any sense in crying over spilled personalities.”


  Mr. Throckmorton gave him the benefit of an anguished glance. “It’s easy for you to talk,” he sobbed. “But I’m the one to get the worst of this deal!”


  “Tush,” cried John Brown. “I think you’ll do well selling washing machines, once you get the knack of it. They’re a lot of fun. Besides, think of the twenty percent commission you’re working on. A man can do a lot on twenty percent commission. In no time at all you ought to be department head.”


  “Yes?” said Mr. Throckmorton dubiously.


  “Absolutely,” John Brown assured him. “There is plenty of room for promotion in Throckmorton’s. It’s a sort of a slogan, y’know. So you shouldn’t feel amiss starting as a washing machine salesman. There’s plenty of room for promotion.”


  “Fluuumph,” said Mr. Throckmorton. “I’d almost forgotten that slogan.”


  “I’ve never forgotten it,” said John Brown casually. “I remember hearing it eighteen years ago when I started selling washing machines here.”


  Mr. Throckmorton broke out in a new series of groans, and John Brown, smiling quietly to himself, exhaled expensive blue clouds of smoke thoughtfully at the ceiling.


  Quite suddenly, Mr. Throckmorton seemed to calm down. Noticing the swift transition of manner, John Brown looked at him in perplexity. Something was wrong somewhere. Throckmorton, in Brown’s body of course, was almost looking pleased. He was whistling a half-tune through his teeth, an old habit of John Brown’s when secretly happy about something.


  “Remind me,” John Brown told Mr. Throckmorton, “to discard that irritating whistle when I get my own body back. It’s extremely annoying.”


  “I’m very pleased,” smirked Mr. Throckmorton. “Very, very pleased at what I have just remembered.”


  “So I gather,” John Brown acknowledged dryly. “I seem to remember my own face well enough to know when it is registering signs of pleasure. Might I ask what it is that makes you look like a cat at a banquet of canaries?”


  Mr. Throckmorton rose swiftly. “Nothing,” he lied easily. “I was just thinking, that’s all. Just thinking.” With that, Mr. Throckmorton crossed to the door and turned momentarily to face John Brown. “Have to be getting downstairs, I suppose. Washing machines to sell, and all that,” he smirked. “Toodle-oo!”


  For three minutes John Brown, in his new body, sat staring thoughtfully at the door. Mr. Throckmorton’s exit had left him rather bewildered and vaguely uneasy. What was the expresident so damned pleased about? Why had the sudden change come over him? John Brown was not long in finding out.


  There was a precise tapping on the door, startling Mr. Brown out of his mental misgivings. “Come in,” he snapped. “Come in and stop that damned rat-tat-tat.”


  A short, thin, bespectacled young man whom Mr. Brown remembered as being secretary and aide-de-camp to Mr. Throckmorton, stepped into the room. John Brown remembered that his name was Quaggle and that he was a sort of junior executive in the store.


  “Well, Quaggle?” Mr. Brown forced his voice to carry the coolness commonly associated with authority.


  Quaggle cleared his throat noisily, inserting a thin finger beneath his stiff collar. “Frankly, sir, I’m worried,” he declared throatily. “The situation is serious.”


  “What situation?” Brown asked blankly.


  Quaggle choked back his amazement, and with reproach dripping from his every word, replied, “Why, THE situation, sir, concerning the bank’s refusal to extend your loan.”


  If John Brown had been sitting in an electric chair, he couldn’t have been more shocked. Loans, Debts, Trouble, the Three Musketeers of Mr. Brown’s past life, were once more cropping up to plague him in his new existence!


  Quaggle continued, apparently unaware of the hunted look that had suddenly crept into the other’s eyes. “What do you plan to do about it, Mr. Throckmorton?”


  John Brown realized that a reply was expected—swift, sure, and decisive. John Brown could think of nothing swift, sure, or decisive to say. But he tried.


  “It’s an ill wind that hasn’t got a silver lining, Quaggle,” he said reassuringly. “Remember that!”


  “Why?” Quaggle asked logically enough.


  Brown had a sudden inspiration, remembering a poem from his high school days. “Yours is not to reason why, yours is but to do and die!” he blurted triumphantly.


  Quaggle backed toward the door visibly impressed. “Yes, sir. Quite right. It is a pleasure to realize that you are ready to face them!”


  John Brown paled. “Face who?” he heard his voice saying weakly.


  “Why, the gentlemen from the bank. At the board of directors’ meeting, at two o’clock this afternoon.” He stopped to stare apprehensively at his employer. “What’s wrong? Do you feel ill, sir?” John Brown was clutching miserably at Throckmorton’s overstuffed midriff. “I have a headache,” he wailed, “and he has to pick this moment to get indigestion. Between the two of us we’re driving me mad!”


  This was too much for Quaggle. He flew from the room . . .


  When J. Thaddeus Throckmorton, vested in the person of John Brown, arrived on the floor of the washing machine section he was humming happily. It was almost with a sort of fondness that he gazed at the gigantic display washer which had been the cause of his present state. There were worse fates than being a washing machine salesman. Washing machine salesmen had small worries and smaller salaries. But they were better off, far better off, than department store executives about to be thrown into bankruptcy.


  Mr. Throckmorton threw John Brown’s thin shoulders back and inflated John Brown’s chest. For the first time in many moons there was a swagger in John Brown’s manner. “Jesta minute, fella!”


  Mr. Throckmorton felt a hand jab him forcefully between the shoulder blades, and he turned to face a thin, sharp-nosed, moustached individual wearing a belligerent smile.


  “Yuh’re John Brown, ain’t yuh?” Mr. Throckmorton hesitated only a moment. “Yes,” he acknowledged.


  “Well, Brown,” the thin man’s beady eyes gleamed triumphantly and he pulled a notebook from his pocket, “I’m from the Acme Loan Company.”


  “So,” said Mr. Throckmorton icily, “so?”


  The false smile faded from the crooked mouth. “Don’t git uppity, Brown. I ain’t no vassal. I’m here to see that you make yer payment fer last month, or else.”


  It occurred to Mr. Throckmorton that he had been stupid to imagine John Brown had no debts. Oh, well, probably some piddling thing. Write out a check for the fellow and clear it up. In the next instant Mr. Throckmorton recalled that he could no longer write out checks.


  “Or else what?” said Mr. Throckmorton. He rather liked that. He had heard the phrase once in a gangster movie, but had never been able to use it inasmuch as no one ever said “or else” to Thaddeus Throckmorton. He almost had a warm feeling toward the collector for giving him the opportunity. “Or else what?” he repeated.


  “Or else—” The irritating collector moved in closer and pushed his forefinger against his debtor’s chest “—we’ll have to garnishee yer wages! It might mean yer job, Brown.”


  Mr. Throckmorton wrinkled John Brown’s forehead in perplexity. He would have to find out more about this. “How much do I owe?” he asked.


  “Two hunnert bucks is the principal. Yer interest fer this month and last month is fifteen bucks.” The collector had opened the pages in his notebook and was running a grimy thumb down a column of figures.


  “Here.” Mr. Throckmorton grabbed the book from the fellow’s paws. “Let me see that.” In the next moment his jaw fell open in sheer astonishment. “Why,” he blurted, “this debt is over four years old!”


  “No foolin’,” said the leering collector.


  “And I’ve paid, that is, he’s paid—”


  “You’ve paid, Brown. Don’t give me none of that he business,” the collector corrected.


  “I’ve paid the Acme Loan Company well over four hundred dollars in that time!” finished the astounded Mr. Throckmorton.


  “So what?” said the collector, scratching his scraggly moustache nonchalantly.


  “That’s twice the amount originally borrowed! Which amounts to nothing more or less than sheer banditry!” stormed Mr. Throckmorton.


  “Look,” said the collector with feigned boredom, “are yuh gonna pay up yer installment, or aren’t yuh? Make up yer mind, Brown. If yuh don’t pay, we’ll take the matter up wit yer boss!”


  John Brown would have trembled under such circumstances. But Thaddeus Throckmorton was not used to trembling under any circumstances. Mr. Throckmorton’s personality directed. John Brown’s body acted. In the next several minutes the patrons of Throckmorton’s Department Store were amazed to see a drab, somewhat moth-eaten little salesman ushering a terrified and bewildered collector out of the premises by the scruff of the neck.


  “And if I see you around here again,” bellowed Throckmorton with a well-directed kick at the collector’s nether extremities, “I’ll have you put in jail!” Having concluded an unpleasant matter, Mr. Throckmorton rubbed John Brown’s hands together with some degree of satisfaction, turned and retraced his steps to the washing machine section.


  “Now to get down to work,” he muttered, striding onto the display floor . . .


  “Now to get down to work,” said the small, white-haired, sour little man at the head of the gleaming conference table. John Brown, seated at the opposite end of the table, shivered apprehensively. The rasping voice of the white-haired gentleman had jerked him back to reality. For the past hour he had wandered aimlessly about the spacious offices of Thaddeus Throckmorton in a sort of semi-stupor, half-dazedly, half-frantically trying to figure out a solution to his dilemma. But only two solutions had offered themselves—one to confess the incredible body-swapping of the past hours, the other to commit suicide. The first was out of the question, and he lacked the courage for the second.


  And now, somehow, he found himself sitting at the ringside of his own Waterloo. The sour little gentleman, Pearson, president of the bank, was looking balefully at John Brown, letting the silence of the room weave into a cold blanket around him. At length he spoke.


  “Throckmorton, I, for one, have had about enough of your eternal twaddle. Your bullying, blustering stupidity, your confounded unreasonable egotism, have just about bankrupted this store.”


  “But—” protested Mr. Brown. “Never mind the ‘buts,’ ” Pearson continued acidly. “You’re not bullying us any longer. Your high-handed methods and your refusal to take advice are the reasons why we won’t trust you with another cent of our money.”


  In all of John Brown’s forty-three years of existence he had never bullied anyone. In fact it had never even occurred to him to bully anyone. He felt he was being unfairly treated. Instinct brought him to his feet, opened his mouth in protest.


  Mr. Pearson sensed the beginning of another Throckmorton tantrum. He was determined to nip it in the bud. “Sit down,” he bellowed. “I have the floor!”


  Everyone in the room, including Mr. Pearson, was amazed to see the portly, frock-coated figure slump meekly into his chair. Mr. Pearson was surprised and gratified by the easy victory. In a kindlier tone he continued:


  “After all, Thaddeus, you’ve no one to blame but yourself. If you had taken our advice, as well as our loans, the last two times, you wouldn’t find yourself with your back against the wall now. Under the circumstances, we can’t renew the loan.” Mr. Pearson sat down with an air of finality.


  Everyone in the room regarded the frock-coated figure of the department store owner half-fearfully, half-expectantly. It had never been the nature of Thaddeus Throckmorton to take a blow sitting down. Seconds ticked into a minute, and still there was silence.


  Mr. Pearson cleared his throat. “Well?”


  Every eye in the room was fixed on John Brown as he rose to reply. “You are quite right,” he said simply, resuming his seat.


  If he had ridden into the room naked on a tricycle, John Brown could not have created a greater furor. Out of the sudden tumult and babble of voices, Mr. Pearson’s thin cry for order was heard. When the room had at last quieted, the white-haired little banker spoke.


  “Did I—did I hear you rightly, Thaddeus?” There was shocked astonishment in Pearson’s voice. “Do you actually agree with us?”


  The portly figure rose again. “I not only agree with you, I might add to your statements. Thaddeus Throckmorton—that is to say the old Thaddeus Throckmorton—was also an overbearing, asinine know-nothing.” John Brown then resumed his seat, feeling a certain vicious satisfaction in having so humbled the body of the man who had been his overlord for eighteen years. Come what may, he had gotten even with Thaddeus Throckmorton,


  Mr. Pearson’s voice was unsteady as he spoke. “This is incredible. If you can stand before us, Thaddeus, and openly admit your shortcomings, you’re a better man than any of us had imagined.” There were murmurs of assent throughout the group. “It’s obvious that you’ve changed, how or why is unimportant. The fact that you have, is all that counts.”


  There was a general murmuring of assent, with only a few protesting voices breaking through. When Pearson resumed, Mr. Brown was stunned by the drastic reversal of fortune. It was so unexpected—so impossible—he couldn’t believe his ears. “We had made up our minds not to advance a nickel to the old Thaddeus Throckmorton, but the situation is drastically reversed. We’ll give you your loan!”


  There was a brief, dramatic silence, immediately followed by a wild burst of applause. Then the directors were surrounding John Brown, slapping him on the back, pumping his hand. He struggled to his feet, dazed. Out of the sea of beaming faces swimming in front of him, he saw Mr. Pearson. “Congratulations, Thaddeus. Whatever made you change so?” the banker smiled.


  “I wish I knew,” said John Brown mournfully. “I only wish I knew!”


  * * *


  Thaddeus Throckmorton, in the person of John Brown, stood on the floor of the washing machine department. He raked his eyes over the circle of curious customers drifting about.


  “By thunder,” he shouted, “you need washing machines and I’m going to sell ’em to you. You need washing machines more than any crowd I have ever seen.” He paused to let this sink in and then suddenly pointed dramatically to a large florid-faced gentleman who blushed painfully as Throckmorton glared at him.


  “You,” Throckmorton said bitterly, “look as if you haven’t laundered that shirt you’re wearing for two weeks. It’s a disgrace. I doubt very much if the management would allow me to sell you a machine. After all,” he said frigidly, “a Throckmorton washer has a certain position to maintain.”


  “Is that so?” the florid-faced gentleman said belligerently. “If you think I’m not good enough for your machines you’re nuts. I’ll buy a machine—I’ll buy two machines and you won’t stop me. If you try it I’ll sue you and the company for plenty.”


  “If you’re small enough to take advantage of a legal technicality,” Throckmorton said icily, “there’s nothing I can do about it. Take the machines. Both of them,” he added with a peculiar gleam in his eye.


  In a minute the florid-faced gentleman was signing the order blank which Throckmorton had thrust contemptuously into his hands.


  “I know my rights,” he said loudly. “These big stores can’t make a monkey out of me.” Holding his receipt aloft like a victory banner he struggled through the growing crowd and disappeared.


  Throckmorton paused only long enough to insert a fresh order blank in his book before singling out the next victim. His greedy eye fastened on a pale, thin young man in the front row.


  The intended victim began to cast about for an avenue of escape as Throckmorton bore down on him.


  “Young man,” Throckmorton began pleasantly enough, “you need a washing machine.”


  The prospect retreated a step. “No,” he said feebly, “I don’t.”


  “Don’t contradict me,” Throckmorton said sharply. He extended the order blank inexorably. “Right on the bottom line.”


  “We send our laundry out,” the thin young man protested.


  “Stop changing the subject,” Throckmorton said irritably. “You’re trying my patience. I warn you, don’t push me too far. No more nonsense. Sign right here.”


  “But,” the young man repeated wildly, “we send our laundry out.”


  “Oh for the Lord’s sake,” Throckmorton exploded, “will you stop drooling about what you do with your laundry? You’ve just about exhausted the possibilities of that subject.”


  “But what’ll I do with a washing machine?”


  “This is not the information desk,” Throckmorton said witheringly. “But since you are apparently incapable of thinking for yourself, I’ll tell you. You can wash the dishes in it.”


  The young man looked dubious. He also looked desperate.


  “Won’t they break?” he asked hopefully.


  “Not if you use cardboard dishes,” Throckmorton said in the tone one uses with a backward child. “Now,” he continued ominously, “any more objections?”


  The young man shook his head weakly. He signed falteringly and scuttled away shaking his head foolishly.


  Customers, attracted by the crowd, were hurrying to the scene, jostling one another and overflowing into the aisles and adjoining sections.


  Throckmorton was in his element. He was always at his best before a large audience. And now he proceeded to go to town.


  “Take your time,” he said in a voice that would have done justice to a circus barker. “There’s one for everybody. No one will be disappointed.” He ran an eye over the crowd and at that minute a happy inspiration occurred to him. It was so simple that he wondered why he had not thought of it at once.


  “To save time,” he announced pompously, “I shall have to ask you to form a line, starting at this counter and extending back as far as necessary. In that way I won’t be bothered running about from person to person.” He clapped his hands together smartly. “Quickly now, double file. A little snap to it, please.”


  A lieutenant, perhaps even a general, would have envied the authority Mr. Throckmorton put into these last commands.


  Those on the fringes of the crowd began to melt away, but the majority, hypnotized by Mr. Throckmorton’s Napoleonic manner, filed meekly into line.


  Like a bossy traffic cop, he harangued them until an orderly procession wound snake-like out of the washing machine department and into the rest of the store. Then, pompously and importantly, Mr. Throckmorton strode to the head of the line. Rubbing his hands gloatingly he went to work.


  It was mass production for the masses. Assembly line selling. As the line filed past Mr. Throckmorton the stack of signed order blanks grew higher and higher. The few who demurred were contemptuously dismissed and subjected to a violent storm of abuse as they departed.


  Mr. Throckmorton was enjoying himself immensely. He was enjoying himself to such an extent that he didn’t feel the tap on his shoulder until it was repeated for the third time.


  He swung around, rather annoyed, to meet the stern and disapproving presence of Mr. Codger. Mr. Codger was floor manager. Mr. Codger stared at the crowd, at the apparent confusion and finally at what he thought to be Mr. Brown. He tweaked his sharp nose, a habit of his when he was not pleased.


  “We are not,” he said coldly, “conducting a rummage sale. Your sales tactics are definitely out of line with our policy. If it happens again, Brown, you’re through.”


  “To blazes with our policy,” Mr. Throckmorton bellowed. “I’m selling washing machines.”


  He picked up the thick pile of orders and shoved them into Codger’s hands. “Take these down to the stock room. Be back in an hour for more.”


  Mr. Codger leafed through the blanks with widening eyes. Then he jerked a long form blank out of his pocket and ran a finger down a column. He grabbed Mr. Throckmorton by the arm, spinning him around.


  “Don’t sell any more machines,” he hissed. “You’ve already sold more than we have in stock. It’ll be two weeks before we can get another supply. Now get these people out of here.”


  “All out, eh?” observed Mr. Throckmorton with no little regret. “And just when it was getting to be such fun.” He was turning away from Mr. Codger when a gleam leaped into his eye, caused by the sight of the huge display washer.


  “How about that one?” demanded Mr. Throckmorton. “Is it sold yet?”


  “Don’t be absurd, Brown.” Codger’s voice was scornful. “That is merely for advertising purposes.”


  “Is that so?” said Mr. Throckmorton in the tone of one who has accepted challenge. His eyes darted over the remaining line of curious customers. Then he rubbed his hands, moving off in the direction of a new victim . . .


  It took John Brown a little while to get down to the washing machine section, and on arriving there he found bedlam.


  John Brown managed to push his way through the jamming aisles. By the time he had reached the group crowded in front of the washing machine department, he was perspiring and out of breath.


  Mr. Darnell, of neckties and ribbons, was futilely wringing his hands and fluttering around the fringes of the scene. Mr. Brown grabbed the fellow’s arm, drawing him aside from the commotion.


  “What’s going on here?” he demanded.


  Mr. Darnell was decidedly agitated. “It’s Brown,” he almost squealed. “The little fool, oh the little fool, it’s the second time today!”


  John Brown had to shake the trembling Mr. Darnell to make him continue. “Come, come,” he shouted. “What happened?”


  “Brown was trying to sell a customer the gigantic washer. He had sold out all the others—guess it went to his head—and he tripped, just like he did this morning. Now Brown and the customer are whirling around inside the machine!”


  Time hung motionless as the full import of Darnell’s words came crashing in on John Brown—Throckmorton—in his body—was whipping about in the washing machine with a strange customer. Supposing—supposing—Mr. Brown hated to think of it—SUPPOSING IT HAPPENED ONCE MORE!


  From a distance, Mr. Darnell’s terrified voice came to him. “It’s awful, sir.


  The poor customer and that crazy little salesman. The poor customer, she’s—”


  “She,” bellowed John Brown. “Did you say ‘she’ ?”


  “Yes, sir,” bleated Darnell. “It’s a lady customer.”


  But John Brown hadn’t waited to hear the last of Darnell’s statement. With a hoarse yell he was up the steps to the platform around the huge washer. His mind was made up. There was only one thing to do.


  Mr. Darnell, standing stricken and helpless in front of the excited crowd, caught a glimpse of the expansive bottom and flying coat-tails of his employer as they disappeared into the whirring machine. And as he vanished into the thick of things, Mr. Darnell thought he heard him say:


  “Everything comes out in the wash—it always does!”


  THE RAY THAT FAILED


  Donald Bern


  Not even the genie of Aladdin’s lamp could do the things this strange atomic ray accomplished . . .


  I was reading in the paper how these four bandits held up the bank in Herrington, which is just a hundred miles from our town, when all of a sudden my father called me.


  “Horace,” he yelled, “come into the backyard!”


  His voice was raised high with excitement, just like it always was when he’d invented something or other, so I knew I was in for another of those half hour lectures on how a pile of junk worked. I threw down the paper and unfolded my lanky frame from the couch upon which I had been comfortably reclining, and shuffled out of the back door into the yard.


  “What is it now?” I inquired grumpily. Then I gasped.


  There was a cigar-shaped contraption resting right in mother’s flower garden. It was about four feet high and ten feet long, made of metal, and it had a lot of big pipes running from what was evidently the front of the thing to the rear. Father pointed at the contraption proudly as he looked at me.


  “Well, what do you think of it?” he asked. The little white hairs on the top of his head moved gently in a slow breeze.


  “First, tell me what it is,” I begged.


  “That’s a space ship,” father stated in a definite tone of voice.


  I was absolutely flabbergasted. This was a little too much. No, this was a lot too much.


  “Space ship!” I scoffed. “There aren’t any yet! Anyway, where did you get this—this thing?”


  Father pointed to a box at his feet. It was a black box of wooden construction, crowded with queerly shaped tubes and wires and spare parts. One end of the brainchild protruded slightly, giving it a kind of camera appearance.


  Father said: “I made the space ship out of our old Buick.” I kept my mouth shut. “You see,” he continued, “this invention of mine gives out energy rays that infiltrate instantly into whatever object I point it at. Son, with this invention I can transform any object into any other sort of object I choose!”


  I still kept my mouth shut.


  “First I reflect the energy rays off a sketch or photograph of the thing I want to make. These rays bounce off the picture like gamma rays. When they hit a mass of material—that is to say, a complete atomic unit—they cause that object to assume the form and substance of the reflected picture!


  “Instead of just an image being formed, as in the case of the projection of films on a silver screen, these streams of reflected energy ‘bombard’ the selected object into the exact likeness of the picture. Er—is that clear?”


  “Father,” I murmured, “I shan’t follow in your footsteps.”


  There was a sort of sliding door on the freak space ship, and in half a second father had slipped inside. He turned some switches and a lot of fire and black smoke shot from the pipes. But the ship didn’t do more than shudder a little.


  Finally, father stepped out. “It doesn’t work,” he admitted sadly.


  “No,” I agreed. “It doesn’t. But how about the Buick, Father? That worked and I need it tonight. I’ve got a date.”


  A gleam came into father’s eyes. “Son,” he said slowly, “how would you like a 1940 Cadillac?”


  I stared at him unbelieving. “We can’t afford it,” I stated finally.


  Father bent over and reached into the magic box that had all the peculiarly shaped tubes. From it he drew out a small picture. It was a sketch of the space ship. He put it in his pocket; and from the same pocket he drew out another picture. It was a miniature photograph of the newest and swankiest Cadillac. Then, before my goggling eyes he inserted this into the box. He pointed the protruding camera end of the contraption at the “space ship,” turned a switch and said,


  “Watch!”


  I watched. A minute passed; and then all of a sudden I noticed that the ship was losing its capsule shape. The body of the space machine was squirming around as though it were alive! Terrific waves of heat came from it, and almost animal grunts. One of those screwy metamorphoses was taking place! Three minutes later, a brand-new Cadillac rested where the space ship had stood![*]


  Wordlessly, I climbed inside and pushed the starter switch. The motor purred smoothly as it came to life. Father climbed in beside me and I drove around the block. Neighbors gaped at us. Father sat up straight and proud, and so did I. Father chuckled:


  “Wait until Sakanoff sees this. He’ll eat his heart out in envy. Drive down his street, Horace.”


  So I drove slowly down Elmhurst Avenue. Sakanoff, who was the one enemy my father had—because Sakanoff, too, was an inventor!—came charging out of his house. I thought he would attempt to hide his envy, but he didn’t.


  “Stop the car,” father instructed me as Sakanoff lumbered toward us. Sakanoff’s dark, heavy face was one mass of frowns.


  “Oscar Wilbury!” he roared. “You didn’t buy that car with your own money, and don’t tell me you did!”


  Father had a very mild expression on his face. Ever since Sakanoff had got the jump on him by inventing a vibration machine that could move heavy boxes around, father had been a little unhappy. Now he was having his revenge.


  “No,” he admitted in answer to Sakanoff’s charge, “I didn’t buy it.” Then he exclaimed triumphantly: “I made it with this!” He patted the box with the tubes and wires and gadgets.


  “I don’t believe it,” Sakanoff challenged. “Prove it!”


  At this point I butted in. I said:


  “Listen, you Cossack, if we produce another car like this one by tomorrow, will you take it off our hands for five hundred dollars?”


  He gagged, then roared: “Yes!”


  “All right,” I said. “Just have the money ready!”


  I shifted to first and we drove away. Father was chuckling and enjoying the situation, but I knew there was work to be done. I let him off at the house and drove to the nearest car wrecking lot. I went up to a grimy individual and offered him a ten-spot for a rusty old wreck.


  “Twenty,” this person stated, “and she’s yours.”


  I acquiesced, and handed over the bills.


  Half an hour later, father turned his ray on the dilapidated wreck. Four minutes later another 1940 Cadillac stood in its place!


  The very next morning father and I drove our second Cadillac over to Sakanoff’s home. Sakanoff’s face darkened, and he grew bewildered as I cheerfully offered him the car and asked for the five hundred smackers. But at five hundred bucks the car was a terrific bargain, and he knew it. But the triumphant expression on father’s round, innocent face evidently griped him. Father for once was not behind the eight-ball.


  As we left with the five hundred I said:


  “D’ya know, Father, we could go into business selling these cars and make a cool fortune.”


  Father agreed. So we went over to the auto wrecking lot and had them tow five jallopies to our garage. Then swiftly we turned them into Cadillacs. I drove one to the front of the house. As I was pasting a sign on the windshield, announcing that the car could be had for five hundred dollars, a seedy-looking person wheezing on a cigarette strolled up to me.


  “She’s a bargain, Mister,” I said. “We’re practically giving it away.”


  The man let his little gray eyes roam over the lines of the Cadillac. Whether the sleek bus met his approval was impossible to tell from his inscrutable face. Finally, he muttered from the corner of his mouth:


  “She’s pretty fast, eh?”


  I warmed up. “Mister,” I said, “she’s so fast that she meets herself coming and going. She’s so fast that the running boards had to be removed, because otherwise she would fly.”


  The stranger looked at her for a moment longer, then reached into his pocket and brought out a wad of bills. He peeled off five and handed them to me. Hundred dollar bills! I hid my amazement until he had driven away, then I dashed into the house to show my father and mother the money.


  “Take it to the bank,” mother advised. “Before your father gets any more ideas.”


  I did just that. Everything was taking on a rosy hue. But there was one thing father and I hadn’t figured on . . .


  During the rest of the day, father and I had fun changing our outmoded radio set into a television receiver, our noisy refrigerator into a streamlined new one, our old furniture into brand new French period furniture. Mother took to bed early with a headache.


  Next morning someone banged loudly on our front door. As I sleepily approached to answer, I heard Sakanoff’s booming voice raised in anger. I opened the door just as father came to my side. Sakanoff was bellowing to Sheriff Charlie Abbott and his dull-faced deputy. Then he caught sight of my father.


  “Oscar Wilbury!” he roared. “You have swindled me out of five hundred dollars! I shall have you put in jail for this!”


  “What . . . what?” father muttered, dazed.


  Sakanoff bellowed: “That Cadillac you sold me has turned into a wreck! Before my eyes, it turned into a 1929 Nash!”


  I gasped. Then I ran out to the garage. Two of the cars were still Cadillacs, but the other two had changed back into their former dilapidated state! As I reentered the house, father was pulling on his pants. He looked pathetically at me.


  “Two of them,” I informed him, “are wrecks.”


  Father passed a weary hand over his brow. He muttered:


  “I guess the best the atomizator can do is to transform matter into a temporary state of change. As soon as the lines of energy lose their force, the matter tends to disintegrate into its previous form.”


  “Uh-huh,” I said vaguely. I was horribly disappointed.


  Sheriff Abbott intervened. “Give Sakanoff his five hundred dollars back and everything will be all right.” He impaled father with a jaundiced eye. “And that invention of yours: I think it’s illegal. Better bring it down to the station until I can find out whether it is or not!”


  The sheriff and his deputy, Sakanoff, father and I crowded into the sheriff’s old car.


  “I’ve got the money in the bank,” I told the law officer.


  Sakanoff was leering at father’s invention and making sarcastic remarks, and father felt pretty bad about it all. So did I.


  Sakanoff snarled: “That brainchild of yours couldn’t raise a blister!”


  Father couldn’t say anything. Neither could I. Sheriff Abbott drove grouchily toward the bank. Then suddenly a shot blasted the quiet of the morning! Then another.


  “The bank!” the sheriff exclaimed.


  His foot jammed down on the gas and the old jallopy jumped forward. We rattled around a corner and came charging out on the main street and in sight of the bank. Three gangsters were just leaving the bank, money bags in one hand and guns in the other. A fourth killer was at the wheel of the car. The sheriff’s deputy drew a gun and shouted:


  “Stop!”


  A storm of bullets from the trio made him duck. Then the three were in the car and it was screaming away. Suddenly I gasped. For the car the bandits were in was a Cadillac—and one of the bandits was the man I had sold that car to yesterday!


  I bleated the news to father, as Sheriff Abbott thrust out his jaw grimly and sent the old bus in pursuit of the bank robbers. Sakanoff reared up and waved his arms excitedly.


  The sheriff yelled: “That must be the same gang that held up the Herrington bank!”


  “Why, there’s a five thousand dollar reward for them!” I exclaimed.


  Meanwhile, the Cadillac was drawing swiftly away. In two minutes the bandits were on the state road and increasing their lead. The sheriff’s jallopy couldn’t do more than forty miles, while the bandit car could do eighty without any trouble.


  “We’ll never catch them!” Sakanoff groaned.


  In a short while the Cadillac was almost out of sight. Suddenly, father snapped his fingers.


  “Stop this car!” he yelled.


  “You nuts?” Sheriff Abbott snapped, without turning his head.


  Father pointed at his screwy black box.


  “I know how to make this car go faster!” he shouted. “You haven’t anything to lose—you can’t catch them anyway!”


  The sheriff jammed on the brakes and we swerved to a stop. Father reached into his pocket and brought out some pictures. Meanwhile, we all got hastily out of the rattletrap. I, of course, had an idea of what he was going to do, but the others didn’t. Yet none of us was taking any chances.


  Father put a picture into the ray machine, pointed it at the old bus—and presto! The ancient jallopy began to twist and give off heat, and in a few minutes it had turned into a magnificent new Rolls-Royce I We piled into the Rolls-Royce and I took the wheel. Pretty soon I had her doing eighty-five. She was a lot faster than even the Cadillac.


  The bandits came into sight in no time, and Sheriff Abbott and the deputy unlimbered their guns for action. When the Cadillac was about twenty-five yards away, the sheriff began shooting.


  Immediately the gangsters returned the fire. One bullet ploughed through the windshield.


  “Let me out!” Sakanoff suddenly screeched. Then a front tire whistled and went flat. The steering wheel began to jump around under my hands, and I had to stop the car.


  “Well, we lose!” I murmured. “We’ll never catch them now.”


  The others slumped down disgustedly and glared at the disappearing Cadillac. In a minute the bandits would be out of sight. All at once father woke up.


  “Look!” he shouted. We looked. The Cadillac was changing shape! It was turning back into the junk heap I’d got from the wrecking lot!


  At the same time the bandits realized something was wrong, but too late As it collapsed into its former state, the once beautiful automobile began to fly apart. The old jallopy simply couldn’t take such extreme speeds. It swerved madly from one side of the road to the other, threatening to turn turtle. Finally, a wheel came off. The wreck turned over and over, and at last it slammed into a ditch, looking as though a demolition bomb had struck it.


  Despite the punctured tire, I drove our Rolls-Royce to the bandit car.


  Sheriff Abbott and his deputy jumped out with ready guns, but the four gangsters were sprawled out cold.


  Father and I got two-fifths of the reward for capturing the killers. Sakanoff took his thousand without protest.


  Father has never patented his invention. But he threatens more or less vaguely that he will.


  “As soon as my atomizator can transform objects into—er—permanent shapes,” is his way of putting it.


  Meanwhile, mother and I walk around with our fingers crossed.


  [*] Perhaps this machine of Father’s performed the miracle of transformation by a sort of atomic “suggestion” fostered by the likeness of the picture. Since the original object was a motor car, the new car would have all the requisite parts to make it capable of operation, and each part would be the modernization of the original part, following the “suggestion” of the picture in its formation. Since the old auto body was a Buick body, the new suggestion of a Cadillac body would be followed out to its ultimate form by the rearranging of the atoms in the picture pattern. Similarly with the carburetor, naturally not visible in the photograph, but a part of the “suggestion” nevertheless. Thus, the new car is as capable of real performance as the old one.


  BARRIER OF DREAD


  Judith Merrill


  The common fears had long been vanished; humanity lived in peace and perpetual progress—but there was a lurking fear beneath the surface that became a barrier that none could scale.


  It would have been a perfect day for the Managing Director, but his wife spoiled it for him. Sarise had a way of saying unexpected things; it was half her charm. This time as they settled into the cushions on the moving ramp that would take them into the space ship from the great amphitheater where the ceremonies had been held, she looked worried. That is to say, she would have looked worried if it were possible that a mature woman in perfect health of body and mind, with nothing to desire, could have looked worried.


  “It’s too fast,” was all she said, but Dangret had lived with her long enough to know what she meant.


  “I can’t quite make up my mind whether you’re a throwback or just an incurable romantic,” he told her in a tone that might have been angry had he understood the nature of anger. But it was as long since humans had had cause to understand anger, as it was since they had known reason for worry. He was, however, not joking. Sarise held a greater fascination for Dangret than any of his earlier wives, because in twenty-five years he had been completely unable to settle this problem to his own satisfaction.


  She was unperturbed. “It’s too fast,” she repeated. “No one man should have the glory of opening two galaxies during his Directorship. It’s . . .”


  “Certainly this feeling of . . . what did they call it . . . guilt? . . . in pleasure or glory is more of an atavism than a romantic notion. Sarise, do you seriously mean . . .”


  “Yes I do, and it’s neither atavism nor romanticism,” his wife retorted; “it’s common sense. I don’t know the figures. That’s your business. But I know as well as you do that the maximum percentage that choose for exploration is lower than the number you’ll be needing if settlement speeds up at the rate it is.”


  “That takes care of itself,” he told her. “You know the children of settlers have the highest inclination for exploration. The system works because these factors do level out.”


  Sarise had made up her mind. “Try it on your calkers,” she tossed back, reaching for the portable sensory recorder she always kept near at hand. She began to finger the controls, making a record of her ideas before she lost them. “I’m going to do a composition on it, anyhow.” She punched a key vehemently. “And if the images I get out of this set of ideas don’t make a real fear sensation, I’ll give up composing for good.”


  “If they do,” he laughed, “I’ll probably ban it. Nobody’s done a successful fear-image in my lifetime, and I’m not sure it’s a good idea for anyone to do it.”


  Sarise was no longer interested. The section of the ramp that held their cushions had left the moving carrier and deposited them in their own quarters on the flagship that would take them back to Earth, where, tradition decreed, the Director must live—despite its many inconveniences.


  Dangret was thoughtful as he watched his wife become more absorbed in the machine that would eventually produce a combination of sound, light, and emotion as effective as anything else being done in the universe. His eyes wandered over to the far wall of the room where a huge fresco depicted the underlying pulse of their age. It wasn’t supposed to be scientific; it showed a suited man—without a helmet—and a lovely woman, without any protection other than the modern trappings she wore, leaping off the rear tubes of a rocket ship, the kind that was outmoded in Dangret’s grandfather’s times. Flames in space surrounded them, and another ship, apparently burning, could be seen in the background. There was no fear on the faces of the pair. To Dangret and to the artist who had done the work, the fresco symbolized the limitless possibilities of human will, and the endless expansion of human destiny.


  He looked back at Sarise; he had originally made up his mind to meet this woman when he heard her first composition, and he had realized when he suggested their union that she might leave him physically, at any time for her work. Dangret was accustomed to it, and, like others of his day, found the spectacle of another being absorbed in creative activity second best only to the sensation of that absorption within his own person.


  Now, however, he was not as much concerned with Sarise or her composition as he was with the casual remark that had preceded it. It was no serious problem, of course; it would probably have some use-value as the basis for an effective image, but it could be solved, if the matter became sufficiently acute, by the manufacture of explorer-robots. As a matter of fact, the calkers had tabulated the percentages sometime back, and had automatically begun designing the new type androids. But her “Too fast, too fast,” had moved something in him—possibly, he thought, amused at his own reaction, an atavism of his own.


  He went to sleep with the thought still on his mind, a nagging little thought that pulled at him and wouldn’t let him, be. Sarise’s explanation was wrong, but there was something. It was too fast. Why, why?


  In the morning the little nagging concern had not left him, nor did it through the day of welcomes and further ceremonies on Earth. Dangret was a wise man, and two hundred years in his job had taught him much. He knew better than to ignore or suppress the thought; something was wrong, somehow, and he had to find out what it was. Too fast . . .


  He tried the sensory images. Some of Sarise’s compositions, he had found, could clear almost all impressions from his conscious mind and leave the subconscious open for exploration. He had banished this sort of troublesome unresolved thought before. This time, even the images failed. He tried another method, something he had not done for many years now, not since he heard the first Sarise poem.


  Human history had a well-defined logic of its own, a logic not entirely within the power of the calkers to compute, but sometimes more directly ascertainable by the natural curves of instinct. When he was younger, and troubled by ideas not clear enough to hand over to calkers for solution, Dangret had had a composition created for himself, one that would allow him, in a few hours, to re-live the path of galactic conquest, empire, bureaucracy, and managership. The piece was designed to sweep broad outlines at the beginning, and narrow down, as it proceeded, till at the end it was done in such detail that it was necessary to add to it yearly to keep it complete.


  Now he had the composition brought to his own room, announced that he would be unavailable for the next hours, and settled down in the almost-severe white-painted simplicity of his personal quarters, to review the past, and discover if he could what factor of the present could menace the future.


  It was a long while since he had sensed the piece, and now he participated almost physically in its drama. He swept in ridiculously ornate flowing robes beside the first World Emperor, the man who had bound the Earth into a unit with which to conquer space. With the early explorers, he suffered the hardships of unperfected atomics, and landed beside them on the first extra-solar planet. He followed the search for inhabited planets, and felt the strange combination of loneliness and power that had spread over Earth as it became clear that life, as life on Earth was defined, was a galactic freak. Nowhere else had there been a combination of environmental factors that made large and complex life-forms an evolutionary desideratum.


  But for the conquering Earthmen, there had to be subjects of conquest—so they manufactured them. Robots tilled the soil on those planets where it was rich, dug wealth from the ground where rock and ore prevailed, built fantastically luxurious palaces for earthmen on the best-suited orbs.


  Dangret watched and lived with the triumph of a world as the empire spread over a galaxy, and stopped. He fought, first with the robots, ancestors, (if the term can be used) of his calkers, and then with the humans, in the three great revolts. He lived, with other Earthmen, in dread of a mechanistic mastery of life, when it was finally established that the robots had learned the secret of “reproduction,” and he was present at the peace treaty, when only the humans’ superior will to live and rule won them the slight edge of victory.


  He was one with the first Bureaucrats, who established the principle of Dynamic Exchange, and lived with the men who guided each new type of robot, adapted to work on a particular planet, from the initial slave-labor stage, through the long haul to self-sufficient technology and self-manufactory. And he was there when the first calker, the ultimate design of human and robot cooperation, discovered the trick of crossing inter-galactic space.


  The calkers killed the Bureaucracy; the bureaucrats’ own theories of dynamics, really, killed it, but inter-galactic commerce finished it. The last pressure had been removed; the robots had taken from man all the burdens of unpleasant labor. Earthmen were fed, clothed, housed, and given all their simpler physical pleasures mechanically. The most complicated of the mechanical aides were sent out to prepare new territories for their Earth masters, and when, finally, other galaxies were opened for settlement, there was no need for any human to be put upon in any way by other humans. The enormous strides in medicine, and the lessening of the burden of labor had produced a constantly increasing population, and had the resultant numbers been confined, even in the extent of a single galaxy, there might still have been cause for strife, jealousy, and hate.


  But when every man could have his own robot-manned planet if he chose, when all those who wished to govern and dominate could; all those who loved adventure and exploration could have it; all those who wanted nothing but creative or intellectual activity were free to devote themselves to it, and there was no limit—the very nature of man changed. Dangret traveled with the first crew members to the second galaxy and sank back into his cushions as he experienced the relief that flooded Earthmen on all the inhabitable planets as endless space opened up to accompany endless service.


  He himself today had opened the seventh galaxy; as a boy he had known the eighth Manager, who opened the Fourth Galaxy. The system, by that time, had been established. Calkers designed new machines, new androids, to fit the new conditions of each planet, as soon as the first explorers brought back their reports. Some were to be prepared for human habitation; others would be colonized by robots, and utilized as sources of raw material. Humanity lived and prospered on the slight difference between what the robots produced, and what, in the end, they consumed, and the greater the expansion, the greater the total sum of that slight difference.


  But the system was benevolent, for anything apart from benevolence was no longer acceptable to what had been called “human nature.” It had become horribly clear, during the robotic revolutions, that the intangibles that change a group of men into a mob could change a collection of robots into a society, with a functioning mind and even emotion-pattern of its own. Men, happy and satisfied men, to whom exploitation was impossible, were faced with choice of giving up their robots or keeping them “happy.” With the struggle of those men, Dangret suffered, and with them, he chose the only possible course: robots in social groupings must be given technology and almost-complete independence as fast as they demanded it, if they were to be kept working for humanity.


  The system worked; it had worked; there was no reason why it should not continue to work. Dangret relived the plans for the ceremonies of the day before, and came gradually back to the day itself . . . with the nagging thought still pulling at his mind, unresolved.


  It went with him as he sought Sarise in her apartment, to find her locked in her room, hard at work, and seeing no one, not even him. And it stayed with him through the next lonely week, aggravated by his enforced separation from his wife. More and more he found himself staring at the fresco on his wall, uneasiness growing in him. He tried all the psychological tricks he knew on himself, did his best to set the problem up for the calkers by tracing his thought patterns; but when, more than a week later, Sarise sent word that she was finished, he went to her quarters delighted at the thought that this troublesome idea might be lost for a time in her company.


  He found her pacing the airfoam floors of her room, thin and vibrant. She would never take time to eat when she was working, but always seemed to emerge from these periods with an inner life that disregarded her abused body. She couldn’t wait for his words or embrace. Shining with excitement, and almost inarticulate, she pulled him to a spot in the center of the room, best suited for reception, and waiting only for his indulgent nod of assent, began the projection of her new piece.


  Sarise’s work was always basically musical. A composition, of course, might include, or exclude, any known form of sensory stimulation, and it might utilize a number of forms in fairly equal proportions—but, just as the one he had witnessed a week earlier was essentially photographic, a series of three-dimensional images reinforced by sonics, so this, like all of Sarise’s work, commanded all the senses, but rested primarily upon the aesthetics of music.


  Dangret kept command of himself long enough to reach over and press the levers that would bring Sarise some food, then he was lost completely in the compelling experience of his wife’s newest work. To describe either what he saw, felt, tasted, or heard, or the almost too-vivid sensations that welled up in him would be impossible. Great works of art cannot be discussed; they must be participated in. Dangret participated to the fullest, and experienced an emotion he had never known before.


  The musical base of the thing modulated to a theme that seemed to close in around him. Tighter and tighter it pressed, squeezing him, forcing him in on himself, pushing from all sides, with no escape, no escape. Dangret’s muscles tensed; his heart labored, then beat too fast, labored, pounded again. His salivary action was insufficient, and his peristaltic action, for the first time in a long life, proved uncontrollable. A little fear will go a long way with a perfectly adjusted man.


  As thelast note faded away, and daylight began to stream again through the walls, he lay back in a torpor of relief, unconscious of his wife, the room, or anything else but the churning of his own thoughts and emotions. When, finally, he lifted his head, Sarise was calmly devouring the food he had ordered for her. She smiled at him.


  “I did it, didn’t I?” she demanded. She could never quite get over a childlike wonder and delight at the things that came out of her. Dangret nodded, and got up slowly. The experience had been shocking, and shock—another word that till now had had only a dictionary meaning—was what he had needed. He was at the door before he spoke, and then it was only to say, “Sarise, there is something I have to do right now; will you promise to show that to no one else till I come back?”


  The woman stared in amazement, but she was exceptionally sensitive, and recognized this was not a time for argument or discussion. She nodded mutely, and watched him go. It was just as well; she needed food and sleep now more than admiration.


  * * *


  In his office, Dangret began punching furiously at the great bank of communications keys that covered one entire wall. It was a matter of moments till he had connected the Council of Physical Scientists. Men from all over the six civilized galaxies stopped their work, and concentrated on their com units. A convening of the entire council was a rare event. Even rarer were Dangret’s opening words.


  “Scientists of the world: You know the rights that reside in me as Managing Director. You know that I have utilized those rights no more than my predecessors. There has been no need to direct, but only to manage. Now I invoke my emergency power, for, dependent upon your work, we may soon be faced with a desperate emergency. I shall not attempt to outline the entire matter; that is a problem for the Social Scientists, and when you have finished your part, they shall begin theirs.


  “This is secret information. We are on a closed beam, and no man is to repeat these instructions until my formal permission is granted. Now: you are, each of you, to abandon the work you have been doing, and start on . . .”


  He made his instructions specific, assigned units and unit directors, answered startled queries for several hours, and, finally, flicked off the last open line on his com set, his mind finally free of the tiny doubt that had plagued it. The problem was in the hands of the scientists, now, where it belonged. Dangret tried the private com to Sarise’s room, found her asleep, and went in to wait in the relaxation of her pleasant quarters until she might wake.


  They had a rare private supper together late in the evening, both of them relaxed and happy in achievement. Sarise never asked questions; it was another of her endearing traits. But this time when they had finished eating, and Dangret had still said nothing about her composition, eagerness overcame her sense of delicacy.


  She sat upright on the cushioned floor where they rested, a tense vivid figure, black hair and rosy lips the more colorful over her white robe. “Dan . . . you haven’t said anything,” she fumbled a little. She was not accustomed to having to ask for criticism. “My piece . . . ?”


  “Yes, your piece.” He was thoughtful. “It’s the best thing you’ve ever done, Sarise.” His tone was so sober as to make her a little ashamed to have asked. A faint blush of something akin to modesty crept over her face, and drained swiftly away as he went on: “But no one will ever hear it. Sarise, I’m going to exercise a right no Director has used for five hundred years, and ban your composition.”


  “But why? Why?” The woman was on her feet, pacing half across the room, and coming back to lean over him with a look of tortured incomprehension. “Why?”


  He carefully avoided touching her. His hand on hers would have helped, but this was a matter of Director and artist, not man and wife. “Because it’s too good. Because you did what you set out to do. Because you created fear. And because there is something to fear.”


  She sank down beside him, defeated. There was no question of unfairness. This was Dangret’s answer, and she knew it must be true. “Something to . . . fear?”


  “Yes.” Now he could take her hand, “Listen to me, Sarise. I can’t tell you all of it, now, not until the C.P.S. finds the answers for me. But the problem is similar with that you outlined in your composition. The fear-reaction you aroused stems from the concept of compression applied to an organism that must expand. You know the dynamics of the directorship are based on expansion—indefinite, unlimited expansion. The compression you outlined . . . well,” he rose, abruptly. “That’s all I can tell you now, but believe me, no one must hear that.”


  She rose with him. “It’s that serious then?” Her tone was awed. “The dynamics of the directorship . . .?” Then her thoughts went back to her piece. “Banned . . . forever, Dan? Perhaps in a few years, perhaps when your problem is solved?”


  “Perhaps. Perhaps if my problem is solved.” He left her with that.


  Because they were reasonable, adjusted people, both of them put the matter out of their minds after that evening. The problem was in other hands, and when the answer came from the scientists, it would be reopened. It was not that they forgot ; rather they compartmented. Dangret checked periodically with the Council on the progress of the research units; Sarise played her piece from time to time and made slight revisions here and there. But, recognizing that final action would have to wait on the findings of the CPS, neither of them allowed his own part of the difficulty to assume emotional proportions.


  The answer was a long time coming. When it did, finally, Dangret took the news first to Sarise.


  She was walking in the natural garden in front of the official residence, and greeted him with a small sigh.


  “I think I’ll make a trip to Tangerix III,” she told him. “I’ve been wanting to see the family, and there’s something about this poor excuse for vegetation that makes me half wild!” She pointed to the trees and flowers of Earth, none of which could compare in any way with the planned landscapes of robot-constructed homesites on the better planets. Tangerix particularly boasted garden-spot planets.


  “Not too soon, I hope.” Dangret smiled, teasing a little. “You’d like to be here when your composition is played, wouldn’t you?”


  She wheeled to face him, breathless. “When?” It was a sound more than a word.


  “Next week. For the Council of Social Scientists. After that,” his words became more sober, “you can go to Tangerix, and I’ll go with you.”


  “But . . . how can you? You have Council sessions coming, and . . .”


  “And as of next Tuesday, the Directorship will no longer exist, and your piece will help finish it.” She raised a puzzled face to his. “No, I can’t tell you any more, and I shouldn’t have said that much. I . . . well, I got my answer; it was what I was afraid of, you see, and it leaves me no alternative but . . .” he stopped abruptly. “We’ll go to Tangerix. You can make plans now if you like.” She followed him into the next room, watched him stand before the fresco. There was an expression on his face that she had never seen before as he summoned a robot and set it to remove the painting.


  “I cannot bear to see it any longer.”


  The conclave of social scientists was held on Earth, at a person-to-person meeting—a rare event—and planned that way for only one reason: so that Sarise’s composition could have an effect it could not possibly achieve over the other. The Council met early in the morning, and Dangret, in a few words, informed them that they had been assembled for a purpose. But before he told them that purpose, he wished to have them review two sensories, and to contain their curiosity until after the playings.


  There was some murmuring of impatience from younger men who could not understand being called away from important work for entertainment, but the older heads, who had worked under Dangret for many years, leaned back in their cushions, and lost themselves in their senses as the first piece started, the historical review Dangret himself had seen many months before.


  The younger members had not experienced it before, and the majestic sweep of the epic soon stilled the few murmurs. By the time it was finished, and Sarise’s indescribable composition began to fill their senses, they were all completely receptive. When it was over, absolute silence filled the great Council Hall. Dangret himself was almost as much affected on second hearing as the others were on first reception. He let the hush prevail for a full minute—and a minute can be long—before he rose from his seat, and mounted the platform to the bank of microphones.


  “Gentlemen and Scientists,” he began, “What you have just experienced is a new sensation to most of you. To all of you, I think. It is fear. I shall not take time now to describe to you the background of this composition. As sociologists, you are aware that no artist could generate fear without a reason for fear existing in the artist’s environment—even a reason, as this one was, that went unexpressed and unheeded until the artist’s crystallization of the emotion forced a search for the cause.


  “Since I first heard this piece, I have had the CPS, the Council of Physical Scientists, at work on a difficult problem. Last week I had their answer. I shall return to that, and explain it in a few moments.


  “But first, I must make an announcement. The findings of the CPS will constitute the reasons for my decision. Gentlemen, the future is in your hands. The Directorship is over. I, as the last Director, now, with the information I hold, have no ethical choice but to resign and leave the resolution of the problem in your hands. I shall subsequently apply for admission to your ranks, and hope that I may aid in finding the solution, but the problem is one of research, not management.


  “We must find a new form of society. If we would keep our comforts and our way of life, if we would keep our race extant, and above all, if we would maintain our ethic, it is now incumbent upon us—upon you—to develop a civilization that does not rely on the laws of dynamics. A static society.


  “Our government and our culture has rested on the unlimited principle of expansion, on continued dynamic development. The universe is large, large enough surely for a race so puny in comparison as ours. But not, I must now tell you, for a civilization constructed like ours.


  “Many hundreds of years ago it was a habit of physicists and what were then known as metaphysicists to debate the problem of infinity. There were many differing opinions, and the conclusion in the end, was that the universe was infinite.


  “I discovered, in a Council of the Physical Scientists, some months back, that this conclusion had never been proved. I set them the task of proving it. The answer I had last week dictated my actions of today. We must stop; we must change now, and find a new way of living that can exist without constant expansion, because, fellow Scientists, our universe has been finally established to be finite in nature!”


  There was silence, but the expressions on the faces before him changed slowly, and he recognized feelings similar to his own. Dread! It had been there, submerged, but now it was out for all to see—the fear of a barrier that none could cross. To men who had lived their lives believing in the limitless of human expansion, the very thought of this truth was as deadly as their physical! y coming upon the barrier, the limit . . .


  “There is only one alternative to stasis,” Dangret said finally; “ancient philosophers were fond of saying that man was his own worst enemy. This has been, for many years, an unnecessary, if not a false, truth. Now we must recognize that man can expand only one further way. The frontiers are not yet gone, but they are vanishing. We must turn back upon a conquest of ourselves, or we must learn to live staticly. The problem I now leave in your hands. I hope . . .” and Dangret smiled, because humor, even in this crisis, was an integral part of his being, “I hope that after a brief period of personal stasis, I shall be admitted to your Council to help find a means for the conquests of man by man.”


  Dangret left the platform, and walked from the hall, without waiting for the shocked silence among the sociologists to articulate itself in words. Outside, he went directly to the apartment where Sarise had watched the scene on the com set.


  He entered silently, walked over to where she still sat staring through open set at the hubbub in the hall, and put his hands gently on her two shoulders. She started slightly, and smiled wearily up at him. “So that was it?”


  “Yes.” His voice was tender and rough at the same time. “Yes, that was it. You see what you did. Oh, yes, you did it. You’re an artist, and you saw things, knew things I didn’t. You took my Directorship from me, didn’t you? You took this house, and the glory and pleasure. You took everything I had from me, and you did it by being an artist. That was what I loved you for at first you know, and now. . He lifted his hands from her shoulders to cup her face. “Now I love you more than ever. The least you can do,” and he smiled again, “is take me home to Tangerix III, and let me have a bit of personal stasis.”


  THIS ONE’S ON ME


  Eric Frank Russell


  The shop was small, dingy and halfway down a side street no wider than an alley. One could pass it a thousand times without giving it a thought. But above the green curtains across its window was a small sign reading: Mutants For Sale.


  Jensen popped his eyes and went in.


  “I’ll have six,” he said.


  “That’s being greedy,” reproved the little man behind the counter. He had a white mane, watery eyes, a crimson nose and a perpetual sniffle. If he had any brothers they were hanging around Snow White.


  “Look,” invited Jensen, staring around. “Let’s be serious, shall we? Let’s come down to earth.”


  “I’m there already.” He stamped a foot to prove it.


  “I should hope so,” said Jensen. He leaned on the counter, fastened the dwarf with his gaze. “These mutants, how do they come?”


  “Fat and thin,” informed the other. “Also tall and short. Likewise loony and sane. If there are limits I’ve yet to find them.”


  “I know who’s the loony,” Jensen decided.


  “You should,” agreed the little man.


  “I’m a newspaper columnist,” Jensen offered.


  “That proves it,” said the other.


  “Proves what?”


  “Who’s the loony.”


  “Snappy,” opined Jensen. “I like people who come back at me fast. Even when they’re slightly cracked.”


  “For a pressman you’re more than impolite,” remarked the little man. He wiped his eyes, blew his nose, blinked at his visitor.


  “Attribute it to my especial status. At the moment I’m a prospective customer. The customer is always right, isn’t he?”


  “Not necessarily.”


  “You’ll see the point if you want to stay in biz,” Jensen assured. He eyed the racks behind the counter. They were lined with all sorts of phials and queer looking jars. “About these mutants.”


  “Well?”


  “What’s the gag?”


  “I sell them. Is that a gag?”


  “Y’betcha!” said Jensen. “Know what a mutant is?”


  “I ought to.”


  “Sure you ought—but do you?”


  “Most decidedly.”


  “Then what is a mutant?”


  “Hah!” The little man wriggled his nose. It went two shades richer in hue. “So you don’t know yourself?”


  “I raise them by the dozens. I’m a leading breeder.”


  “Really?” The little man registered polite incredulity. “What’s your name?”


  “Jensen, Albert Edward Malachi Jensen of the Morning Call.”


  “Never heard of you.”


  “You wouldn’t—if you can’t read.” Jensen took a breath and went on. “A mutant is a freak of nature created by one chance in a million. A massive particle such as a cosmic ray wallops a gene and in due time Mom has got a circus exhibit on her hands. So let me tell—”


  “Wrong!” snapped the little man. “A mutant is a radical change in psyche or physique that breeds true, regardless of whether naturally or artificially created. All my goods breed true to form, therefore they are mutants.”


  “So you can change the forms of things and guarantee that they’ll perpetuate their new kind?”


  “That is true.”


  “You must be God,” said Jensen.


  “Your blasphemy is unwarranted,” said the little man, with much sharpness.


  Ignoring that, Jensen studied the phials and jars a second time. “What are those?”


  “Containers.”


  “I can see that much. What’s in them—dissolved mutants?”


  “Don’t be absurd.”


  “I am never absurd,” Jensen told him. “You sell mutants. You’ve got to stash them someplace.”


  “I do.”


  “So it says on the window. What’s the gag?”


  “I tell you there isn’t any.”


  “All right. I’m a customer. Show me a few fashionable mutants. Something snazzy for evening wear.”


  “This isn’t a dress shop,” asserted the little man. “You want a low-cut gown. And you’d look like hell in it.”


  “Never mind about that. Hand me a mutant, that’s all I ask.”


  “Any particular kind in mind?” asked the little man.


  Jensen thought it over. “Yes. I want a pale blue rhinoceros seventeen inches long and weighing not more than nine pounds.”


  “Not a stock pattern. It would have to be made.”


  “I guessed as much. I had a funny feeling that there was something special about it.”


  “It might take a fortnight,” warned the little man. “Or possibly three weeks.”


  “I don’t doubt that. Months and years. A lifetime in fact.”


  “I could find you a pink elephant,” offered the little man. “Roughly the same size.”


  “They’re a drug on the market. I can find dozens of them in any saloon.”


  “Yes, they are rather commonplace.” He smoothed his white hair, emitted a sigh. “It seems that I can do nothing for you.” Jensen said very loudly, “Show me a mutant. Any one. The cheapest you’ve got.”


  “Certainly.” Wiping his eyes and snuffling a couple of times, the little man went through the doorway at the back.


  Leaning over the counter, Jensen helped himself to a small, peculiarly shaped jar. It was transparent and half full of orange-colored liquid. He uncapped it and sniffed. The odor suggested prime Scotch concentrated to quarter bulk. He stuck the jar back on the shelf, drooling as he did it.


  The little man returned holding a white pup with a black patch around one eye. He dumped the pup on the counter.


  “There you are. Bargain line.”


  “So I see,” commented Jensen. “You ought to be sued.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s no mutant.”


  “Very well,” said the little man, with offended dignity. “You’re the authority.” Grabbing the pup he bore it through the back door.


  “Wise guy!” sneered the pup at Jensen just before it went from sight.


  When the shopkeeper reappeared Jensen said, “I heard it talk. So does Charlie McCarthy and every other wooden dummy.”


  “Quite probably.” He rattled the shelves with a sneeze.


  “Any stage ventriloquist can do it better,” Jensen persistently continued. “Being more polished and original.”


  “Quite probably,” the little man repeated.


  “I’m a stickler,” Jensen went on. “When I find a newsworthy item I don’t get pushed away. I stay right with it until something goes bang. That’s me.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “All right, then. Look at it this way: you’ve got mutants for sale or so you say. That’s news. There’s a few lines in it—and a few lines here and there make a column.”


  “Indeed?” The little man raised white eyebrows. He seemed baffled by this information.


  “Now,” proceeded Jensen, looking sinister, “a good column by a competent columnist tells all sorts of interesting things. People read it. Sometimes it tells nice things, sometimes nasty ones. The cops read the nasty ones and feel grateful because I have drawn them to their attention. Usually, though, they’re too late because the subject of my remarks has also read my piece and got out of town fast, see?”


  “I don’t see.”


  Jensen hammered the counter with an open palm. “You have just tried to sell me a pup. It said, ‘Wise guy! ’ I heard it with my own two ears. That’s false pretenses. Obtaining money by means of a trick. Petty larceny.”


  “But I didn’t obtain any money.” The little man made a disparaging gesture. “Money, what good is it? I never accept money.”


  “You don’t eh? Then what do you want for the gabby pup?” The little man looked cautiously around, bent forward, whispered soft and low.


  Jensen went popeyed and said, “Now I know you’re cracked.”


  “I go mighty short of certain types of stuff,” explained the little man apologetically. “Inorganic material is plentiful. Animal protoplasm isn’t. Takes a lot of time and trouble to make it myself.”


  “I can imagine.” Jensen glanced at his watch. “Show me one genuine dyed-in-the-wool mutant and I’ll do you proud in the Sunday edition. Otherwise—”


  “I’m one myself,” informed the little man, modestly.


  “Is zat so? What can you do that the Navy can’t?”


  “I can make anything.” He paused, added, “Well, almost anything. I’m restricted to what I can lift unaided. Nothing heavier.” Jensen tee-heed insultingly. “And you make other mutants?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then go ahead and get making. I want a pale blue rhinoceros seventeen inches long. Not more than nine pounds.”


  “My powers don’t function instantaneously. Manufacture takes time.”


  “So you said before. A good excuse is good enough for twice.” Jensen scowled across the counter. “Could you make a first-water rose diamond the size of a bucket?”


  “If it were of any use.” The little man arshooed with violence, shoved a displaced jar back into position. “A gem that size would be valueless. And take time to produce.”


  “There you go again,” Jensen threw a significant glance at the bottle-loaded shelves. “How much are they paying you?”


  “Who?”


  “The drug ring.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Of course you don’t.” Pushing forward his face, Jensen displayed the cynicism of one familiar with life’s seamiest side. “What it says in the window is a lot of guff. It doesn’t mean what it appears to mean. A mutant is a key-word for a jar of joy-juice as your hop-headed customers well know.”


  “The jars contain reduction fluids,” contradicted the little man. “You bet they do,” Jensen endorsed. “They’ve reduced many an addict’s wad.” He pointed to the jar at which he had sniffed. “How much for that one?”


  “You may have it for nothing,” said the little man, giving it to him. “But I want the empty back.”


  Taking it, Jensen again uncapped and smelled. He dipped a finger, sucked it cautiously. His expression became beatific.


  “I take back all that drug talk. I get the idea now.” He waved the jar, doing it gently lest he spill a drop. “Illegal liquor, ninety-six proof and no tax.” Another finger-suck. “All the same, somebody really knows how to make it. Somebody is a revenue-dodging expert. Count me a customer—I’ll be here regularly as from now.”


  With that he tried a mouthful. It was like a torchlight procession parading down his gullet


  “Youps!” He gained breath, eyed the jar with unconcealed respect. It was on the small side, holding no more than a fifth of a pint. That was a pity. He lifted it for another drink. “This one’s on me. Here’s to crime!”


  “You have been very rude,” remarked the little man. “Remember that!”


  Grinning at him, Jensen tilted the jar and let the rest go down. Something exploded in his belly. The walls of the shop appeared to recede to an enormous distance and then shoot back. He teetered for five seconds while strength drained out of his legs, then bowed forward and permitted the floor to smack him in the face.


  Eons swung by, one after another, long, foggy, filled with dull sounds. They ended. Jensen emerged slowly as from a bad dream.


  He was on all fours on a sheet of ice or something resembling ice. He was down like a dog, also rigid and muzzy-minded. His eyes were out of focus. He shook his head to revive his wits.


  Thoughts gradually fought their way into his befuddled cranium. A drug depot. He’d found one and been too nosey. Somebody had pussied behind him. Somebody had handed him a large lump on the pate. What comes of talking out loud and asking too many questions.


  “You’ve been very rude. Remember that!”


  Rude nothing. Pretty soon, when he could pull himself together and regain his health and strength, he’d become downright vulgar. He would take the little man apart and strew the pieces around.


  The eyes got working more or less, mostly less. They remained peculiarly and horribly short-sighted. His nose was functioning topnotch; it could smell umpteen things at once, including an overheated engine someplace fifty yards away. But the eyes remained poor.


  All the same, he could see now that the ice was not ice. It was more like plate glass, thick and cold. There was another sheet of it far below him and another below that. Also a strong wire grille fronting the lot.


  He tried to come erect but his back was stiff and refused to bend. His legs wouldn’t obey his will. What a thumper he must have caught! Still on all fours, he edged nearer the imprisoning grille, doing it with some sort of lethargic ponderousness. Voices sounded somewhere nearby but out of sight.


  “She insists on a telepathic saluki and that’s what it’s got to be.”


  “It will take ten days,” answered the little man’s tones.


  “Her birthday is Saturday week. Sure you can have it ready for then?”


  “I’m positive.”


  “That’s fine. Go ahead with it. I’ll bring you a fat one when I come to collect.”


  Jensen screwed up his eyes and squinted myopically through the grille at a shiny surface opposite. More glass fronting another row of wired-in but empty shelves. There were vague, elusive shadow-pictures on it. Something like a distant window with words across. The words were reversed and took some time to spell them out: Mutants For Sale.


  His gaze lowered to his own level, saw something else reflected a good deal more clearly. He moved to one side. It moved likewise. He shook his head. So did the other. He opened his mouth and the mirage opened with him.


  Then he screamed bloody murder—but only a tiny snort came forth. The reflection also snorted.


  It was pale blue, seventeen inches long and had a horn on its ugly nose.


  GOD HAS LEFT THE BUILDING


  Todd Colby


  Steven Spielberg was the one guy everyone was dead set to get a snapshot of with them. And he obliged, done gone and went to Washington for the once in a lifetime photo op. That photo was plastered all over the damn place, cover of Time magazine to boot. Even stuck up on the wall at Martha’s, the local watering hole (known for its eggs & brains special) that is just about the heart of Jackson Pines, which is just about the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Well, that, and of course, our local church.


  The day them creatures came down from wherever they did come from happened to be my fifteenth anniversary on the force, which included me, Sheriff Hanckley—he’d been Sheriff longer than I been alive—and Deputy Bob. The two of us used to hang out together at Jackson Pines High School. We were known as the “terror twins”—Floyd and Bob, real troublemakers and prank pullers. Kind of funny then that we became the law. Real damn funny.


  That day in late August, melting hot one too—I remember as clear as the first time Rebecca and me . . . well, don’tcha make me spell it out for ya’—I guess it’s like when they say everyone who was around when Kennedy had his head blown apart, knows exactly where they was—so it was when space creatures arrived for the first time. I was headed out to the Winthrop Ranch to see old Bill Winthrop about a charity auction we had coming up (his wife baked the best peach muffins in the county, if you asked me) and Bob comes on the police radio spewing some nonsense about space creatures. Naturally, knowing his history of being a prankster, I thought he was putting one over on me. Either that or he’d been dipping into the hootch, but Bob didn’t partake of such stuff. Not anymore, anyways. Once I got at the ranch, old Bill grabs me and sticks me in front of the television. His furniture looked like it came from the Salvation Army, but he had a nice new flat screen television sitting in the family room. Sure as shit, on CNN, there’s live pictures of the real ugly dark creatures with long string-bean arms, like they part person, part fish, ‘cause they had what seemed like gills on scaly faces. Didn’t much look like E.T. to me. But they did have them big black freaky eyes.


  They said their spacecraft broke, that’s why they landed just outside Detroit. No way the military was able to cover it up, in broad daylight as it happened, jus’ beside a shopping area, across from a McDonald’s and a pawn shop.


  Life in Jackson Pines went on as it always did. Even after them creatures met with top science brains of all kinds and shared with them their advanced smarts of the stars and galaxies and all that—how the universe existence is vibrational, whatever that all means—and explained how they traveled by warping space and a bunch of other stuff I, nor probably anyone else in Jackson Pines, not even the smartest kid at the high school, could understand. There were no cases of mass hysteria, no one leaping off buildings, no one saying the end of the world had arrived. The church-going folk still attended church on Sunday mornings, still prayed, still baptized their kids. A few other folks stood outside the White House with signs that read: “Prayer is our only hope.” Some folks didn’t believe what the space creatures said no matter what. Some others believed. Others didn’t care one way or the other. They were too busy trying to make a living during a recession, raising kids, scraping up dog shit off their lawns.


  In Jackson Pines, the autumn pumpkin festival was a big party thrown every October. For a town in the Appalachian Mountains with a population of a scant four thousand, two hundred and fifty-three, it was a big deal. The top fiddlers and bluegrass musicians came from all over to play and for us dance and eat real home-cooked food. The barbecue pork on a bun with a side of corn muffins was a particular favorite.


  Carson, my younger kin by three years, was there. He was looking mighty glum, like someone jus’ stole his best gal. He was real quiet anyway, a serious type who planned on studying to be a priest. Me, I wasn’t all that keen on the religious stuff. Of course, I went to church every Sunday, mainly ‘cause my lady would give me a right whipping if I didn’t and, as the law in town, if I didn’t . . . well, you know, appearances and all that. Carson was taking the whole alien thing hard with some of what they said.


  It was time for big brother to step in. I poured a cup of homemade lemonade and put it up to his face.


  He brushed me aside. “No, thank you, Floyd.”


  I tried to talk sense to him. “Standing there looking like a deer that just got pumped full of buckshot ain’t gonna do you any good. Take it. it’ll make you feel better. I know how much you like Millie’s lemonade.”


  Carson slowly took the red plastic cup in his thin fingers. “Anyone who is among the living has hope that even a live dog is better off than a dead lion.” He loved to quote the Bible, that was for sure, ever since he was little. He added, “I am not so sure about that.”


  “You gonna start with that again?”


  “What if it is true,” my lil’ brother raised his voice, above the sweet sounds of the Conner Mountain Boys, which consisted of Joe Sr. on banjo, Joe Jr. on fiddle and Joe the Third, age 11, strumming a guitar, “and why shouldn’t it be? You heard with your own ears what they said. They said their knowledge of the Universe didn’t include what we call God, or a divine entity, or the Lord. That our whole of religion made no sense.”


  “They didn’t say there ain’t no God,” I tried to reason, as I lit up a cigarette. Yeah, I know, shitty habit and me being the law, ain’t a good role model thing to do. I am trying to quit.


  “Didn’t them creatures? They done told everything about creation to the science brains. And, the science brains declared the truth about the universe was finally revealed to man. It was by nature they told, not some God. Case closed, Floyd.” His left eye twitched, always a sign of my brother being major upset, like the time he was eleven and I stole his bike and took it down to the lake for the day.


  Carson gestured to my cigarette. Here we go again. Ever since he quit, he was always on my ass about my habit. Like having a second wife. Nagging in stereo. But, he caused me damn near fall of my chair—that is, if I was resting on one—when he shamelessly said, “You got one I can bum off ya’?”


  I was too stunned to say a thing, so I just handed him a smoke. Lit it too. Not really knowing what I was supposed to say, I blurted out the first thing I could think of. “Who says them creatures know everything?”


  “They know enough to come all the way here,” Carson calmly said, taking a drag. “That means they’re way smarter than us. Good enough for me.”


  “Little brother, why don’t we enjoy the festivities? Worry about that heavier shit for some other time?”


  “That’s one of your shortcomings, Floyd. You always want to put everything off for some other time.”


  My brother could toss a zinger out, not real good ones that hurt though. “Well, here’s one thing I ain’t putting off. I’m going to get myself some of that delicious barbecue pork. I suggest you do the same.” I walked away. I could see he was in a unchanging gloomy way. No sense me getting all depressed too.


  “Mr. Floyd Platt, you march down there right this minute and do what you said you promised!”


  Rebecca was upset because I promised mother that I would help her clean out the garage. I was supposed to haul decades worth of junk down to the dump, and I never seemed to get around to it. Carson was right about me putting things off. I can’t deny it. That’s who I am. It was Saturday, week after the pumpkin festival, my day off, and I just wanted to lay around in my bathrobe, watch some good ole TV.


  “Why can’t Carson do it? Hell, he’s the one living there.”


  Rebecca wasn’t impressed by my argument. “Because she asked you. And let’s face it, you’re stronger.”


  “Can’t argue with the truth,” I said as I poured myself a hot cup of coffee for the road.


  “You’re not going out like that, are you?” she alluded to my well-worn, but endlessly comfortable favorite bathrobe.


  “No, dear,” was all I could muster, still not fully awake. I grabbed a Hostess cupcake off the counter. The cream filling would feel real good going down with my coffee.


  “Doctor said you should be eating healthier. That don’t look like healthy food to me.”


  Lucky bastard, that Bob. Single and vowed to stay that way. One of us had good sense.


  I knew what to expect. There was a reason no one parked a vehicle inside the two-car garage since The Gipper was in the White House. Rusted toys, bicycles, rotting furniture, spare parts for things long forgotten and obsolete, files of ancient tax returns, receipts, coupons decades expired, and that river of magazines—countless issues of Country Living, Life, Popular Mechanics—all housed in tall, filthy, spider-web encrusted cardboard moving boxes, hardly enough room for the two of us to even breathe in there. Why do folks let this shit accumulate, I always wondered. Sooner or later, it all goes to the dump.


  “Maybe I should hold on to this,” Mother said, placing a seventy-three year old wrinkled hand on a particularly nasty baby stroller.


  “Are you trying to tell me something. Mother?”


  “Don’t get smart,” she grinned. “Perhaps one of our neighbors could use it. There are a lot of young families in the neighborhood, you know.”


  “For what? So they can give their kid some kind of infection?” I didn’t think mother was a hoarder, but sometimes I wondered.


  “Or, when one of my sons gets around to making me a grandma,” she added.


  “Key word—sons. Why isn’t your other one here helping out?”


  “You’re stronger, Floyd,” she pointed out. “Been that way since the two of you were wee high.” She opened a box to pull from it yellowed magazines.


  “Speaking of which,” I said as I casually tossed the offensive stroller out of the garage, “where is Mr. Happy?”


  “He said he needed to take a stroll to collect his thoughts,” she sighed. “Then he was going to see if Doc White was in. Carson has been having difficulty falling asleep. Thought maybe the doc could give him something to help.” She placed a stack of Country Life magazines on the side.


  “What about you, mother? You called them creatures ‘demons in disguise’.”


  “At first, I thought they were. But, I have to admit, those Sizolagians have done a bit of good.” Mrs. Hall grabbed another large stack of magazines, to put them aside. “They showed doctors how to cure disease. Farmers how to grow better crops. All them poorer peoples with the flies buzzing ‘round them how to clean their water. Maybe they ain’t so bad after all.”


  “What about what they say about religion?” I pressed.


  “I don’t think they’re right ‘bout everything. Poor things don’t know ‘bout the Good Book. After all, they weren’t created in the Lord’s image, like we were.”


  “I’m worried about Carson. Last week, he even bummed a cigarette off me.”


  “He’ll be fine,” mother smiled re-assuredly in the way only a mother can, placing aside a stack of faded Field & Streams. “If you are worried, you can talk with Pastor Williams.”


  That’s like saying you ain’t scared of flying, but you not getting on an airplane. She was worried high noon. Call it a son’s gut feeling. More pressing matter, I eyed the vile magazines, “You can’t be serious.”


  She simply smiled, patted the Country Life’s like they were a beloved family pet. “They have really good recipes.” Never mind that she not once used them to whip up anything.


  I glanced at the other pile. “Have long have you been hiding your secret love of fishing?” I asked.


  “These were your father’s and you know how much he loved his Field & Stream.”


  “Dad’s been gone five years,” I pointed out.


  “I couldn’t bear to part with them.” It was an argument I wouldn’t win.


  Rebecca jabbed her elbow sharp in my side—damn, that hurt. Woman has no mercy. Staying awake during Sunday service was a chore. The singing, readings, prayers and especially—especially!—the sermons. I ain’t saying their no good, but they sure can cure one of insomnia, though they are spoken with much enthusiasm for the subject, like a coach giving a pep talk. Pastor Williams had been there longer than I’d been alive. Everyone in Jackson Pines knew and respected him. Fact is, he wrote the recommendation letter for Carson to attend the seminary school he was going to start in just a few weeks. If Jackson Pines didn’t have a mayor already, Pastor Williams would have easily been elected.


  After more wifely kidney jabs, services over and done with, I paid him a visit. His door was wide open.


  “Pastor Williams, you got a few minutes?”


  He looked up from where he was placing books back on a shelf. “For you, Floyd, always.” He smiled. “I take it you’re here to discuss the upcoming Policeman’s Charity Softball game.”


  “No, that’s not the reason. But,we sure do appreciate all you’ve done to help in organizing it.”


  “Always a worthy cause. Is the Foley boy pitching again?” The wise man sat down behind his impressive desk.


  “I hope so. He’s got the best arm in the county.”


  “Sure does. It just may keep him out of the damn coal mines. Good on him if it does. What then can I do you for, Floyd?”


  “It’s Carson. If you haven’t noticed, he’s been real down in the dumps lately,” I began. “Even having second thoughts about seminary school.”


  Pastor Williams leaned back, the glare of the overhead florescent lights jovially bouncing off his expansive bald pate. He looked me square in the eye; I believed the words he would speak would be ones of wisdom that only his years of accumulated knowledge could produce. Instead, he blurted out, “Bullshit.”


  I wasn’t sure if I heard him correctly. “Excuse me?”


  “Bullshit!” I thought maybe I had entered the Twilight Zone. What exactly was he referring to? The Charity Softball Game? Carson’s depression? The price of tea in China, for all I knew? But before I could ask him, he continued. “This,” he held up a Bible. “This,” he swept his arms towards the church walls. “All of it. Fairy tales. Telling stories of dead bodies rising from graves, scaring folks into thinking their going to hell if they jerk-off, talking about some invisible guy in the sky who magically said, ‘Let there be light, let there be a universe, let there be man,’ and it all just—poof—happened like that,” he snapped his fingers. “Give me a fucking break.”


  “You don’t believe?” I said, fairly taken aback at what he said. I mean, I wasn’t really offended, but he was a man of the cloth, after all.


  “See this?” He held up a black and white photo of a smiling young man I did not recognize. “1962. Graduated from Virginia Theological Seminary. Being idealistic, I thought I’d get out there, spread the word, make the world a better place. For many years, I thought that was what I was accomplishing. Then, as the years went by, I realized just how hypocritical most of the people I was preaching to really were. How many of them were having affairs on their spouses, cheating on their taxes, partaking of certain substances, lying through their teeth. But, every Sunday, their asses would be planted in church, heads nodding in agreement at everything I said, every passage of the Bible that I quoted.”


  I removed a mostly empty pack of smokes and matches from my jacket pocket. A stillness enveloped the room. “Sorry Father, force of habit. I am trying to quit.”


  “The closer to sharing a person comes, the closer to God he gets.”


  “Yes, of course, Father,” I uttered and handed him a smoke. Jeez, even my priest was bumming off me.


  “That line works like a charm every time,” he expressed fleeting amusement. From his desk draw, he pulled a lighter and tossed it over. “This works better.” We both lit up. “Mankind has a hell of an ego, if you ask me. We’re a Johnny-come-lately species on this planet, but we think we’re the end-all, be-all. The dinosaurs ruled the Earth long before us—maybe they were the ones made in God’s image? Those aliens said they’ve been coming here for two hundred of our years. Watching us, studying us, collecting data. That’s all we really are—ants in an ant farm, bacteria under a microscope.”


  “Why not do something else?”


  “What the hell else would I do?” the pastor challenged me, taking a long drag on his smoke. “I’m seventy-three. It’s not like anyone is jumping to hire old geezers. Seventy-fuckin’-three. I’m ancient.”


  “But you’re still here,” I gently pointed out.


  “It’s what I do. A shoemaker makes shoes. A baker bakes. A bird shits on cars. I blow hot air on Sunday mornings, shuffle paperwork during the week, listen to people confess when their guilty conscience overtakes them, thinking that forgives them for screwing their fifteen year-old cousin.”


  “Did you tell Carson any of this?”


  For the first time that day, the Pastor cracked a smile, wee as it was. “Heavens no. I explained to him that faith is what resides inside of us, not what is imposed on us from outside forces. Afterlife or no afterlife, God or no God, we should try and serve our fellow man, leave the world a better place than how we found it. Be good caring citizens.”


  I had to chuckle, “In other words, you laid it on real thick.”


  “As thick as the milk shakes at Martha’s.”


  I didn’t see anyplace to put my smoke remains. My ashes, like his, decorated the floor. “Ashtray?” I asked. He took my unfinished smoke and snubbed it out on his desk. Maybe I really was losing the taste for those things. “He hasn’t been himself. He just lays about the house, says there’s no point in going to seminary class, no point in attending church, no point in going on living if there’s no God. He’s got mother worried sick. I wish I could do something to help.”


  “You have spoken with him?”


  “Sure as Jesse Hollander’s a moonshiner. Might as well be talking to my hand. If only there was some way to, to . . .”


  “Make him believe again,” the Pastor read my mind.


  “Yeah, that’s it.”


  Following one last extensive drag on his smoke, the tired pastor snuffed it on out his desk. He fell into the well-cushioned chair, appearing to be deep in thought. Great, I figured, he’ll come up with something. Next I heard was the sound of buzz saws. The bastard wiped out on me. I wasn’t sure what to do. If I just slid out of there, and he woke, that could be more embarrassing to him than if I stayed, if he remembered me being there, that is. I suddenly had a “coughing fit”. Did the trick. He picked up right where he left off. “Will Carson be available this evening?”


  “I’ll make sure of it, Father.”


  “Good. I’ll meet you at the house tonight at six.”


  I turned to leave. “And Floyd, about the . . .” he nodded to the smoke butts, “let’s keep that between us.”


  “Sure thing, padre,” I replied. I stood there feeling like I did when me and Bob snuck in a smoke in the high school crapper.


  I pulled up to mother’s house at ten to six. I’m one of those guys who always like to be early. Especially in law enforcement, that’s a good trait to have, being that I often go talk at schools, civic meetings and other shit that makes up my day. I let myself in with my key, as I always did. Until about twelve years ago, no one would even bother to lock their doors. Then there was a rash of break-ins in the business district. We caught the guys—out-of-towners, as I figured—but since then, citizens got in the habit of locking doors.


  “Mother!,” I called out. No answer. She usually hit Cracker Barrel with her friend for Sunday dinner, a tradition since dad died.


  “Carson?” No answer on that either. He never went out to dinner with mother and her friend. With my luck, that night would be the first time. But, it would be a good sign if it was so. I made my way to the back of the house, where his bedroom was. The door was closed. I knocked. “Carson, you in there?” Dead silence. “Damn it!”, I muttered. I carefully pushed open the door to see my brother, laying in bed. “Carson, you deaf?”


  He stared at the ceiling, still as a lawn statue. “Please go, Floyd, now’s not a good time.”


  I was pissed. “Carson, get up. Pastor Williams is coming over to see you. He needs to talk with you.”


  “Please go, Floyd.”


  “Look here, Carson, today I met with Pastor . . .” The doorbell rang. He was early. “Don’t go anywhere.” I went and opened the door. Standing there was the Pastor with a boy who couldn’t have been older than nine, red haired, freckle-faced, a Norman Rockwell painting come to life. “Please, come in, Father, and . . .”


  “This is Larry, Barney Wilson’s kin from over in Bear Creek. I thought he could help Carson’s situation,” Pastor Williams said. “Larry, this is Mr. Platt. He’s a police officer.”


  The youth’s pupils became flashing neon signs to rival those of any casino on the strip in Vegas. “No way! A real cop?” At least some kids still felt that way.


  “I don’t think he’s going to come to us, so we better go to him.” I cleared the path to Carson’s cocoon. “Carson, we have guests,” I announced to unconcerned ears. Son-of-a-bitch. He used to have good manners. “Carson,” I felt my blood pressure rising, “get the wax out of your brain.”


  Pastor stepped forward. “Please, allow me,” he said in his best man-of-God voice. “Carson, this is Larry.”


  “Hi ya’, Mr. Carson,” Larry chirped.


  “Larry,” Pastor Williams continued, “had an accident last year something bad. He was climbing a tree branch and fell. Nearly died. I suppose he could tell you about it more than I can.”


  “That’s the truth, Mr. Carson, right like Mr. Williams tells it,” the boy from central casting bellowed. “My bestest friend, Karl, dared me to climb the biggest tree in the yard. It was bigger than the biggest animal I ever seen. I made it up about halfway when I lost my grip, and took a spill. Banged my head real bad on a rock. Doctors had to put a steel plate in—for real.” The boy leaned his head in close to his indifferent listener. “Go on, Mister Carson, you can feel it for yourself.” He pointed to a spot in back of his skull.


  “Carson, Larry was kind enough to visit with us,” I said. “It’d be poor manners to not do as he asks.” In aggravation, I grabbed my brother’s hand and put it up to the head metal. We watched him move his fingers a bit over it. It was a good sign, I thought.


  “Larry has something even more important to tell you, Carson,” Pastor Williams interjected.


  “I sure do, Mr. Carson,” Larry said, in the same excited tone. “When I was got to the hospital, I saw doctors and nurses all around me, but it was weird, like I was floating on top of them all. Then I saw this really bright light, but it didn’t hurt my eyes one bit.”


  Upon hearing this, Carson’s eyes cracked open quarter moon. The boy had gotten his attention.


  Larry continued, “I moved through a really long tunnel. Didn’t know where I was. But I wasn’t scared or anything. When I came out that tunnel, right in front of me was Jesus. He was standing there with open arms to give me a hug. He looked jus’ like he did in church.”


  Hearing that, my brother’s eyelids opened full on. I had a feeling where this was going.


  Carson asked, rather weakly, I thought, “Jesus. Really? You hallucinating, boy?”


  “No sir, Mr. Carson. It was really him. I know it.”


  “How can you be sure?” Carson quizzed.


  “ ‘Cause he told me it wasn’t my time. I had to go back. I didn’t want to, but Jesus said he’d always be watching out for me. And when I woken up in the hospital, the doctors told me I been dead and it was nothing short of a miracle that I came back to life.”


  “My Lord,” Carson whispered. He tried to sit up, but couldn’t.


  “See that!,” I exclaimed. “Never mind what them ugly creatures told. They ain’t so smart after all, are they? There really is Jesus, Heaven, God, all that good stuff.” Man, was Pastor Williams one crafty SOB.


  Pastor spoke up, “Change your mind about Seminary school?”


  “Yes sir,” Carson said, talking so softly we could barely hear him. “I done something real bad.” With his right hand, he gently lifted up a corner of the pillow to reveal a bottle of prescription pills. I’d seen enough of them in my line of profession. I grabbed it and shook it. Empty. Empt-fuckin’-y! I grabbed my phone . . . no, hell, on second thought, I had the squad car right out front, it’d be quicker just to drive him to Jackson Pines Medical Center. They always had a doctor on duty. I lifted him up.


  “Can I be of help,” Pastor Williams asked.


  “I got him,” I said as I hurried out the room. No time for proper goodbyes.


  The following day, Pastor filled me in on what he’d done. Larry’s story was as fake as a three-dollar bill. Oh, the boy’s fall was real, but Pastor had gotten him to add on the Jesus story by promising him a three-scoop ice cream float.


  As for my little brother, the doctor said that if he’d come in to the hospital five minutes later . . . well, let’s just say, Carson would have found out for sure what, if anything, is on the other side. Me, I’m just plum happy to see mother stop worrying.


  REBORN AGAIN


  Robert Sheckley


  “Damn,” a voice said. “I’m still alive.”


  “Who is that?” Ritchie Castleman asked.


  “It’s me, Moses Grelich,” a voice inside him said.


  Grelich? Ritchie had heard that name somewhere before. Then he remembered. Grelich was the body he had bought to live his new life in.


  Grelich said, “I was supposed to be dead. They promised me I’d be dead.”


  “That’s right,” Ritchie said. “I remember now. You sold your body to me. And I was supposed to have bare-bones possession of it.”


  “But I am still in it. It’s still my body.”


  “I don’t think so,” Ritchie said. “Even if you are still in it, you sold it to me. It’s my body now.”


  “So OK, it’s your body. Consider me your guide.”


  “I don’t want a guide,” Ritchie said. “I bought a body, and I want to be alone in it.”


  “Who could blame you?” Grelich said. “Some schlemiel in the lab must have muffed it. I’m still here.”


  “Get out!”


  “Calm yourself, boychick. I got no place to go.”


  “Can’t you just . . . stand outside?”


  “Like a ghost? Sorry, Herbie, I don’t know how to do that.”


  “My name is Ritchie.”


  “I know, but you’re more of a Herbie type.”


  Ritchie let that one go. He muttered, “I need to get this mess straightened out. There’s got to be someone in charge around here.”


  “I doubt it,” Grelich said. “This looks like a rich man’s apartment to me.”


  “Where? I can’t see a thing. My God, I’m in darkness!”


  “Don’t get so excited. I seem to still be in charge of the sensory apparatus. Go ahead, take a look. I turn the vision over to you.”


  The scene suddenly opened up to Ritchie’s senses. He was lying in bed, in his bright, high-rise apartment on Central Park West. It was daylight. Sunlight was pouring in the window. Across the room he could see his mechanical exercise horse. The Chagall print still dominated one wall.


  “It’s my apartment,” Ritchie said. “I guess they put me back here after the operation. Shouldn’t there be a nurse?”


  “A nurse! The boychick wants a nurse!”


  “It’s just that I’ve been through a considerable operation.”


  “And I haven’t?”


  “It’s not the same thing. You’re supposed to be dead. You don’t need a nurse. Just a disposal service.”


  “That’s a hell of a thing to say.”


  Ritchie was a little ashamed of what he had just said. But this was a new situation for him. Just yesterday he had opted for the newly developed choice of putting his mind into a new body. This had become necessary when his congenital heart defect suddenly started acting up. There had been no time to lose. He had gone to Mind Movers Technology Company, and found that they had one body he could take over immediately. Moses Grelich had decided to opt for self-obliteration, to sell his body, and to leave his money to Israel.


  Yesterday the operation had taken place.


  The doorbell rang. Ritchie slipped on a bathrobe and slippers and went to answer it, thinking maybe it was the nurse the Company should have sent in the first place.


  He opened the door. Standing there was a tall, skinny old lady, her dark hair pulled back and tied in a messy bun. She was wearing a plain cloth coat. She carried her purse in one hand, a white paper bag in the other. There was something about her . . . Ritchie thought she must once have been a beauty


  “Is Moses here?” she asked timidly. “They gave me this address for him at Mind Movers.”


  Ritchie felt like one of those guys in a fable. Since Grelich had taken over the body, Ritchie could see and hear, and sometimes even speak, but he had no control over anything else. And no body sensations. When the body walked, Ritchie had the sensation that he was floating about six feet above the ground.


  “I’m here!” Grelitch said out of Ritchie’s mouth.


  “Moise!” she cried.


  “Esther? Is that really you?”


  “So who else should it be?”


  “Come in, come in,” Moses said.


  Esther carefully wiped her feet on the mat and entered the apartment.


  Moses led her into the living room. He was already familiar with Ritchie’s apartment. He waved her to a chair.


  “Nu, don’t you have a kitchen?” Esther asked. “I’ll feel more comfortable in the kitchen.”


  Ritchie could hear Esther and Moses talking. Something about how Moses’ old friends at the East Broadway cafeteria were worried about him. One of them had read an item in The New York Post about how Moses Grelich was about to undergo a whole-body transplant operation. It seemed that Moses had agreed to sell his body to someone.


  Moses was quoted as saying that since God had failed, Communism had failed, and now Capitalism had failed, he saw no sense in going on. He planned to be the first man in history to prove the old saying, “If the poor could die for the rich, what a good living they would make!”


  “So how come you’re still alive?” Esther asked.


  Ritchie summoned up all his energy and said, “He shouldn’t be!”


  “Beg pardon, what did you say?” Esther said.


  “The operation was not a success,” Ritchie said.” They had the transplant, but they didn’t get rid of Moses. This is supposed to be my body now. But he’s still here, damnit!”


  Esther’s eyes grew wide.


  Taking a deep breath, and letting out half of it, she said. “Pleased to meet you, Mister—”


  “Castleman, Ritchie Castleman. And you are?”


  “Mrs. Kazorney, Esther Kazorney.” She frowned, as if to say, “I can’t believe what’s happening.” Then, timidly, she said, “Moise, are you really still there somewhere?”


  “Of course I’m still here. Where else would I be?”


  Ritchie noticed that Grelich’s voice was more robust then his own. Grelich spoke emphatically and somewhat dramatically. His sentences were filled with highs and lows, and he made full use of diminuendo and crescendo.


  “Yes, Esther,” Grelich went on, “By the grace of the times we live in I am still here. These klutzes couldn’t even kill an unhappy Jew, even though Hitler showed them how some years ago. Esther, we are living now in an age of the goyishe apotheosis. The peasantry is now at the controls, and they are showing us what it really means to screw up, you should excuse the language.”


  Esther made a small dismissing gesture. She studied Moses’ face and said, in a low voice, “Moise?”


  “I’m still here,” Moses said.” Where else would I be?”


  “This fellow who lives inside you—is he a landsman?”


  “Atheist!” Ritchie said. “Purebred atheist.”


  “You see?” Moses said. “Atheism is the first step toward Judaism.”


  “Not bloody likely,” Ritchie said.


  “What type of atheist are you, anyhow?” Grelitch asked.


  “How many types are there?”


  “At least two. Intellectual and instinctive.”


  “I guess I’m the intellectual type.”


  “Aha!” Grelitch said.


  “What, aha?”


  “Out of your own mouth you have proven a thesis which I have long held. Jews are not instinctive atheists. Jews, even the dumbest among us, are born arguers, which is to say, intellectuals. No Jew comes to suicide without a long, reasoned argument in his mind, an argument that takes into account the question of God’s view on suicide.”


  The doorbell rang again. Grelich opened the door. “Solomon!” he cried, seeing the tall black man on the other side. “Solomon Grundy, the Ethiopian Jew,” he explained to Ritchie.


  “Can you hear me, Moise?” Solomon said. “Esther gave me this address.”


  “Yes, yes I can hear you, Solomon. You have come to the apartment of therman who owns my body. Unfortunately, I’m still in it.”


  “How can that be?”


  “It’ll be sorted out presently. Meanwhile, what do you have to tell me? Some more of your mystic African Hasidic pseudo-scientific nonsense?”


  “I simply come as a friend,” Solomon said.


  “That’s very nice,” Grelich said. “The murderer returns to weep over the corpse he has made.”


  “I don’t quite understand your point,” Solomon said.


  “The point is, where were you when I needed a friend? Where were you before I killed myself?”


  “Killed yourself? You don’t sound very dead to me.”


  “I tried. It’s an accident that I’m alive.”


  “So might we all say. But something that is tantamount to an accident can be said never to have happened.”


  “Sophistry,” Grelich shouted.


  Solomon sat silent for a long moment, and then nodded his head. “I’ll accept that. The fact is, I was not a very good friend. Or rather, I was not a good enough friend at the time you needed one.”


  “Well, I don’t know about that,” said Grelich, momentarily uncertain of the line Solomon was taking.


  “We are both responsible for what happened,” Solomon said. “You elected yourself a victim, I perforce became a killer. Together we obliterated a life. But we reckoned without God.”


  “How do you figure?” Grelich asked.


  “We thought we could produce the nothingness of death. But God said, “That’s not how it’s going to be.” And he left us both alive and able to suffer the consequences of the deed we attempted, but didn’t quite bring off.”


  “God wouldn’t do that,” Grelich said. “That is, if He existed.”


  “He does.”


  “What kind of a principle could He make of that?”


  “He doesn’t have to make a principle out of it. He is not restricted to His own precedent. He can do what he wants fresh every time. This time it’s for you to suffer, and you deserve it, since God never told you it was all right to suicide.”


  Ritchie loved listening to what was going on. He qvelled (a word he would soon learn) to hear the aggressive, intellectual Grelich getting it in the neck from a guy like Solomon, who came on like a religious rapper and really knew how to dish it out.


  But it occurred to Ritchie that all the talk was on Grelich, and none of it was on him.


  “Hey, fellows,” he said, “it looks like this talk could go on for a while, and I haven’t even been introduced.”


  Grelich sullenly made the introductions.


  “Why don’t we get a bite to eat?” Ritchie said, now that he found himself able to speak. “I could use something, myself.”


  “Is there a vegetarian restaurant around here?” Grelich asked.


  “Christ, I don’t know,” Ritchie said. “There’s a pretty good Cuban café just a couple blocks from here.”


  “I wouldn’t eat that treif junk,” Grelich said. “Not even if I weren’t a vegetarian.”


  “So recommend your own place, big mouth,” said Ritchie.


  “Gentlemen,” said Solomon, “we will take a taxi, which I will pay for, and we will go to Ratstein’s on the Lower East Side.”


  The taxi dropped them on the corner of 2nd Avenue and Fourth Street. A corner place, Ratstein’s was open. Inside it was big—it must have had over a hundred tables, all empty except for two men at a front table, arguing over coffee and blintzes.


  “We’ll sit in the back, at the Philosopher’s Table,” Solomon said, and led them to an oval table with chairs for eight.


  “Schlepstein from NYU often shows up here,” Solomon said. “And sometimes Hans Werthke from Columbia.”


  Ritchie had never heard of these men. And he didn’t much like vegetarian food. He settled for a plate of egg cookies and a celery tonic. Grelich ordered strawberry blintzes, Esther took rice pudding, and Solomon ordered the rice and vegetables dish.


  Their waiter was a short, plump, middle-aged man with a fringe of pale thinning hair and a vaguely European look. He moved slowly on what appeared to be painful feet.


  “I’ll need this table by 7 pm,” he said. “It’s reserved.”


  It’s only 3 o’clock now,” Grelich said.” God forbid that your famous philosophers should have to sit anywhere else. We’ll be out of here long before they start their discussions.”


  “Our customers are used to seeing them here,” the waiter said. “I am Jakob Leiber and I am here to serve you.”


  The talk was general for a while, with one after another relating incidents of their day. From their conversation, Ritchie got an impression of an older New York, filled with old law tenements, push carts, micvahs, and study rooms for young scholars. He wondered if they weren’t talking about a New York of a hundred years ago, not today.


  In the taxi down Second Avenue he had noticed the Hispanic food stores, perfumeries, lunch counters and laundries. What once might have been a Jewish neighborhood had become a Hispanic barrio or whatever they called their slum neighborhoods.


  He commented on this to Esther. She told him, “Everything’s changed. I’ve heard Ratstein’s only stays open because of the support of some wealthy Jewish mafia types who live in New Jersey and need a place for lunch on their trips into the city.”


  “That reminds me of this movie I saw,” Ritchie said. “There was this Jewish mobster and his daughter, and this other mobster, a young guy, falls in love with the first mobster’s daughter and goes back in time to kill the man who became her husband but didn’t treat her right. I forgot how they got the time machine, but it seemed pretty logical at the time.”


  “Did he get the girl?” Esther asked.


  “Sort of. But there was a complication.”


  “T here’s always a complication in invented stories,” Grelich said. “But life isn’t like that. Life is terribly simple.”


  “I don’t agree,” Ritchie said, recognizing Grelich’s propensity for climbing out on an unstable premise and inviting someone to knock him off. “I was writing a story about a similar situation—it’s an old theme, you know—and all I found were complications. Christ, even my complications had complications.”


  That got a mild laugh from Esther, and a chuckle from Solomon. Even Grelich gave a sour grunt of approval.


  “Boychick,” said Grelich, “I didn’t know you were a writer.”


  “Well, scarcely a writer,” Ritchie said. “But I have published a few things in a magazine. An online magazine, no pay, but they get some good names.”


  “You’re a writer?” Jakob the waiter asked. He had been listening to the conversation while serving the dishes.


  “Well, I do write,” Ritchie said. His recent experiences with real professional writers, who posted messages and comments on his Message Board from time to time, had convinced him that his best policy was to make no public claims for himself, at least not until he had a few professional sales.


  “A writer,” Jakob mused, drying his hands on his apron. “I’m in the publishing business myself.”


  “You’re a publisher?” Grelich asked.


  “No, I’m a translator. From the Rumanian. I have a Rumanian science-fiction writer I translate for.”


  “You translate into English?” Grelich asked


  “Of course, English, what else? Urdu?”


  Ritchie said, “What is this writer’s name?”


  He couldn’t make it out even after several repetitions, so he decided to learn it later, and write it down, see if the name turned out to be of any importance.


  “Has he published?” Ritchie asked.


  “In English, no. In Rumanian, plenty. It ‘s only a matter of time before I sell him here.”


  “You’re his agent, too?” Ritchie asked.


  “I have that honor.”


  Ritchie wanted to ask Leiber how good his agent contacts were, and whether he was taking on any new clients. But he couldn’t find a way of slipping it into the conversation. He decided he’d come back to Ratstein’s on his own some other time, go into the matter again, without Solomon and Esther, and, with a little luck, without Grelich. For a beginning writer it was always worthwhile checking out an agent, no matter what else he did.


  “Anyhow,” Grelich said, “we’re here to discuss this situation I’ve got, with this goy lodged in my head.”


  No one had any ideas about it. They considered Ritchie’s suggestion that they all return to his apartment. But Solomon was tired and had an appointment in the early evening; Grelich had had enough argument for the day, and Esther was looking forward to her late afternoon television.


  They all agreed to meet tomorrow evening, first at the East Broadway cafeteria, then, after Ritchie said he’d pick up the tab, at Ratstein’s.


  Exhaustion ended the night for both Ritchie and Grelich. Ritchie had a long, dreamless sleep in his own bed.


  In the morning, after Ritchie made coffee, they agreed that it was time to go downtown to the MMT sales office and find out what had gone wrong.


  Grelich was feeling a little funny about this. His desire to kill himself had abated remarkably. In fact, his suicidal urge had vanished. Replacing it was an unexpected zest for life, the strongest he had ever known.


  It was difficult to account for this. Maybe the medical procedure, even though it had not killed him, had driven philosophical despair out of his head. These problems, which had recently driven him to suicide, seemed academic to him now, even puerile. Why kill yourself because you can’t decide whether God exists or not?


  Ritchie for his part wanted to own his own headspace uncluttered with Grelich. But he liked Grelich’s friends. Esther looked like she had been a classy lady. Solomon was interesting. Ritchie hadn’t known there were any black Jews. He wanted to find out how this had come about.


  And there was Leiber, a possible agent contact.


  Of course, Leiber was not a friend of Grelich’s, but Ritchie owed the meeting to his association—or amalgamation?—with Grelich.


  Ritchie also had a well-developed sense of fairness. It didn’t seem right for him to bring about the death of the man whose presence had helped him meet Leiber, a man who, if he was a real agent, could change his life.


  Despite that, he hated the idea of Grelich being in his head with him. Was he maybe even snooping on Ritchie’s memories?


  Grelich was acting correctly, however. He didn’t stop them from going to the MMT office to find out about his aborted death, even though with his superior control of the body—after all, he was the original occupant—he could have prevented the move, could have made them both stay in the apartment all day, or walk in the park, or see a movie.


  Instead, they taxied down to 23rd Street.


  Grelich, with Ritchie aboard, entered the offices of MMT and told the receptionist that he wanted to see Sven Mayer, the president.


  They waited while the receptionist whispered into the phone. Ritchie was expecting they’d be told Mayer wasn’t in, they would have to talk with some flunky who would tell them he knew nothing about this but would get back to him “as soon as possible.”


  But no such thing happened. The receptionist told them that Mr. Mayer was in his office, expecting them—last on the left at the end of the corridor.


  Mayer was a short, stocky white-haired man. “Come in,” he called when they knocked at the door. “Mr. Grelich! And Mr. Castleman is in there with you?”


  “I am,” Ritchie said. “And I demand an explanation.”


  “Of course you do,” Mayer said. “Come in, have a seat. Coffee? Something stronger?”


  “Coffee, black, no cream,” Grelich said.


  Mayer said a few words into the phone. “It’s on its way. Gentlemen, I am so sorry . . .”


  “You didn’t return our calls,” Ritchie said.


  “I apologize. Miss Christiansen, our regular receptionist, left early when Nathan didn’t show up at the lab. She didn’t come in today. The one outside is a temp. When I reached Miss Christiansen today by phone, she claimed she didn’t know anything about the situation.”


  “Hah!” said Grelich.


  Mayer went on, “So far I have been unable to locate Nathan, the lab tech, the one who actually did your operation. Or botched it, I should say.”


  “Nathan,” Grelich said darkly.


  “He is the one we will have to talk to, the only one likely to have an explanation for how this sorry situation came to pass.”


  “But where is this Nathan?” Ritchie asked.


  Mayer shrugged. “I phoned his boarding house, he wasn’t there. I talked with his rabbi, whom he gave as his main reference when he applied for this job. His Rabbi, Zvi Cohen, said he hadn’t spoken with Nathan in over a week. I went myself to the handball courts at 92nd and Riverside, at the rabbi’s suggestion. None of the players had seen Nathan in several days.”


  “Have you notified the police yet?”


  “I shall have to, if he doesn’t show up very soon. I have no other way to trace him.”


  Ritchie asked, “What about my own body? The Castleman body?”


  “I’m afraid it didn’t survive the transfer,” Mayer said. “As we expected. It has been disposed of according to your instructions.”


  Hearing that his body was irrevocably gone gave Ritchie a pang of regret. It hadn’t been a particularly nice body, but it had been his for a long time. And now he had no physical body. Except for Grelich’s body, and Grelich didn’t seem so keen on giving it up any longer.


  Back at his apartment, Ritchie decided it was time to find Nathan Cohen, the missing tech who was probably responsible for the whole megillah, a word that Grelich supplied him with.


  But before he could get started with that, he got a telephone call, which Grelich didn’t prevent him from answering.


  “Ritchie Castleman here,” he said.


  Mr. Castleman? I am Edward Simonson. Mr. Mayer has recently hired me to run the lab. I am a graduate of CCNY, fully accredited and certified. I worked for two years at the Zeitgeist Institute in Zurich. If you want—”


  Grelich said, “What is this?”


  “This is Mr. Grelich speaking now?”


  “Yes, it is. What do you want?”


  “I am authorized by Mr. Mayer to tell you that if you wish to return to the lab, we assure you that the operation and removal will be properly conducted at this time, and at no cost to you.”


  “You’ll make sure I die this time?” Grelich said.


  “Well . . . Yes, that was your original intention in coming to MMT, was it not?”


  “That was then and now is now.”


  “Does that mean you’ve changed your mind?”


  “I’m thinking it through again,” Grelich said. “Look, we’re not interested right now. We have a few matters to sort out first. We’ll get back to you.”


  Grelich hung up. Ritchie was glad Grelich hadn’t immediately accepted this offer to correct his bungled suicide. He didn’t want to see Grelich die. But he wasn’t too happy that he was going to have to continue sharing a body with a near stranger.


  Grelich said to Ritchie, “We need to find out what went wrong.”


  “Of course,” Ritchie said.


  The telephone rang again. This time Grelich picked it up.


  Mr. Castleman?” a female voice asked.


  “This is Grelich.”


  “Mr. Grelich, this is Rachel Christiansen. I’m the regular receptionist at the MMT Company. I wanted to call and apologize for what I have done to you—not on purpose, I assure you—I never imagined—”


  “What did happen?” Ritchie broke in.


  “It’s such a complicated story I really think we should meet—that is, if you have the time . . .”


  “I got the time!” Ritchie said. “Where? When?”


  “There’s a sort of coffee shop near where I live. That’s in The Bronx, or maybe it’s upper Manhattan—I’m new in the city and I only know how to get to work and back.”


  “What’s the place called?”


  “The Brown something or other. Cow? Sheep? I’m not sure. I never go in there. It looks—shady.”


  “Address?”


  “Let me see, I get on the subway at 167th Street and Jerome Avenue, and the Brown whatever it is is two blocks downtown from the entrance, that would be at 165th Street, on the east side of Jerome Avenue. Unless it’s two blocks uptown—forgive me, I’m usually much more together than this—but recent events—”


  “I know,” Ritchie said. “I understand. Look, we’ll get a cab. Probably take half an hour to get to you in the Bronx. Is that OK?”


  “Certainly, Mr. Castleman. It’s the least I owe you. Though I’m not sure the place is entirely savory—”


  “How bad can a coffee shop be?” Grelich broke in. “We’ll be there.”


  Grelich hung up the phone.


  “I was going to ask for her home address and telephone number,” Ritchie said.


  “Don’t complicate matters, she’ll be there.”


  The taxi ride was a trip in itself, and not without its own share of humor and pathos. But it doesn’t bear on our story, so we skip it, mentioning only that they found the Brune Vache on 166th Street and Jerome Avenue, and left a Cuban taxi driver wondering why a well-dressed guy like Ritchie was going to a place that was known to serve the worst coffee in the five boroughs. Must be Mafia-related, the d river decided.


  Rachel Christiansen was inside, at a table near the door, a cup of tea in front of her. The place was dark, and nearly empty. Rachel was an over-weight, sweet-faced woman in her late twenties. Her face was framed in fluffy light brown hair. She stood up when Castleman walked in.


  “Mr. Castleman? I am Rachel Christiansen. I am so sorry for what happened. Believe me, I had no idea . . .”


  “What happened?” Ritchie asked.


  “Well, I can only guess. It might be something else entirely.”


  “Just tell me what you think.”


  “Well, as I said, I really don’t know. But Nathan was very conflicted about the work he had been hired to do. Or would be doing. You were his first subject. But the very idea of taking a human life—even with the consent of the owner of that life—seemed to him sacrilegious.”


  “So what was he doing in the job?” Ritchie asked.


  “Well, at the start he didn’t really know it would involve taking a human life. I mean, he knew but I guess he blocked that part out. He needed the job so. He had just arrived here from San Antonio, Texas, to attend Rabbi Tomasi’s Torah studies class. Rabbi Tomasi also came from San Antonio. I believe he knows Nathan’s parents.”


  “Was Nathan studying for the rabbinate?” Grelich asked.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Did he want to become a rabbi?”


  “I would prefer he answer that himself,” Rachel said. “It is a little personal. And anyhow, I don’t really know. I think he had been planning to, but was having second thoughts. He came to one of our meetings, you know, and asked our pastor some questions.”


  “Meetings?” Grelich asked.


  “At the International Circle of Christian Friendship of Fort Wayne, Indiana, which has a branch here on 173rd Street.”


  “What sort of questions did he ask?” Ritchie asked.


  “They had to do with the proper relations between God and man in our secular age. Obviously, our pastor didn’t approve of murder.”


  “Suicide is not exactly murder,” Grelich said.


  “Murder of the self is still murder,” Rachel said. “And it’s still a sin, even if Mr. Nietzsche did approve of it.”


  “How did Nietzsche get into this?” Grelich asked.


  “Nathan was always quoting him. And Camus.”


  “Aha!” Grelich said. “He must have been quoting the Camus who says that whether or not to suicide is the only real question.”


  “That must have been the one,” Rachel said.


  “And he talked about an old Greek. Sissy-something?”


  “Sisyphus?” Grelich guessed.


  “This Nathan sounds like a man after my own heart,” Grelich said.


  “Do you really think so, Mr. Castleman?” Rachel asked, her disapproving attitude evident.


  “This is Grelich speaking,” Grelich said. “I’m here, too, due to your boyfriends’ change of heart or failure of nerve or whatever it was.”


  “This is so bewildering,” Rachel said. “You’re the one with the deeper voice?”


  “Yes, and the imaginary payes. Never mind. What else did Nathan talk about?”


  “I scarcely know . . . One time he talked about the moneychangers in the temple. I think he was referring to Mr. Mayer. Anyhow, he didn’t approve.”


  “Money changers have to earn a living, too,” Grelich said.


  “Let’s not get off the subject,” Ritchie said. “Rachel, why do you think you’re responsible?”


  “I encouraged Nathan to follow his conscience. I told him that was the truest voice of God within him. I think I had some influence over him. But believe me, I never dreamed he would take matters into his own hands—if that’s what he did.”


  “Do you know where we can find Nathan Cohen?” Ritchie asked.


  Rachel opened her purse and took out a slip of paper. “Here is his address, and his rabbi’s address. That’s all I know, all I can do for you. Oh, one thing more. Nathan is very fond of chess. He took me to a chess club once. I don’t remember where it was. Midtown? Downtown? It was very nice.”


  Nathan wasn’t at the Marshall, but they found him at the Manhattan Chess Club on West 9th Street in Greenwich Village. The director pointed him out—he was the tall, skinny, pale, dark-haired young man hunched behind a Nimzoindian defense on board 1. The Hungarian grandmaster, Emil Bobul, was playing white. Bobul had dropped in for a casual game, but it had become a hard-fought contest. Nathan was bent over the board, one hand propping his jaw, the other hand touching the chess clock.


  After a while Nathan looked up, recognized Grelich, thought for a minute, pursed his lips, shook his head and leaned over and whispered something to Bobul. Bobul shook his head. Nathan murmured something else. Bobul shrugged. Nathan turned down his king, got up, and walked over to Grelich.


  “Mr. Grelich,” he said, “I believe I owe you an explanation.”


  “If you would be so kind,” Grelich said.


  Over coffee in a nearby coffee shop, Nathan tried to explain why he had aborted the operation.


  “I knew I shouldn’t do anything to screw this up,” Nathan said, referring to the transfer operation. “Suicide and body-transfer are legal, you don’t fool around with government-sanctioned procedures. I transferred Mr. Castleman without moral difficulty. If Grelich wanted to share his body with Castleman, it was no skin off my nose. But when it came time to turn Grelich off—to shatter his electro-chemical connections—assign him to death—well, I hesitated. My hesitation turned into a long delay. And finally I just walked out of there. I reminded myself that I took this job to turn the dials and press the buttons. But now it was getting too personal. They want me to play executioner. Consciously, that is. That was too much. I got out of there.”


  It was after eleven at night when Grelich and Ritchie got back to Ritchie’s apartment. They stopped for dinner first at an Irish bar nearby. Despite Grelich’s vegetarianism, he made no objection when Ritchie ordered a corned beef sandwich, home fries, a small green salad, and a pint of Killian’s Red.


  “I hope you don’t object to this,” Ritchie said, gesturing with his sandwich.


  “Why should I object? I sold you my body. If you want to fill it with treif junk food, that’s your business.”


  “Another beer?”


  “Suit yourself.”


  Ritchie didn’t order another. He was afraid he’d be going to the bathroom all right. He had been wondering about how the night would go. Last night had been easy, he’d been exhausted. But tonight? It was like the first time. He felt uncomfortable, having to sleep with Grelich, even though there was just one body involved. Would he be able to sleep at all? Last night he had been exhausted and in shock. But tonight? He hoped the body would sleep when it was ready.


  But whose body was it? Did this body even know which mind it belonged to? Had the body itself—neither Castleman nor Grelich, but a representative of the body only—had this body witnessed the change of title?


  At the apartment, Grelich took a shower, then found a set of Ritchie’s pajamas, and undressed and put them on. Without discussing it with Ritchie, he lay down on the bed, turned off the bedside lamp, tucked his arm under the pillow, and fell asleep.


  Ritchie lay there, uncomfortable, wide-awake, watching lights and shadows cross the ceiling from cars in the street far below.


  He tried to resign himself to a sleepless night. He watched the play of light and shadow across the ceiling—a weaving, hypnotic pattern. He felt miserable that he didn’t have a body of his own, so that he could get up, fix himself a sandwich, watch some television, or play a game on his computer. Instead, with Grelich in control of the body, he had to lie here maybe all night watching the lights on the ceiling. He couldn’t even get up and fix himself a drink. He’d have to talk to Grelich about that, if this situation went on much longer. Which he fervently hoped it would not . . . How could he sleep in an unfamiliar body, sharing his headspace with a man he scarcely knew? Given the circumstances, anyone would have insomnia. So thinking, he fell asleep.


  He began to dream. In his dream he was walking down a long dark corridor toward a closed door with light coming from under it.


  The door swung open. Ritchie walked in.


  He was in a small, dark room. The ceiling slanted down. It seemed to be an attic room. In front of him was a plain wooden table. On it was a lighted candle in a pewter holder.


  Behind the table, at the end of the room, he could see a tall window. It had no shade or curtain, and through the glass Ritchie could see the darkness of a city night, a darker shade than the darkness in the room.


  Now he made out the middle distance. There were two men seated behind the table facing him. The one to his right, near the end of the table, wore dark, shapeless clothes, and had a yarmulke on his head. He was old, with a skinny, stubbly face. He had wire spectacles pushed up on his forehead. There was a parchment on the table in front of him, and he had a steel-nibbed pen in his right hand.


  The other man was also old, but he was large and hearty looking. He wore dark clothes, a black beaver hat, and black horn-rimmed glasses. He had a sort of shawl thrown over his shoulders. He had a white beard that came down to his mid-chest.


  He looked up when Ritchie entered the room. “So come in. It’s time, already. Did you bring the katubah?”


  The skinny man said, “I have it, rabbi.” Turning to Ritchie, he said, “I am the scribe. It’s customary for the plaintiff to bring his own writing instruments and parchment. But in this modern age of ours, who’s got? So I make you a gift of my pen and parchment. Maybe you’ll be good enough to loan them to me so I can make out the document?”


  “Yeah, sure, OK,” Ritchie said, not sure what was going on.


  The rabbi said, “You’re not Jewish yourself, are you, Mr. Castleman?”


  “No, I’m not,” Ritchie said. The rabbi didn’t give him any particular look, but Ritchie felt it was somehow not OK for him not to be Jewish. He restrained himself from apologizing.


  “Let’s get on with the ceremony,” the rabbi said. He coughed and cleared his throat. “It has been brought to my attention that you wish to be separated from Moses Grelich, your mind mate. If this is so, please state it.”


  “You got it,” Ritchie said. “I wish to be separated from Moses Grelich.”


  The rabbi picked up a little memorandum pad, opened it and indicated that Ritchie should repeat after him. “Moses Grelich sold me his body, to be my exclusive possession. A medical ceremony was made, but I didn’t get the unencumbered body. When I got in, Grelich was still there. Despite this breach in the arrangement, I let him reside in the body with me while he made other arrangements. It is now time for him to vacate.”


  After Ritchie had finished saying the words, he could hear the dry scratching of the scribe’s pen on the parchment.


  “Therefore,” the rabbi said, “I, Rabbi Schmuel Shakovsky, empowered by the civil law of this state and by my congregation, do demand that you, Moses Grelich, tell us you are here.”


  “I’m here, rabbi,” Grelich said. “But you know I’ve never been a believer. I don’t even believe in God.”


  “You are not bound by God. You are bound by tradition.”


  “I accept that, rabbi. I’m here, aren’t I?”


  “On my command you will vacate your body, which, by your own assertion and willful act, is no longer yours.”


  “I was in a weird mood when I made the agreement,” Grelich said. “Life had been a disappointment. But this half-life isn’t exactly paradise, either.”


  Rabbi Shakovsky said, “I will now sign my name to this document. When the last stroke of my name has been written, you will vanish, Moses Grelich, and go wherever you are to go to next.”


  The scribe handed the rabbi the pen and pushed the parchment toward him. The rabbi began, very slowly, to sign his name.


  And Ritchie began to think. He was remembering that he hadn’t had a chance yet to question Grelich about Nietzsche or Camus. They both sounded important. There was Jakob, the waiter-translator-agent. Ritchie knew that on his own, without Grelich he’d never go back to Ratstein’s. He’d convince himself that the agent thing was nonsense, how could a broken-down old Rumanian waiter in a Jewish restaurant do anything for him in the American market? And he’d probably never see Solomon again. Or if he did, what could he say to him? He wanted to ask Solomon about his life, but Solomon wasn’t likely to talk about the good old days back in Addis Ababa and how black people became Jews when he knew Ritchie was responsible for his friend Grelich’s death.


  Grelich, of course, had no one to blame but himself. He had set himself on the path of death all by himself. But was it the act of a friend to go along with it and help him out when the suicide didn’t go right in the first place? Was it even the act of a compassionate stranger to help Grelich complete what he had begun, probably not in his right mind?


  Ritchie thought about his own small and non-interacting family. His mother was dead. His father had passed away a few years ago in an expensive rest home in Arizona. His younger sister was studying Library Sciences at Vassar. He never saw her, they didn’t correspond.


  This new family, which had sprung up around Grelich and included him, was a strange and exciting experience. He’d have to give up all that once he got rid of Grelich.


  It was suddenly in Ritchie’s mind to call off this ceremony, cancel the execution. There was enough room in his head for Grelich and himself!


  The rabbi finished his signature and looked at him with his eyebrows raised.


  “Nu?” the rabbi said.


  The rabbi made a gesture. The flame of the candle flared, and died out.


  Ritchie sat up in bed. Wow, what a dream. He looked around. He touched his face—the new familiar face of Moise Grelich.


  Ritchie said, “Grelich, are you there?”


  No answer.


  “Grelich! Come out! Don’t sulk. Let’s talk.”


  Still nothing from Grelich.


  “Oh, Grelich,” Ritchie said, his heart breaking, “where are you? Tell me you’re still here!”


  “So nu, where else would I be?” Grelich’s familiar voice said in his head.


  “Christ, you had me scared. I had this dream. I dreamed a rabbi was divorcing us.”


  “Are we husband and wife that a rabbi should divorce us?”


  “No, but we’re pretty close. Roommates. Mindmates. In some ways, closer than husband and wife.”


  “What a line of gab you’ve got.”


  “It’s not gab! I want you here. I want you to call Solomon and Esther and have them meet us at Ratstein’s this evening.”


  “Consider it done. You want to talk to that Rumanian agent again? Ritchie have you no common sense?”


  “If I think he’s too much of a shyster,” Ritchie said, “I won’t ask him to represent me. But maybe he’s an honest schlemiel. We’ll see.”


  “I got some stories you could write,” Grelich said.


  “I’ll be pleased to hear them.”


  “That’s for tomorrow,” Grelich said. “For tonight, what do you say we get some more sleep?”


  Ritchie grunted his assent. Again, Grelich fell asleep almost at once. Ritchie lay on the bed and watched the lights and shadows on the ceiling. At last he fell into a slumber. His last thought was, more than likely there would be a tomorrow for him as well as for Grelich.


  THE ’84 REGRESS


  Douglas Lain


  Life in the ‘80’s


  Life in the eighties isn’t all bad. Television, for instance, is better than you might remember it being; there are fewer stations, fewer commercials, and everything is slower, slowed down. There aren’t ATMs or FAX machines; there aren’t any e-mail messages.


  Driving on the interstate, counting the yellow dashes that zoom by, it all makes sense. The last sixteen years were just a series of bizarre nightmares, everything was just as unreal as it felt, and the year 1984 never ended.


  Let me repeat:


  The year 1984 never ended.


  It’s my own unified field theory. Generation X, the Clinton presidency, Jay Leno, my relationships with women—all of it makes sense now.


  The Breakup


  Cindy and I broke up in 2001.


  The problem was that Cindy didn’t know how to argue, or more to the point, she didn’t know how to sublimate. She’d been through therapy just like everyone else, and she took her medication, but she could never stick to the issue at hand. I’d start in about how she squeezed the toothpaste tube, or complain about her haircut, but she always tried to figure out what was really going on.


  “You don’t care about my haircut. You just don’t want to marry me,” she said. She didn’t understand how the game was supposed to be played.


  “It’s your hair. It’s your hair. I know you don’t understand, but it really is your hair.”


  She looked great actually, her hair was fine, but when she stood there looking at herself in the mirror, in her mother’s wedding dress, and with her hair pulled back and her tan face shining, suddenly I couldn’t stand her.


  I took my pill. I took my pink pill and smiled.


  “You should try on the tuxedo,” she said.


  “I can’t,” I said. “Because of your hair.”


  Cindy and I broke up. We broke up because she didn’t know how to argue.


  The Smiths


  I left Cindy and moved into a studio apartment. I moved into a tiny room with yellowed walls and a shared bath.


  I met Mrs. Smith the first day.


  She knocked on the plywood door to my place.


  “Hello neighbor,” she said. “Can I borrow some butter?”


  She was on the young side of middle aged, maybe thirty-seven, but she still looked young somehow, acted young. She wasn’t really fully dressed. She was wearing a pair of men’s boxer shorts and a sports bra. Her hair was a solid brown, darker than it would naturally be, and her body was trim and fit.


  “Butter?” I asked. “I’m not sure. I just moved in.”


  “No? Well I think I might have some. Why don’t you come over and borrow some from me.”


  “What?”


  “Welcome. I’m saying hello to the new neighbor and welcome. Come on over. I’ll introduce you to my husband.”


  She led me to her apartment, to their apartment. She and her husband lived in a much bigger place than my own, and much more expensively decorated. She opened the front door and led me past overstuffed chairs, through a hallway with track lighting, and into the front room.


  A man who I assumed was her husband was resting on the perfectly white sofa. His socked feet dangled over the armrest and his head was propped up by throw pillows. He was working on a Rubik’s cube.


  “Winston, the new neighbor is here,” Mrs. Smith announced to the man on the couch and then she turned back to me.


  He didn’t say anything. A mechanical ticking sound filled the silence. The Smiths had a large reel to reel tape recorder underneath their glass coffee table and the red light was on; the VU meter was swinging back and forth in tiny arcs as Mr. Smith turned the colors on his Rubik’s cube.


  “Are we recording this conversation?” I asked.


  “There’s nothing I can do about that. That’s not ours,” Mr. Smith said.


  “Whose is it?”


  He didn’t answer. “You’re diagnosed, right? What they got you on?”


  It was a rude question. Not that I had anything to hide, exactly. “What about you? You’ve been diagnosed too, right?”


  “What are you on?” Mr. Smith asked again.


  “Ritalin mostly. I’m distractible,” I said. “But I’m okay, really. I can work. I was even going to get married.”


  “You’re a voter then?” Mr. Smith asked.


  “Yeah. I’m a voter.”


  “We’re not voters,” Mrs. Smith said. “Most of the tenants here aren’t voters.”


  “We used to be voters,” Mr. Smith said.


  I shrugged. Being a voter wasn’t something I took too seriously.


  “Do you think we could, maybe, borrow a few of your pills then?” Mr. Smith asked.


  “Just to try them out. Just a few of them,” Mrs. Smith asked.


  “My pills?”


  “Two or three is all.”


  “Hey, listen . . . I’m on a routine, if I gave you anything that would disrupt the schedule.”


  “Just two?” Mrs. Smith asked.


  “No,” I said. “I don’t like you even asking.”


  “Just one?” Mrs. Smith asked. She put her arm around my waist, trying to hold me. I jerked away and stumbled back, catching myself from falling. I brushed past the overstuffed chairs beneath the track lighting.


  “You don’t have to go,” Mrs. Smith said as I opened the front door. “We’ll be nice.”


  I didn’t say anything to her, but half stumbled and half ran back into the hall. I leaned against their door and immediately reached inside my jacket pocket for another pill. I reached inside but there was nothing there. The pills were gone, the bottle was gone. They’d lifted them off me.


  “Hey!” I yelled at the door. I pounded with flat palms on the wood. “I’m on a schedule! Open the door!” I pounded and pounded. “I need my medication. Open the door.”


  “You’ll be better off without it,” Mrs. Smith said from behind the plywood door.


  “I need those pills!”


  “No. We need the pills. We need them!” Mr. Smith shrieked from inside. “We don’t have a future without them!”


  Growing Up Stoned


  I fidget with the radio dial, seeking out static. Cindy tells me to watch the road, but I can’t help myself. I can’t keep my fingers from nervously drumming. I lock and unlock the driver’s side door and finger the shift stick.


  I was diagnosed, at the age of eight, with attention deficit disorder. They put me on Ritalin, and it was almost fun. I’d get totally stoned on these chemicals, with full sanction from my parents and the school district, and then take off on my Bigwheel. Pedaling faster and faster I reached speeds unimaginable.


  Now I’m clean and I feel sluggish. Worse, I can’t keep my hands and eyes from wandering.


  “It’s not you. It’s this boredom we’re living through. The tedium of all these billboards and exit ramps,” Cindy says. “Keep your eyes on the road.”


  I take a package of spearmint gum from the glove compartment, chew up a wad, and swallow.


  I hope for a placebo effect.


  Withdrawal


  At first I thought I could handle it. I didn’t want to explain anything to my doctor, didn’t want to end up begging for a refill at the pharmacy or going to Cindy so she could let me raid the old apartment for an extra bottle. I didn’t want to face Cindy at all. Whatever distractions came up I’d just have to cope with, and then after work I’d go by the Smith’s and get my pills back.


  But, within an hour of my arrival at work, I was emptying my desk drawers, sorting through the first aid kit in the employee’s kitchen. I even asked the secretary for one of her pills.


  “Why are you staring at me?” she asked.


  Sheila was in her thirties with frizzy blonde hair and she was always in the same red turtle neck and brown skirt. She was practically invisible; she liked to be inconspicuous, but I was determined to draw her out. She had something I needed.


  She stood next to the filing cabinet, pulled the top drawer half open, and then stopped.


  “Do you have any pills?” I asked.


  “What?”


  “Withdrawal,” I said. “I’m going through withdrawal. Do you have any extra pills?” I asked.


  “I took my daily allotment already,” she said.


  “Please.”


  I crossed the room and stood next to her at the filing cabinet. I took her by the shoulder and pointed her toward my cubicle.


  Sheila sat down at my desk. She pushed my cup of number two pencils, my swingline stapler, and the solar powered calculator I’d stolen from the marketing department, out of her way and pressed her cheek against the coolness of the metal desktop.


  “What do you want from me? I don’t know anything. I’m not anybody important.”


  “I need your pills. Just a few pills, that’s all.” I was deranged already. Streaks of transparent gold and cellophane red wavered in front of my eyes and when I looked at Sheila, she looked younger than she had before. She’d changed. She was sixteen, maybe seventeen, years old.


  “Your phone is ringing,” this teenage version of Sheila said.


  It was, it was ringing like a bell rather than trilling out its usual computer generated farts. When I didn’t move to answer it Sheila picked up the phone herself and handed me the receiver.


  Mrs. Smith was on the line.


  “How did you get my number?”


  “It’s on the bottle.”


  “What do you want?”


  “How are you feeling? A little funny maybe?”


  “I feel fine.”


  “You don’t, but you could. You want to feel better? Why don’t you come over? Take some time off work?”


  “I’m on a routine—” I started, but then I caught myself. I didn’t want to beg and wasn’t going to justify anything.


  “Come on, pay a visit. I’ve got something to show you.”


  In the Mirror


  Cindy stares into the mirror above the bathroom sink and runs her index finger down the curve of her neck. She lets her clean white towel slip from around her midriff and fall to the tiled floor.


  “It’s the only perk of coming down,” she says.


  “What’s that?”


  “Youth.”


  I pull back the thin coverlet on the motel’s king sized bed, grabbed the remote control off the night stand, but don’t turn on the set.


  “You look beautiful,” I tell her.


  Cindy shrugs her shoulders and sucks on her finger. She cups her breasts and arches her back, displaying herself to herself.


  “I’ve got perfect breasts,” Cindy says.


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve got perfect skin.”


  I agree with her, but all I can think about is getting another fix.


  “Do you want to fuck?” Cindy asks.


  At nineteen she’s beautiful, her skin is perfect, and my own twenty-two year old body is a good match: a flat stomach, thick shoulders, but sex is the last thing I want.


  “I don’t want to do anything,” I said. “Except get stoned again.”


  Cindy picks up her towel and holds it up to her chest, barely covering herself. She starts out of the bathroom but then turns back to her reflection.


  “Let’s hit the road.” I say.


  Cindy doesn’t stop staring but just nods at herself.


  “Let’s get going.”


  “You know . . .” Cindy says, “I can’t stand myself like this.”


  Coming Down


  “Hi,” Mrs. Smith said. She pushed open the plywood door and stood in the frame, blocking my path and exhibiting herself for my appraisal. She was wearing a peach colored silk robe that stopped at her thigh. “You came,” she said.


  “Yeah.” I wasn’t sure what I was affirming. “Let me in.”


  She moved aside, just enough for me to squeeze by, and I staggered into the darkness of the apartment.


  The only source of illumination was a spotlight aimed at the center of the room. A metal folding chair had been set in the beam, and Mrs. Smith went to it and sat down.


  “They’re filming us now. They keep demanding more details,” she said. “Have your eyes adjusted yet? Can you see the camera?”


  I could. There was a vague triangle in the corner, and a blinking red light.


  “I keep it dark so they won’t see me,” Mrs. Smith said. She opened her peach colored robe and pulled my prescription bottle from her inside pocket.


  She shook one of my pills into her hand, broke open a capsule and took a taste of the drug. “My husband is a good man, but he does what he’s told. He does whatever the Brotherhood tells him. They say stop taking pills, so he does. They say they want to record us, to videotape everything, and he lets them. Of course he let’s them. What else can he do?”


  “Give me my pills,” I said.


  “They won’t help. You’re off the routine; the pills won’t work fast enough. But, I’ve got some smoke. Why don’t you do some smoke and calm down?”


  I sat next to her, on the floor, and she produced a paper package from her robe. She sprinkled green leaves onto a rolling paper and twisted it into shape for me.


  “Hold it in your lungs,” she said.


  I took one drag after another, and the symptoms of my withdrawal intensified. I leaned back, letting my head rest on the metal seat of the chair, and watched the purple fog above my head.


  “I’m withdrawing,” I said.


  “Look at this,” Mrs. Smith said.


  I opened my eyes, adjusted myself into a more upright position.


  And then Mrs. Smith handed me a microwave oven. A neon colored, bright orange, microwave oven.


  “What’s this for?” I asked.


  “Just keep your eye on it.”


  The incongruity of the major appliance went beyond its unexpectedness; something about the microwave was wrong. I couldn’t quite believe that it was really there, that such a microwave oven could even exist.


  “What’s wrong with it? There’s something wrong with it, but I don’t know what it is.”


  “Open it,” Mrs. Smith suggested.


  Inside, sitting on the rotating glass plate, was a smaller microwave oven—an older model. The older microwave had only a single dial. And, as I sat and watched, this older microwave grew. It grew until it filled the inside, it grew until the outer microwave started to groan from the pressure.


  “Keep your eyes open,” Mrs. Smith said.


  The outer oven gave way, it cracked along the corners, and the black box inside emerged.


  “What?” I asked as a trickle of orange plastic flowed onto my hands, into my lap. The inner microwave replaced the outer facade; all that was left of the newer model was a pool of melted orange plastic.


  Mrs. Smith plugged the black microwave into the wall, and dropped a plastic grocery bag into my lap. Inside the bag was a Swanson’s TV dinner.


  “Let’s see if it will cook,” she said.


  I tossed the TV dinner inside and without setting the temperature, without the option of setting anything, I pressed the start button. We watched as the cardboard package spun around and around.


  “It still works,” I said.


  “Yes.” She pressed the release button and the microwave popped open, and then she peeled back the paper lid of the TV dinner. Steam wafted up and the brown goo inside was bubbling.


  Can’t Drive 55


  The future is a hallucination. I see it shimmering across the horizon, a city of cylinders and squares, and I’m amazed at how it floats. The future is unreal; it’s red and green, like Christmas.


  The Yugo has a television screen where there once was a speedometer, and there is a jet stream where the exhaust pipe used to be.


  “We’re flying,” Cindy says. She’s strapped in next to me, wearing a spacesuit and talking through a small slit in her helmet. “Flying.”


  The future is a hallucination, a joke, but I press down on the gas anyway. I want to reach this glimmering city on a hill before it fades into the ether, before it reverts back.


  The Pink Powder of Oprah Winfrey


  I broke into Cindy’s apartment, my old apartment. Slipping a credit card between the door and the frame I was in, and the first thing I did was head to the bathroom, to the medicine cabinet. I scanned the dozens of bottles inside; brown vials full of little pink pills. I read the labels, starting at the top there was Aging, Continuity, Memory, and so on . . .


  On the bottom shelf, the labels were more specific: The Internet, Beanie Babies, The Clinton Administration, Howard Stern . . .


  I took “Desert Storm” and “Generation X” from the bottom row and read the fine print. I was supposed to take these pills twice a month, on an empty stomach. I grabbed another bottle, one called “Oprah Winfrey,” and pressed down on the childproof top.


  I pulled the gelatin shells apart, and considered the powder. I licked the tip of my index finger, and took a taste.


  “Today we’re going to talk to the parents of kids who can remember their past lives,” the television blared from the living room. I closed the medicine cabinet and went to see what was on.


  A thin Oprah Winfrey walked the steps up into the audience. “These children can remember family and friends from a time before they were born.”


  I approached the set and turned it off but Oprah kept talking. I grabbed the electric cord, yanked it hard, and found that the television wasn’t even plugged in.


  “You go girl!” the television blared, and then shut off abruptly. I took another taste of the pink.


  “It’s me . . .” Oprah told a child in a bodycast. She was standing over him in his hospital room, and his mother wept as Oprah shook the boy’s fingers, the only part of his body that wasn’t sheathed in plaster. “It’s me . . . Oprah.”


  I walked to the bathroom and washed Ms. Winfrey off my hands; I turned the bottle upside down over the toilet.


  The capsules floated in the blue water; they bobbed up and down inside the bowl for a long time before I gathered up the nerve to flush.


  Withdrawal, Pop Music


  There was a specter haunting the end of the twentieth century, a specter that I’d always known but couldn’t name. But, once I flushed Oprah Winfrey, suddenly I knew the words. I watched pink powder swirl in the toilet, listened to the sucking sound, and remembered the lyrics to every Top Forty pop song released between 1980 and 1984: Purple Rain, Too Shy, Stray Cats Strut, the Safety Dance, Melt with You, Hello, Cars, Down Under, 99 Luftballons . . .


  Every single scrap of Pop Music including Pop Muzik was playing across my brain, and it all made sense.


  Video killed more than the radio star, I realized. I wanted a new drug, but had to whip it. Someone was watching me, and they’d blinded me with science.


  I sat down on the tiled floor, and tried to clear my head of the politics of dancing.


  “Just say no,” I told myself. “Just say no.”


  Slowly, and amidst a cacophony of inner pop, I cleared my medicine cabinet. One by one I dumped the contents of the brown bottles into the toilet, and flushed.


  “I’m still standing,” I said, staring into the mirror and trying to recognize the face that stared back at me. It was a young face, unmarked by time. I was changing, like a microwave oven, but I kept going, kept flushing. “Let’s go crazy,” I told the young man that looked back at me from the mirror. “Burning down the house.”


  Driving Since the Seventies?


  “I think time must have stopped before we were born,” I say.


  “Oh, gag. Spare me.” Cindy rolls down the passenger window and flicks her ash. She’s smoking cigarettes, even though she doesn’t . . . didn’t used to, or isn’t going to, smoke.


  “How do I look?” Cindy asks. She pulls up the bottom of her shirt and ties a knot under her breasts, and I find that I’ve got another erection. I wish that I’d grabbed her when I’d had my chance in the motel.


  “You look good,” I said. “Sexy.”


  “Thanks.” She takes another hit off the cigarette and leans back, resting her elbow half out the window.


  “But you’re not listening,” I said. “This static feeling has been going on for a long time. Since the seventies for sure.”


  “Whatever,” Cindy says.


  Orange Powder and Ronald Reagan


  I made myself dinner, boxed macaroni and cheese, and watched Big Bird on television as I waited for Cindy to come home from work. I watched Sesame Street because the cable wasn’t connected anymore.


  “This is the year 1980. You’re in the wrong time,” Big Bird said.


  “I’m cursed. I can’t return to my own time, to my mother and father, to my Egypt, until the curse is lifted,” some kid pharaoh explained.


  It was a rerun. It was the episode where Big Bird gets lost in the Metropolitan Museum of Art.


  I stirred orange powder and margarine into the noodles and sat down in front of the television set. Was the apartment regressing? It was impossible to tell, everything Cindy and I had was old to begin with.


  “Will you help me solve the riddle?” the prince asked.


  I was afraid to eat my dinner. I read the list of ingredients on the back of the box, and worried that the orange powder might have gone bad.


  After Sesame Street and the pledge break I switched over to NBC. The network didn’t come in perfectly, but after adjusting the antenna I could just make out what it was I was seeing.


  The presidential debates were on. Walter Mondale and Ronald Reagan were going to have it out on taxes, defense spending, and the death penalty. I watched the fuzz build up on the screen, the reception wavering, and waited for the candidates to be announced.


  The front door creaked open and I could hear the sound of Cindy’s keys jangling as she put them down on the front table.


  “Hello?” she asked as she stood in the front hall. “Who’s there?”


  “I’m watching television,” I said.


  Cindy didn’t take off her raincoat but stepped into the front room, dripping onto the hard wood floor. She unzipped her coat, and I could see that she was dressed in her usual khaki skirt and green turtle neck, but she looked odd. She looked false, too young for her outfit.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked.


  “I told you. I’m watching tv.”


  Ronald Reagan ambled up to his podium, smiled at the audience, and flipped through his notes. Walter Mondale’s podium remained vacant.


  “Well, I’m glad you asked that,” Reagan said. Nobody had asked a question yet, and Mondale’s podium was still empty.


  “There you go again . . .”


  “Mr. President,” one of the journalists on the panel interrupted. “Mr. President.”


  “I refuse to make age an issue in this campaign,” Ronald Reagan said. “I don’t want to take unfair advantage of my opponents youth and inexperience.”


  “Mr. President, the opponent has not . . . Mr. Mondale has not arrived.”


  “Well, I . . .”


  Cindy stood in front of the television screen, waving her hands in front of my face and unzipping her raincoat, she was insistent. “What do you want?”


  “Well, I . . .” Ronald Reagan said.


  Cindy turned off the television and crossed her arms. “What are you doing here?”


  “I have something . . .” I started.


  Cindy brushed her fingers through her damp hair and sighed a put upon sigh.


  “I have something to show you.”


  Ms. Pac Man and the Men In Black


  It only took a few hours for Cindy to come down. She’d been skipping her medication, forgetting her schedule, for days already. She told me how much I’d hurt her, told me that she wasn’t sure she wanted to see me anymore. I agreed with everything she said, but I didn’t leave. I told her I wanted to talk it out, and I waited for the drugs to wear off.


  Without drugs Portland was different. The light rail system was gone, and instead of Starbucks, Blockbuster, and the Gap, there was a record shop, a sports bar and a 7-11. And nobody looked right, everyone had big hair.


  Cindy started to get dizzy, she saw streaks of color. She said she wanted something cold to drink.


  “Do I want a slurpee?” Cindy asked. “Yes. I want a slurpee.”


  An electric chime sounded as we entered the convenience store.


  “Do you have an espresso machine?” I asked the clerk.


  “No.”


  “Not a real espresso machine, but one of those automatic jobs with the stale coffee and the chemicals? You know, one of those cappuccino machines?” I asked.


  “Are you on drugs?” the kid asked, quite seriously.


  “See anything different?” I asked Cindy. “Anything seem strange?”


  “I want a slurpee,” Cindy said.


  There were two video games in the far corner, Donkey Kong and Ms. Pac Man. Two men in business suits were hunched over the controls.


  “Are you on drugs?” the kid behind the counter asked. “Are you voters?”


  “One slurpee, please.”


  “Get it yourself,” the kid said.


  I went to the back of the store, and while I filled a paper cup with red slush I watched the video game screens. Pixels of light dashing around. I closed my eyes and listened to the repetitive music and bonking noises.


  “What’s up, Mister?” one of the men asked. He’d stopped playing and was coming my way. He was about six feet tall and he wore a black suit, a silver badge, and almost no expression. “You okay?”


  A pink ghost devoured Ms. Pac Man and the game ended.


  “How’s your girlfriend? She feeling a little woozy?” the man asked.


  “She’ll be all right.”


  But they didn’t let it alone. The man playing Donkey Kong stopped. He stepped back from his machine.


  “You know what time it is?” the Donkey Kong player asked.


  “It’s a little after ten.”


  “What year is it?” the Ms. Pac Man player asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  The Ms. Pac Man player grabbed my elbows and pulled my arms behind my back. He spun me around and forced my face down, onto the glass surface of the video game maze. The top players’ initials flashed across my cheek. FUC, BLT, and CDL held the high scores.


  “Take a guess.”


  “I’d say maybe 1983 or ‘84,” I said.


  “I’ll get the girl,” the Donkey Kong player said.


  The Ms. Pac Man agent slammed my face against the glass again, and I was afraid the screen would break, but then he pulled me up and looked me in the eyes.


  “You stopped taking your medicine, didn’t you?” the Donkey Kong man asked Cindy as he pulled her over, sent her sprawling against the slurpee machine.


  “You need to start over,” the Ms. Pac Man agent said. He grabbed my arm and tore my shirt sleeve open.


  He held the syringe up in front of me, showed me the symbol printed on the side. The Starbuck’s mermaid smiled from the needle.


  “You said before that you wanted some espresso,” the Donkey Kong man asked.


  “No,” I said. “Not really.”


  “That’s what you said.”


  “I’ll have an iced latte,” Cindy said. Her eyes were dull, unfocused. “Or a slurpee?”


  “Just sit down and the barista will make you a grande iced latte,” the Ms. Pac Man agent said. And he plunged the needle into my arm.


  I sat down on the tile floor and listened to the sounds from the games: I heard Donkey Kong shake the rafters. I heard Ms. Pac Man as she consumed the dots.


  A Cup of Coffee and the Morning Paper


  I came back to consciousness in midstream, chewing a stale scone and then washing it down with a double mocha. What year was it? The air conditioning and natural lighting confused me as I looked around for some sort of clue. It looked like it was morning already.


  “When is it?” I asked.


  “What?” Cindy asked. She was sipping an iced latte and tearing a paper napkin into little bits.


  I went to the counter, to the newspaper rack, and bought a copy of USA Today. It was dated January 23rd, 2000, but the front page photograph was of Ronald Reagan. “His legacy lives on in campaign 2000,” the caption read.


  I used my visa card, signed my name on the dotted line.


  What year was it? It was impossible to tell. USA Today reported corporate mergers and the deregulation of television and quotes from the campaign trail, but it didn’t mention whether Donald Duck was seventy or eighty-six. Madonna was making a movie, the Backstreet Boys were at the top of the charts, and George Bush was not going to apologize even though he was very sorry.


  I flipped through the paper and drank my mocha, but the news didn’t help me decide anything.


  “I’m thirsty,” Cindy said.


  The Crater


  My apartment building was gone, the whole street was missing. Instead there was a giant crater and a few shards of glass. Even the foundation was gone.


  “What year are we in?” I asked.


  “This is where you live?”


  “There was a building,” I said.


  “It’s two thousand and something,” Cindy said.


  “What?”


  “It’s 2001.”


  “Yeah, only the paper said it was 2000. We’re still a year off,” I said. “Do you remember the man with the syringe?”


  Cindy shook her head no, and then kneeled down and started sorting through the gravel. She found a rusty nail, a silver lighter, a bicentennial quarter, and a piece of a Rubik’s cube. The red and green stickers were burnt around the edges.


  “Remember? At the 7-11?”


  “How is this helping?” Cindy asked. “Who cares what year it is anyway?”


  “Maybe there was a war.”


  “What do you mean?” Cindy asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe there was a nuclear war. Maybe we’re all dead.”


  Cindy flipped the bicentennial quarter, it came up heads. She peeled off the green sticker from the piece of Rubik’s cube. “You’re dead the moment you start thinking like this. You’re dead the moment you break the routine. Dead. Deranged. Done.”


  “A lot of people live without the routine. Lot’s of people are unmedicated.”


  “Nonvoters,” Cindy said. “We’re nonvoters now.”


  Cold Turkey Merry Go Round


  That night we stayed in the office, hid in my cubicle. We drank instant soups out of paper cups and tried to distract each other with games like twenty questions and name that tune, but both of us kept thinking about pills.


  Cindy and I were withdrawing again.


  “When I was about five years old my father, my real father and not my Dad, took me to an amusement park,” Cindy said. “He wanted to ride the merry-go-round, but I didn’t want to.”


  “Who sang that song about talking in your sleep?” I asked. “Was that the Romantics?”


  Cindy didn’t answer, but turned her head away and grabbed a plastic wastebasket. She vomited up chunks of noodles, brown meat.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “Oh Christ,” she said, wiping her mouth with her woolen sleeve. “I’m all rubbery. I can’t decide if I’m hot or cold.”


  She was bright red, and hot to the touch. She’d sweat big circles around her armpits, right through her sweater.


  “I’ll get you some water.”


  “Why don’t we take a pill. Shouldn’t we just take a pill?” she asked.


  “No.”


  Cindy wiped her mouth, took another sip of cold soup, and started again. She fiddled with my solar calculator, turned it upside down and spelled out “BOOB” and “hEll.”


  “I was terrified of the rides, all of them. I just stared at the different machines and cried,” she said.


  “What?”


  “When my Dad took me to the amusement park.”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “But the worst one, the worst ride was the merry-go-round. There were these miniatures along the top of it, wooden figurines of Dutch girls that rotated back and forth as the ride turned, and I thought that the dolls were real. I convinced myself that they were the shrunken bodies of the children the merry-go-round didn’t like.”


  The office was different; there was a dome-shaped light sitting on top of a swatch of red carpet where there had been a fax machine. And there were no computers anywhere.


  “Listen to me,” Cindy said. She squeezed my hand and I sat back down, only realizing after the fact that I’d been about to leave.


  “Listen,” she said. “It wasn’t so much that I thought I’d be turned into wood, it was more like I thought I was already up there,” Cindy said. “I imagined that I was already made of wood, that I was just a doll.”


  I took another sip of soup, and burned my tongue. The soup was hot; it had cooled, but now it was steaming again.


  “He, my dad, decided to ride by himself. He said that he was going to have fun, that he was going to show me that there was nothing to be afraid of,” Cindy said. “And I just knew that he would die, that he would freeze solid and the park people would have to find a spot for him up there, up with the Dutch girls in their wooden dresses. And I knew he wouldn’t really fit.”


  “But he didn’t die. He didn’t die and everything was fine.”


  “Didn’t he?” Cindy asks.


  I didn’t say anything. I was too busy vomiting into the plastic wastebasket.


  “I don’t remember what happened after that, it was a long time ago.”


  “It wasn’t as long ago as you think,” I said.


  Street Future


  In the morning we decided to leave town. Cindy’s Yugo was parked in front of the high school, about two blocks away from my office.


  A teenage boy, a punk kid wearing army pants and a pink muscle shirt, was sitting on her car. He was cross-legged on the trunk and smoking a cigarette when we arrived.


  “Move it, kid,” I said.


  “Who are you supposed to be, my Grandpa?”


  “Just get down from there,” I said.


  “You in the present?” he asked. “You need some future?”


  “Come on, we’ve got to go,” I grabbed his arm and started to drag him off of the trunk. Cindy grabbed my wrist, and shook me loose from him.


  “Wait,” she said, “he’s trying to help us out.”


  “Listen to your lady. I’m not loitering, I’m talking business,” he said. He took another drag off his cigarette and then flicked it into the street.


  “What kind of business?” I asked.


  “You know that future everybody says won’t ever get here? Well, this is it.” He held out a joint, a vial of some pinkish crystals, and a few capsules.


  “I don’t want any,” I said. I grabbed Cindy’s hand and tried to loosen her grip on my arm.


  “Look at yourself; look at your lady. She’s hurting, needing. You two aren’t going anywhere without a fix.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You’re a voter, right? The year two thousand and all that?” he asked.


  “Sure,” I said. “I guess.”


  “You’ve been doing the wrong stuff, that’s all. They’ve got you hooked on all kinds of bullshit. Listen, I’m not selling their future,” he said. “I’ve got the year 2000 in this vial, the real 2000 with flying cars and Art Deco and robots. This is the shit,” he said.


  “Flying cars?” I asked.


  “And robots,” he said.


  “How much is it?” Cindy asked. “How much do you want?”


  On the Road


  We’re like tourists. We stop at rest areas and roadside diners and take pictures of asphalt and urinals and neon signs that read “no vacancy.” Except now I can’t wait for the next exit ramp, I can’t keep driving anymore. I pull over at random, stop on the shoulder of I-5 and get out.


  I lean inside the car and turn on the emergency blinkers.


  “What are you doing?,” Cindy asks. “Somebody might stop for us.”


  I lean back inside and turn off the blinker, but before I pull myself out again I flip on the radio. Boy George is singing “I’ll tumble 4 U,” and I spin the dial.


  “Get the camera while you’re in there,” Cindy tells me.


  I hand it over and Cindy takes a picture of the highway in front of us. I put my arm around her and pull her to me. I want to be as close to her as possible. I want to live happily ever after.


  We get back in the car and just sit for a minute, unsure what to do next.


  “Let’s smoke some more,” Cindy says. She holds up the vial and starts to unscrew the top.


  “You sure?”


  Cindy doesn’t reply, but pulls out a metal pipe, takes a hit, and then passes it over to me.


  I watch pink smoke fill the front of the car, and then take a drag myself. With water in my eyes I decide to go again, to continue. I put the key in the ignition, listen to the engine turn over, and press down on the gas.


  Cindy rolls down the passenger window and peers out, looking through the lens. “Smile,” she says to the flat landscape, the patches of brown weeds and barbed wire fencing.


  The tires lift up from the road, and I watch the gas gauge transform into an altitude gauge. I take another hit off the pipe and lean back in the ultra conforming gelatin lined driver’s seat.


  We float away, zip off towards the horizon, and Cindy presses down on the button of her instamatic, takes a snapshot of the ground as we lift away from it.


  “Smile,” she says.
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CHAPTER ONE


  We made the rocket (said Gunderson) to penetrate beyond the earth’s atmosphere, out of the sun’s orbit, and out of the galaxy, if possible. The conception and the mathematical formulae were Hartley’s, the details of the construction mine. It was our purpose to explore outer space, to investigate the mystery of the cosmos, to solve the riddle of the fourth dimension, Time, and to reach that roof of heaven where, eighteen million light-years or more away, according to the best available data of mathematics, infinity curves and returns upon itself in a parabolic trajectory—to find the answer to the last question, in short, and the solution of the ultimate equation. An unparalleled venture, yes. But it was time, as Hartley said, that it be done.


  At no time ever before in the world’s history had there existed contemporaneously two men whose capabilities and geniuses so complemented and dovetailed each other as did our own; and it might well happen that there would not be again two men like us for fifty thousand years, if ever.


  Consider briefly who we were: Hartley, the greatest mathematician and theoretical physicist that the world has ever known, the perfect exponent of completely idealistic and abstract thought, a man beside whom Galileo was only an ignorant schoolboy and Archimedes no more than a primitive barbarian; and myself, Helver Gunderson, of Gunderson Laboratories, the developer of the make-and-break ray, of the spinning wing, the watch-type televisor, the roadless sky pavement, and the atom engine, to speak of only a few—a man with an intellect on a far lower and humbler plane than Hartley’s (I would be the last to dispute it), but still a man who at the very least has shown himself the greatest pragmatic inventor since Edison.


  There we were. The combination might never happen again. Perhaps we had been put here for something, by a distant Mind which had controlled our conception. If for no purpose, still we must milk the blind cow, Chance, and obtain some nourishment from the circumstance.


  To probe the final mystery. There could be no venture greater. Only the two of us knew anything about our plan and purpose, and, of course, Nivea, my wife—Hartley himself was unmarried, except to his science and his mind. We worked on the blueprints nine months together, after Hartley had brought me his calculations and equations, which had taken him ten years to produce. The actual building of the rocket was done in one of my own plants, the Gunderson, Engineering Three, at Bridgeport, which was specialized for experimental work of the most confidential sort and staffed with a picked corps of super-skilled and loyal technicians.


  Even so, we had to go carefully. Each workman, working on his individual part, did not know the purpose of the whole. It was rumored that it was a great new submarine, that it was an invention for boring toward the center of the earth into that great core of compressed and adamantine gold on which all the continents float. I let them think as they wished to think. If they had known the real purpose of that unprecedented ship, they would have thought I was insane.


  The building of it took six months, and I was with it night and day, hardly sleeping in all that time more than two hours at a stretch, and frequently neglecting to eat for days, working in an increasing tension as it neared completion. There were many problems to be met, many seemingly insuperable difficulties to be overcome. There were times when I almost despaired, when my inventive skill seemed to have run up against a blank and impenetrable wall. As if there were a Hand which stood pushed out against me, and said: Thus far, and no farther!


  Yet who could say that to me, Gunderson? One by one I broke down and overcame those problems, solved the last difficulty. There came the dawn when the last rivet had been driven, the last delicate instrument tested and installed, and the machine was trundled onto the cradle prepared for its christening and launching on the shore of the Sound in front of the factory, on—what day is this?—on May the 7, 1968.


  We stood there beside it on its launching platform, Hooker Hartley and I, in that stupendous moment before its take-off into the distances of ultimate space, while Nivea prepared to christen it with champagne, and the dazed and uncomprehending workmen, who had trucked it forth and set it there, clustered bewilderedly on the ground a hundred feet below. It was a ship capable of accomplishing the great thing that Hartley had conceived and I had planned, I knew without a doubt. It was the greatest of all my inventions, the most stupendously conceived, the most perfectly wrought in every detail. I put my hand on it and stroked its welded sides as if it had been a living bird. A thing of midnight blue and silver, shaped like a great tear, ready for the stars.


  “Will it do it, really?” said Hartley, standing there bareheaded with me, hunched and shivering, with his hands jammed in his topcoat pockets, staring at it with his great luminous eyes. “Beyond the orbit, Helver?”


  “Beyond the orbit?” I said. “Beyond the drift! Beyond the galaxy!”


  “Beyond the galaxy!” he said. “To the outer-galactic void?”


  “Beyond! Beyond the utmost nebula!” I said. “To the ultimate limits of space, Hooker!”


  He shivered beside me on the launching platform, standing there, soft, plump, and delicately boned, with his head pulled down between his shoulders, the black curly hair growing thin on top of the great skull above the mighty brain. His full lips were pursed together and a little twisted, with one eye half shut. His topcoat collar was pulled up around his ears, and still he shivered a little in the cold thin dawn. The elevation of the platform perhaps affected him. He had always been a little squeamish about heights.


  And even he was awed.


  “I made it,” I told him. “I am Helver Gunderson. If I say that it will do it, it will do it.”


  Perhaps I was a little irritated. Every nerve in my body was a hot wire. There was burning sand upon my brain. I looked down at him with my red glaring eyes, and he seemed to shrink away from me a little. He had not really doubted me, of course. He knew that I was Helver Gunderson. He knew that if I had made it, it would do it. His question had just been a demand for reiteration of a true but astonishing fact.


  “I use atomic energy for the take-off, Hooker,” I explained to him more patiently. “And plenty of it. An adaptation of the neutron-deutron principle, stepped up to the ratio of omega-pi. We take off with an initial speed of five thousand m.p.m., accelerating with geometric progression. She travels by cosmic energy after the first nine minutes, by which time we should be well beyond Mare, I think.


  “The problem of power was not too hard to solve, you see—the problem of shape was somewhat more difficult. It is probably that which stumps you. The hull’s apparent contour is obvious, of course, but it is merely for the minimum of friction in the atmosphere. Atmospheric pressure keeps it up. Beyond a hundred miles, in half a second, she collapses into her true shape of a ten-pointed star, the only conceivable one, naturally, for maximum efficiency in interstellar space. The way I worked the mechanical problem of the change of shape was this—”


  But he was paying no attention, I realized; he was immersed in those vaster, more splendid thoughts of his own. Shivering, with pursed lips, and with one eye blinking.


  “But mechanics bore you,” I said a little lamely. “The point is, it will do it. It will work. Do you want to look inside?”


  “What?” he said. “Oh, no. No, thanks. I’ll take your word for it. I wouldn’t understand it, anyway.”


  I felt a little baffled by him. A little humiliated and regretful that he should not find sufficiently interesting the mechanical problems which I had faced and conquered. But who was he to waste his mind on things like engines?


  “To the ultimate limits of space!” he repeated, catching his breath.


  He had a picture of it, I knew, in his mind. “And back,” I said.


  But he did not hear me. His teeth chittered, while he shivered. Suddenly he began to laugh, with the breathless gasping laughter which some men get in moments of intense excitement. All his formulae, all his dreams!


  The ship I had made that would prove them all. That picture of infinity which he could see. Shivering and laughing, with tight lips, with a gasping in his throat, as if he were strangling from something deep inside him, and for his life he could not stop.


  “I knew that you could make it,” he gasped. “To ultimate space! My God, what a man you are!”


  It rested there beside us in its lofty cradle, the great rocket, silver and midnight blue. “I christen thee Viking!” said Nivea in her cold clear ringing voice, breaking the bottle of champagne across its nose.


  Nivea! The dawn light shone on her smooth brushed golden hair, upon her eyes like the sparkle of beautiful blue ice, upon her small clear-cut face, so cold and proud. She wore silver fox furs around her soft white throat. There was a bunch of violets at her slender supple waist, which no motherhood had ever spoiled. “I christen thee Viking!” she said, Nivea. “May you beach on the ultimate stars!”


  There were only the three of us there and the uncomprehending workmen staring up from below. No newsreel men or photographers. They would not have believed it if they saw it. The dawn wind was cold. The blue Sound sparkled. The moon was a pale ghost. The remnants of the wine bottle had dropped to the ground below. Nivea turned to me with her proud eyes. I polished my goggles and put on my helmet, and I got into the ship after a last handshake with Hartley and a kiss on Nivea’s cheek.


  “Good-by, old man!” said Hartley.


  “Good-by, darling!” said Nivea. “Good luck!”


  I battened down the hatch, waved a farewell through the porthole, flipped my controls a couple of times, and took off.


  So it was launched without fanfare that morning (said Gunderson), the greatest invention of my career, the culmination of all my mechanical genius and adaptability, upon its course into outer space according to the formulae of Hartley.


  I shall never forget—though for years I did let myself forget in Mara’s arms—the sight of Nivea there upon the platform, with a last wave and cry to me as my swift cruiser of galactic space took off. How many years ago! What day is this? May 7, 1968—yes, of course, that must be right. It was this year, this day, and this moment, at six o’clock in the morning. The same hour as when I left . . .


  


CHAPTER TWO


  You wonder (said Gunderson) why a man like me should have been interested at all in a project so theoretical, a quest so unrelated to any practical value or prospect of commercial profit, so unearthly and so abstract. You see in me no more than a super-mechanic—oh, a man with an inexplicable and unparalleled genius for machines, and with a pragmatic grasp and understanding of matter in every form, which has enabled me to produce those various inventions which have changed in the course of a few years the whole aspect of man’s civilization. But still only a mechanic underneath, for all of that—a big-shouldered, heavy-faced fellow, with big broken-nailed hands a little grimy with engine oil, with low brow and unkempt hair, with dull eyes and no dreams behind them—a man with a cogwheel brain. A big apelike lout of a man for all his millions, not quick of wit or speech in any way, a man whose very handclasp is curved to the clutch of a wrench. A man who but for the accident of half a dozen incomprehensible brain cells might be lying with his shoulder blades on the floor of any garage draining out the oil from your car at twenty-two dollars a week. A man, at the best, whose every purpose and accomplishment has been practical and commercially profitable, an unimaginative hard-headed, realistic man, with his feet upon the earth, his eye to the dollar. And that is true, no doubt.


  It is true, like everything else, in part. I was born to the bitterest poverty; I knew terrific toil as a boy; acute hunger was a daily and constant companion to me for the first twenty years of my life; and I have had to keep my feet on the earth, to think of profit and values and commercial utility in everything in order to climb up out of that slough which otherwise would have swallowed me.


  I wanted millions, and I made them. At first, to keep away from me the specter of starvation which I had known too well. After I had married Nivea, to take care of her, to maintain for her the background of great houses, jewels, clothes, society, travel, yachts, servants that she needed and deserved—to make her ever more proud and loving of me, because of the power of money that I could shower on her.


  And to such a need of money it takes a long time to reach an end. For years there had been no time for me to taste the pleasures of pure science and abstract thinking, no time for dreams. But that did not mean that the dreams were not there. I, Helver Gunderson, super-mechanic, engineer, multimillionaire industrialist, Swedish wizard, cogwheel freak, I too had my dreams. Of outer space. Of infinity. Of the vast dark blue voids which lie between the nebulae. Of adventures in those realms of pure and immaculate mathematics which lie beyond space and time, wherein Hartley’s great mind ranged as mine did among my electrons and differential gears.


  It was the racial adventuresomeness of my blood, perhaps, that was aroused and stirred when Hartley first broached his magnificent proposition to me. The Norse blood. The old seafarers who were my ancestors, driven by an unappeasable urge in their quest for the unknown. By a thing within their hearts which cried, Go on! Go on, till the last shore is reached and the world’s rim!


  The days of the dragon boats and the thin frail sails and the howl and lash of the spindrift in a man’s teeth and the glorious lightning wrack and the chartless seas are done. But if a man has that thing in his blood, this earth will not suffice him. And the sons of those men will be faring till the world shall end. Education, civilization—but still the call of the blood is there—and still I must always be aware of that adventure-cry. It was that thing in me, born in my blood, which no doubt was one of the impulses which drew me on.


  A second, no doubt, was Nivea. For she, too, felt the great splendor of that quest. The time had come when there was no more money I could make, since taxes on increased gains would actually decrease my revenue, while what was already flowing in from royalties and contracts was more than even she could spend. So that I was free from pressure and Nivea’s future was forever secured, as far as money could do it.


  The thought of that unprecedented voyage into the void, that great quest conceived by Hartley, inspired her intellect with a lofty enthusiasm such as I had never known her to show before, and she spurred me on with her cold and passionless fire.


  Nivea, my wife—you know her, gentlemen. She was a Saltonstall of Boston, highborn, with a lofty mind, cold, but beautiful as ice. And God knows that I loved her, humbly and worshipfully, with all the power of my soul and brain. Yes, I loved her, and wanted her respect and admiration.


  She had never thought a great deal of the inventions, you understand—those things had always seemed a little dirty and beneath her, and though she endured them because of the money they brought in, in her heart she had always despised them. Dirt and machines, test tubes and stinking chemicals, she often told me, curling the edges of her thin fine nostrils as she drew back from me; I had only wheels in my brain; there was a stink about me which would not wash off. Who could blame her? She was so highborn, you see. She had married far beneath her; there was no secret in that. Her father had been a gentleman; he had never worked in his life. Me—me, Gunderson, the Swede, with my great awkward hands, my uncouth manners; an ignorant miner’s son, born in the dirt—it could be understood how much she had sacrificed, how much she had lowered herself, by marrying me. What had I ever done to make her proud of me? But this was a project perhaps not unworthy of her, this great forthfaring into outer space.


  This was something of pure science, such as even a gentleman might be honored to attempt, and to which, if successful, sufficient honor would be attached. So to warm her cold proud eyes, to do something great and splendidly worthy of her—that was another reason that I undertook the venture, gentlemen.


  And yet beyond the Viking blood, and beyond the desire I had to glorify Nivea, there was most of all the necessity I had to carry through the quest, because Hartley had brought it to me. Hartley, the greatest scientific intelligence that ever lived! In my far humbler sphere of endeavor and achievement I had always looked up to him as the man of hands must always look up, I suppose, to the man of mind. Ever since I had first known him Hartley had been my god, since I had none other. And so he had come to me with this great conception of investigating outer space, with the formulae which he had worked out to the ultimate decimal of perfection. He had called on me for help, had Hartley, as to an equal. And I tell you, it made me proud. Only that stupendous brain of his could have worked out the ineffable equation. And yet only these hands of mine could have made the ship.


  I shall always swagger a little through the eternities of hell because of that, gentlemen. He came to me, Hooker Hartley, and he said that never before in the world’s history had there been two men such as he and I, and likely there would never be again. He said it was time the thing be done. To make a ship to fly beyond the orbit, and beyond the galaxy, if possible. And he said, “Can you, Helver?” And I said, “I can.” And he said, “Will you, Helver?” And I said, “I will.” And so I did.


  With these hands . . .


  I first knew Hartley (said Gunderson) in college ten years ago. I knew him, but there was no reason he should know me. Even as a sophomore he was by far the most famous man in college, the leader in everything. Not merely because of his intellect—though even then, at nineteen years old, he was already confounding all the professors and had started work on his epochal thesis destroying the speculations of Einstein—but also because of the other things which he represented: Groton prep-school training, Newport family, wealth, breeding, generations of gentlemen behind him. A member of the best clubs, the quarterback and captain of the football team, handsome as a faun, with dark curly hair and the tilt of his head, his amazingly attractive smile, his elegant manner of wearing clothes. He knew art, wine, clothes, literature. The best restaurants to go to, how to order a dinner for a chorus girl, and how to treat a servant.


  He had everything; he knew everything; he was all the things that a man envies and wishes he might be. Picture me, on the other hand, clumsy, uncouth, badly dressed, friendless and poor. I was only Gunderson, the big dumb ugly Swede, taciturn and alone, who lived in a little attic room up on the fourth floor. A grind, working his way through by waiting on table, by tending furnaces, and by running a shoeshine stand for the rich men’s sons. I was twenty-six, too, much older than the rest, for it had taken me time to save to go to college at all.


  There was nothing to recommend me. I didn’t even have an overcoat to my name. My only shoes, a pair of cheap work-brogans, had holes in their soles as big as a dollar, and I remember how the fellows used to laugh behind my back as I went clumping through the Yard from class to class, with the mud and water squishing between my toes like the sound of an elephant in muck, with the rain or snow falling on me, and my big red-knuckled hands clutching my books.


  I wasn’t even brilliant in studies, for while I might know the answers in most courses, still I had to plug for them, and if I did one or two things with atoms in the lab that made the professors lift their brows, why, that was only a kind of trick, and no one could mistake me for an intellectual. I was just one of those queer shabby earnest nondescript bugs that crawl out from behind cracks in the plaster at a big college, that don’t really belong at all and never will, whose names nobody ever knows.


  I was in my back room after supper one night when the door opened, and there was Hartley. I dropped everything and stood up. I didn’t know he knew I was alive. I couldn’t swallow. My brain was a blank at sight of him.


  “Sit down,” he said easily, dropping into a chair. He looked at me through cigarette smoke. “Gunderson,” he said, “you and I are the greatest minds in our class, without a question, and in all college. I suspect, in fact, that we are the greatest minds in all the world. There should be a confraternity of genius. I think we should get acquainted.”


  “Mr. Hartley,” I managed to say—I found it was all I could do to speak—“Mr. Hartley, do not make fun of me, please. I am not worthy to be mentioned in the same breath with you by anyone, nor by you at all. And you know it very well. I have no intelligence at all. Or at the best, a very slow and heavy intelligence. I have only a cogwheel brain. Beside you, I am only a mechanic.”


  His bright little faun’s eyes danced in approval.


  “I know,” he said, nodding negligently. “I know. You are a grind. Still, there is something in you, Gunderson. Don’t be too modest. The way you made that atom bounce like a jumping bean in lab the other day rather amused me. There’s no one before who’s ever done it. It was near.”


  “Merely a pragmatic experiment in augmenting the molecular cohesion of air,” I hastened to tell him, “to be used by planes in flight to build themselves a solid roadway under wing, and so obviate the greatest present handicap to air flight, which is the risk of falling. A mechanical invention purely, and of no theoretical scientific importance.”


  “There you are, damn it,” said Hartley, nodding. “An invention for practical use. I can do rings around you theoretically, Gunderson. But you have a hard practicality in your mind that I lack. You can see the application, where I can see only the idea. You will be a millionaire someday, while after I’ve lost in the market what’s left to me, I shan’t know how to make an honest dime. You’ve got the money-making gift, Gunderson, as sure as fate, and I’m not such a fool as not to see it. So I say there’s something in you. You ought to be developed. I think that I am going to take you under my wing.”


  “Under your wing, Mr. Hartley?” I said.


  “Socially. Bring out your better points, my boy. Teach you the art of knowing how to live and spend the money when you make it. I’ll bet you don’t even know what a woman is. I’ll bet you never even had a drink.”


  “Never,” I said, “Mr. Hartley.”


  “Don’t call me Mr. Hartley, call me Hooker, Helver,” he said. “We’re classmates, equals, aren’t we, and we’re friends? Do you know what I’m going to do with you tonight?” he said thoughtfully. “I’m going to take you around to Nivea Saltonstall’s party, the biggest brawl of the season. Nivea, poor girl,” he said. “There’s no doubt she’s a living beauty. I’d marry her myself, maybe, if I was the marrying kind, or if she had the dough. But that’s no dice. Her old man’s Cabot Saltonstall, and he’s down to his last dime. He’s throwing this big party for Nivea to give her a chance to hook some guy with dough. But unfortunately there are more beautiful gals on the market than guys with a hundred grand or so to buy them with. But it’ll be a good party while it lasts. White tie, Helver. And do you have to wrap your hands around your wrists and your feet around your ankles like that?”


  “I don’t know how to dance, Mr. Hartley—Hooker,” I told him.


  “Just drape yourself around the punch bowl and you won’t have to. No one’s going to want you to anyway, after one look at your feet.”


  “But I haven’t got a dress suit,” I said.


  “I wish I could lend you one of mine, but you couldn’t get your feet into the pants,” he said. “You’ll simply have to rent one, Helver—shoes to silk hat. You can do it for fifteen bucks at Moe’s on Washington Street, which keeps open all night.”


  “Fifteen dollars to rent a suit!” I said. “I haven’t got fifteen cents.”


  “Hell,” he said, “you’ve got a million.”


  And he pulled a letter out of his pocket and tossed it to me, a little excitedly. “I saw it in the mail rack in the transept,” he said. “My old man is a director of the company. I saw the envelope and thought it must be for me and opened it without bothering particularly with the address.”


  I fumbled with the envelope. For the moment my fingers were too thick to feel. I unfolded the letter, with the thick bond paper shaking and crackling in my hand. It was from Amalgamated Air, offering me a million cash and a royalty for the rights of the flying wheel which I had developed.


  “A million!” I said. “A million! I can eat whenever I want to now! I can have a three-course dinner every day!”


  “And you can go to Nivea’s party tonight,” said Hartley heartily. “Isn’t it a fortunate coincidence that my determination to take you under my social wing happened to hit at the same time as this? I was just telephoning Nivea about you. Don’t be bashful. She will like you, Helver, I’m sure.”


  I went with him to Nivea’s party that night and met her. Within a week we were engaged; I don’t know yet how it happened. It was such a dream. I remember Hartley drank with us to our betrothal the night it happened, and how smiling he looked and contented, and Nivea’s cold proud eyes, over the rim of the wineglass from which she did not sip, drifting from him to me.


  “Luck to us!” said Hartley. “Don’t forget old friends, Nivea, my darling. A night beneath the moon. To you, Helver, millions, more and more.”


  Nivea’s lips were pressed white at her wineglass rim, and she looked from him to me and closed her eyes. Upon her shy tears, no doubt. Women, Hartley told me, are like that.


  We were married in the spring after I quit college to devote myself to business. I had conditions in history and had flunked philosophy, and even my chemistry wasn’t what they were looking for, quite, so it was probably just as well. Being a married man, of course, I had to work hard, to make money to compensate for the things she had given up.


  Mr. Saltonstall, her father, kindly allowed me to advance him two hundred thousand dollars, with which he went to Paris. The climate of Paris, it seemed, had always agreed with him. And Nivea began the building of her first house. When she started buying the gold bathroom fixtures she was very happy. It was wonderful to see her so happy, when I had time to see her. I was working night and day.


  The next year Hartley’s father lost his money, and I sold Roadless Skyways for five million and ten per cent of the profits—it still pays the biggest dividends after the pocket television which I developed in two years more and put on the market myself.


  So I had been close to Hartley in his youth. I had basked humbly in the shadow of his greatness, and as he grew in fame he did not grow away from me. Nivea’s home and mine was always his. It was my pride to erect the Hartley Hall of Science for him at Cambridge, the most completely equipped workshop that money could procure, with ten-thousand dollar rugs and books and paintings, and to endow the Hartley Professorship of Physics, which he accepted. When he won the Nobel prize, five years out of college, Nivea and I went with him to Stockholm to receive it. He had even allowed me to aid in a humble way in the mechanical side of the problem which had won the prize for him. He was cited for it, as you recall, for developing a technic for filtering starlight rays through radium. I devised the apparatus for doing it one evening in my spare time, though the idea of course was his. All this time, of course, he was devoting himself to his major problem, to the working out of those abstruse and perfect formulae on the curve of space and the parabolic declivity of infinity which he had set as his lifework, and while I was burying my nose in the grimy business of commercial invention, he was working on those equations reducing the cosmos to the nth root, which is the theoretical ultimate conceivable by the mind of man or God. He worked on his formulae and his equations ten years . . .


  


CHAPTER THREE


  I remember the evening when he came to me with his final equations. I had been out in Chicago at Gunderson Production Five, my biggest plant, where we were turning out televisors on the belt, ironing out a few small kinks of mass production. I was very tired. Suddenly, because the night was hot and I felt lonely, and the making of money alone cannot altogether suffice for a man, and because I had not seen Nivea for two months, I decided to come home to her. I hopped my plane, took Skyway Route 3 all the way, with the road mostly clear of traffic and no red lights at that hour, and arrived home at the house on Long Island in an hour and a half.


  A butler met me at the door. “Madam has a guest,” he said, “and cannot be disturbed. If you would tell me what it is you wish . . .”


  “You fool!” I said, “I am your master! And I don’t like you, nor your smug smirking face!” And I pushed him away from me like a sack of wheat, and I went leaping up the great marble stairs three at a time, calling “Nivea! Nivea!” Below me the butler was bleating, “It’s Gunderson!” as if I had come to burn the house down or were some kind of crazy tiger.


  I remember the shadowy fox-footed servants running in the halls, and I called to them, “Which is Madame’s room? Show me Madame’s room!” But they would not answer. It was a new house, new servants.


  There were always new houses; there were always servants like weasels. But this night there seemed to me, perhaps because I was red-eyed and tired, more and more. And I was sick of new houses. I was sick of servants. I wanted Nivea. To kiss her hand, to throw myself on my knees before her, Nivea, my wife. My cold, proud, highborn wife.


  “Nivea! Nivea! Show me her bedroom. I’m Gunderson, your master! Where is she? What’s going on here?”


  Then I saw one face that I knew. It was Nivea’s personal maid, Jeanne. She was standing with her back to a door, with her arms stretched out in a cross, and her mustache was trembling with her breathing and her lips were gray and her eyes were locked with terror.


  “Non! Non!” she said. “Mais non! Madame is sick! M’sieu’ must not go in!”


  But I was in a frenzy of terror by then. I thought she might be dying. I took Jeanne by the shoulder and hurled her to the opposite wall. I lunged against the door, and it was locked. I lunged again, and it burst in before me.


  “Nivea!”


  But it was Hartley in the room. He stared at me as I came bursting in. He had a highball glass in his hand, and his hand shook a little, spilling it down on the soft bulge of his waist, as he stared at me numbly.


  “Helver!” he said heartily after a moment, while his face creased in a plump and happy smile. “Just the man I wanted to see!”


  I slapped him on the back and asked about his health. He seemed a little pale, and there was a clammy sweat upon his forehead. But he gulped his highball down, and the color came back into his cheeks.


  “What are you doing here?” I said. “I wanted you to join me in Chicago. I thought you were in Cambridge working. What’s the news?”


  “I’ve finished the formulae!” he said. “I couldn’t wait to tell you. I thought you might come home.”


  “Clairvoyance!” I told him with warm admiration. “What a mind you have! Even I didn’t have an idea that I’d be back until two hours ago. Perhaps I heard you calling me, old friend. Where’s Nivea, have you seen her?”


  “Oh yes, at dinner.”


  “Where is she now?”


  I looked around the room. I saw some of her things upon the bureau. Some of her frocks at the edge of the closet door, which had been closed upon them. She had given him her own room, then. She must have moved to some other.


  “Where is she?” I said.


  But he didn’t hear me, or at least paid no attention, he was so excited with his great success.


  “The formulae, Helver!” he repeated. “I have finished them! Don’t you want to look them over?”


  “What formulae?” I said.


  Stupidly, for the instant I had forgot. “What formulae?” I repeated, a little harshly, a little nerve-worn and tired.


  He drew back from me. “You know, the space-time formulae that I have been working on for ten years! The thing that you built the Hall of Science for me for, and established the professorship for!”


  “You’ve finished them at last?”


  “I thought that would knock your eye out!” he said, with a pleased quiet laugh. “Sit down, and look them over.”


  He poured me a stiff drink. I sat down and looked at them. My mind was tired. I was a little slow. I could not concentrate. Figures and graphs.


  “What do they mean?” I said.


  “They mean the way is ready!” he said. “For the great adventure, Helver!”


  I drank the whisky, and the warmth seeped through my blood. I heard far off the singing of the spheres. The great blue voids called to me with a song of winds. Beyond the orbit, beyond the drift, beyond the galaxy! With my breast bared to the hurricane, and the spindrift in my face. Go on! Go on, to the ultimate shore! There are strange lands to be discovered, beyond the trackless sea! And my heart lifted in my breast; it sang; and I clenched and unclenched my hands.


  “What a dream!” I said.


  And Nivea was there; I don’t know where she came from, but she was there on the floor at my feet. With her smooth golden hair about her shoulders, her supple slender form in her silk gown.


  “Oh, Helver,” she said, stroking my knee. “How proud I would be of you! Unknown shores to conquer!”


  “The unknown seas!” I said.


  I stroked her head. But there was no feeling in me. Neither a feeling of heat nor cold. My head was back; my heart roared in my breast; and there was a great calm within my spirit; I heard the calling of the spheres and the singing of the sea.


  “Let’s launch the dragon boat!” I said. “Why are we sitting here? Let’s get it launched, and go! Do we want to rot and grow fat on the dull and deadly shore, when there is a wind upon the sea? Do we want to live forever to stroke a woman’s golden hair, and grub like slaves for the soft pap we eat? To rot and die while still alive! Let’s launch the dragon boat, by God, and we’ll put out to sea!”


  I held my glass out, and Hartley filled it to the brim again.


  I stood up. I took my hand from Nivea. The drink was strong and deep and good. “Let’s go!” I said, crashing down the glass. “The unknown sea! The lightning wrack and the world’s rim! Forever and forever. Beyond the gates of Hercules lies Italy! Beyond the going-down-of-the-sun sea lie golden sands and copper women, and things such as no man has felt or seen! Get out the dragon boat, by God, and we’ll put out to sea!”


  And Nivea was laughing and choking and gasping. Laughing with pride for the glory of me.


  “My Viking!” she said.


  “Can you make the ship, Helver?” said Hartley, looking at me with his great luminous eyes.


  “Can I make the ship?” I said.


  “Do you dare do it?” said Hartley.


  “Do I dare!” I said.


  “What a man you are!” he said.


  “What a man I am!” I said. “To the roof of the world and back! Let’s go!” I said. “Why are we rotting here, when we hear the calling of the sea?”


  So we worked together on the blueprints. Many months. Hartley remained installed in the house, to lend me any theoretical advice, as needed. I was at the shops much still, for I had a million men to feed, men and their families depending on me, and I could not leave things just at loose ends for my own selfish quest. But I gave every moment that I could to going over the plans with Hartley on Sundays and nights when I could get home.


  There came this day when the ship was launched. I remember the day well. By the shore of the blue salt water, in the dawn, the great ship that I had made, all midnight blue and silver, standing in its cradle with its bow pointed to the faded stars.


  “I christen thee Viking!” said Nivea. And I shook hands with Hartley; I kissed Nivea upon her cold proud cheek; I got into the hatchway of the ship. Oh, I was tired, tired. With the sleepless nights and the months of effort and the brain-shattering problems to be solved. But there was a singing in my heart, and I heard the roaring of the spheres.


  “Have you forgotten anything, old man?” said Hartley.


  “If I have, I have my hands.”


  “The wrench to tighten your inside lugs and batten down your hatch?”


  “I have that, all right,” I said.


  “Oh, Helver!” said Nivea.


  For the moment her cold controlled voice seemed to break. Perhaps she was remembering many things, the clumsy awkward youngster whom Hartley had brought to her party many years before, in his cheap rented dress suit, loutish and inarticulate, and his eyes which had lit with a humble and eternal light at sight of her. Perhaps that boy upon his knees, kissing her hand and the hem of her skirt when she said she would be his wife.


  And the inventions, the conquests he had brought her, eager to have her know about them first of all, hungry for her praise. The fame and money, the millions rolling in, the great houses he had given her, his clumsy hands fumbling with her hair. Perhaps she remembered that, and many things. The boy, the man, the work, the dreams, the years.


  I shall never really know.


  And for the moment her voice had seemed to break. But she got control of it. She smiled at me with a brave warm smile, the warmest from her that I had ever known. Oh, but I wished in that moment with a blind and frustrate longing that I had had sons by her, to grow to strong manhood during the years when I should be gone. To find them waiting on the shore when I came back, sons of her body, and of the Viking blood. To throw their arms about me and cling to me with pride, when I came back from the ultimate sea.


  But that was not to be, and never in this life to be.


  Still, her smile was on me warm, and the warmest I had ever known. And I knew that nothing I had ever done before for her had so pleased her as this. Nor anything, in her eyes, was so becoming for me.


  “Good luck! Don’t forget to come back, Helver!” she said, with her warm smile, almost gaily.


  “Nor that,” I said.


  I could see her pride and happiness shining in her eyes, and her cold face seemed suddenly warm, intoxicated.


  I closed the hatch and tightened the lugs. I saw her through the thick glass porthole, clasping the arm of Hartley beneath the armpit, drawing him close to her, as I settled to the controls. The dawn sun shone on her smooth gold hair. Her eyes like the blue of inmost fire, the passionless fire of ice.


  And the wind stirred Hartley’s dark curly hair. It had grown a little thin, I saw. He was a little plump. The soft years had put it on him. In that moment somehow, I do not know why it was, he looked no more to me than a fat and greasy worm, a man with pouch eyes too young, a soft and squashy thing, with a great hollow skull in which no more than empty formulae rattled, and greedy eyes—Hartley, the greatest brain that ever lived! Oh, it was only the distortion of the thick glass which made him seem so, made seem malevolent and vile the smile that was painted on Nivea’s cold face.


  They smiled at me. His arm was around Nivea, supporting her, there on the lofty platform beside me, and she blew a kiss at me, and waved. She shouted something, but I could not hear.


  There was no need of prolonging it. I pushed the electronizer, and I zoomed off. Beyond the orbit, beyond the drift, beyond the limits of the galaxy! Toward the universe’s end, if possible! Toward the answer to the last question, and the sealed books of God.


  Upon that unknown sea . . .


  


CHAPTER FOUR


  The rocket went off with a speed faster than light, as I had calculated (said Gunderson). I turned around in the take-off instant to wave farewell, in my last glimpse of earth, at them on the high launching platform, the men upon the ground, the chimney stacks, the blue waters of the Sound. I turned, but before I had got my eyes focused, the whole earth was no more than a fading planet far down the sparkling steel-blue sky. I had shot from the atmosphere in half a breath. In five minutes I was beyond the moon. Her speed increased as she caught the cosmic rays, which began to beat upon her hull like hail. Mars went whipping past like a great red ball of fire.


  In two hours I was shooting past the high frozen mountains of Neptune, and the sun, far down within the wheeling sky at the center of the orbit, was no bigger than the largest star, blue as a diamond. In the bright blue light of outer space the other suns went hurtling past. We gathered speed.


  The parsecs passed like clicking telegraph poles, and each one of them was nineteen trillion miles. Before noon I was streaking upward past the Pleiades, and well upon my way. I curved my bow outward from the drift, past there, steering course 205. As night fell, Betelgeuse, hotter and bigger than ten thousand suns, was dropping like a pumpkin seed far down the sky. I set the controls and slept. It was noon when I woke up. I had slept the clock around, and more, after those exhausting months of sleepless strain. A sleep so long and deep that I sang in every bone, and there was a great restfulness in my soul. Still the weather had grown stormy, and the rocket was pitching in great waves as she sped. My wrist watch was stopping, as though time itself was growing more motionless. There was not a star around. We had passed clear from the galaxy; the Milky Way was only a thin spot of smoke far down the sky; and in the terrific emptiness of inter-galactic space a hurricane was blowing up.


  The ion spray leaped against my porthole with a gleam like St. Elmo’s fire. I saw the crests of great white billows rushing, and they were nebulae. The wind howled in the eternal void; I felt the battering and straining of my hull-plates; lightning went flashing past; and we were caught in the grip of a terrific current. I gripped the shivering controls with my great hands and laughed. Ah, ah, the thin sails and the lightning wrack, and the dragon boat upon the trackless sea! And so, with controls locked in both fists and my eyes ahead, in the grip of an electronic current which went rushing toward a notch ahead, I shot toward the dimensionless point where space and time come to an end in nothingness, and reverse in minus quantity.


  There is this about space and time (explained Gunderson, making a gesture carefully with his great heavy hands), they are shaped like a pair of inverted cones, lying point to point. Like an hourglass, roughly, let us say, or like the torso of a woman in a cubistic dream. They are not illimitable and all plus, as the astronomers think, with distance piled on distance, and time on time. Nor are they curved, like the inside of an egg, returning on themselves in a parabola, according to the concept of the mathematicians.


  In whatever direction a man goes, they narrow to a point at the end of the cone, and beyond that there is an inverted cone of minus space and minus time, and the stars rotate from east to west, and time moves backward from its end to its beginning, and all vacuums are solid, and there is a dark light. You understand. That is the secret of eternity. Once explained, it is quite obvious, and even a child could grasp it. Whereas—that is, upon this earth—within this cone of plus and forward, of west-to-east and outside-out, time moves forward from the past into the future, and dimensions move outward from the center into the infinite; beyond the end of the cone it is all just the other way. That is the reason for the stars which seem millions of light-years away.


  They are old and are going backward to their beginnings, and by the measure of their seeming distance they are near. It is an obvious and a simple thing, yet there is no man who has understood this before me. I passed this point; I shot forward into minus space and minus time. The speed went out of my ship with geometric deceleration, in ratio as it had gathered. I landed on the other earth, which is called Threa.


  There is only one other earth (said Gunderson), and from here to there is the distance from plus to minus and no more. It is an earth that once was old and now is growing young. The people there are like frozen flame. There I met Mara.


  (He paused, Gunderson.) She was like nothing ever dreamed of, a soul of light, a body of fire. Growing younger and lovelier hour by hour. What is there to say of her that you could understand? All that men upon this earth do not yet know. Behind her the million years of the race’s future, of wisdom, beauty, and love. Ahead of her the simplicity, the loveliness of the child. With her I dreamed the golden years away.


  With her (he said), with Mara, and with the seven strong sons she bore me! Those sons which upon this earth I shall never have. I can see them yet; I can feel their arms about my neck; I can hear their valiant young voices shouting and laughing even now in my ear, running about at their play—Loar, Lrac, Cire, Feil, Zral, Rednug, and Ollor, my sons! My strong Viking sons of flame, upon that earth, with Mara! I can hear them calling yet! The golden years going backward into youth! Life, love, peace, strength, and beauty! Threa, the other earth! Beyond the cone. Within the reverse of the future. Ah, Mara! I lived with her fourteen years on Threa. My eldest son was just thirteen, the littlest one was toddling at my knee.


  But you would not understand. What is there to say? One day she took me with her to look through the telescope, which looks into the future, which is their past. I turned it on the earth. I saw Nivea in the arms of Hartley, beside the cradle where their youngest child lay. I got into my ship, and I came back . . .


  I shot back through minus space and minus time, and the years I had spent had been less than nothing, and through the telescope which I had mounted on my bow I watched the years upon the earth roll back like a swift film, as I sped toward it, swifter than light.


  I was entering the galaxy when I saw them laughing, drinking in the bedchamber, and it was but the morning of tomorrow. I was passing the Pleiades when I saw them at the bedroom door, and—as I sped toward them—going backward from it, and backward outward from the house, and it was but the evening of today. I was making the swift turn into the drift, and they were at dinner together, saluting each other over their highballs’ rims with hot and fusing eyes.


  And as I shot onward, through the hours, they went backward, backward, back through the afternoon and back through lunch, and back into the morning. And then there was dawn light around me, and the small blue sun was there ahead, and I was passing past Neptune, and I was in the orbit once again. And they were back there by the Sound’s shore; they were back there on the high platform beside the great empty cradle of my rocket, still watching, clasped in each other’s arms, with their eyes focused on me while I shot off into space. Still watching, with the greed and hope and old evil treacherous lust within their faces; she with her warm look beside him that had never warmed for me, he with his sly fat lips and greasy, greedy eyes. They were there, watching me far off, and in an instant more the wind of my departure was blowing in their faces, and they were bent with their arms across their eyes.


  I landed, and they were standing there, just waving me good-by through the porthole, and Nivea shouting some word that I could not hear. And the golden, golden years had rolled backward and away, and plus and minus together added had become a sum of nothingness.


  I took the wrench and undid the hatch’s lugs and I rose up through the hatch door, tired, tired . . .


  “Don’t forget to come back, Helver, darling!” said Nivea.


  But there was a blank unearthly terror in her eyes, as if she had suddenly awakened from a dream that had rolled away.


  “I haven’t,” I said, “my darling.”


  “You haven’t forgotten your wrench, have you, old man?” said Hartley.


  “Nor that!” I said.


  And his face, too, as fixed with terror, as if he, too, had dreamed a dream.


  “Why, what’s the matter?” he said.


  I got out upon the platform. With my red, red eyes and my great hands. Oh, she was beginning to moan softly with terror then, deep in her white throat. And Hartley’s knees were like jelly beneath him, and his breath was wheezing up his windpipe, and the veins throbbed on his great smooth thin-haired skull, and the dawn wind blew cold, and high up there, and his face was a green and moldy paste. The whole scene was some insanity of anger I had dreamed in that other world . . .


  “I’ve been,” I said. “I came back.”


  “Don’t! Don’t!” he screamed. “In God’s name, Helver!”


  He backed toward the edge of the high platform, with his arms swinging and the terror in his face. But I lifted the wrench in my great hand, and I crushed in his eggshell skull with it. I crushed it in, like rotten pulp, the greatest brain that ever lived, with one great swinging blow upon it, and he was dead with the awful horror on his face before he crashed backward through the platform railing and fell to the ground far, far below.


  And Nivea was screaming; she was screaming, upon her knees there at my feet. She had always loved me, she was screaming to me. She would bear me sons; she would forever love me; she would always be true. But I strangled her with my two hands, and with her golden hair about her soft white throat.


  What day is this? May 7, 1968? Yes, yes, that is right. The golden years that have rolled away. It is six o’clock in the morning. That is Dr. Hooker Hartley, the eminent physicist, gentlemen, lying there. That is Nivea, my wife . . .


  (He paused, Gunderson, rubbing his red eyes with his hands.)


  “Take him away!” said the police sergeant grimly. “He is utterly insane!” But Gunderson did not hear the grim-faced trooper in blue. Still in his ears was the great roaring of the spheres. He was still thinking of the woman of flame.


  


CHAPTER FIVE


  Report of Sergeant J. K. Billings, Flying Troop G, Connecticut State Police, May 7, 1968:


  While flying on traffic patrol Skyway 1A, between Bridgeport and Norwalk, at altitude 1000 feet, today at 6:00 A.M., Sergeant Billings observed a large crowd of several hundred men on the ground in front of the Gunderson Plant, Engineering Three, on the shore between Bridgeport and Fairfield, and a high towerlike structure built of new planking, on which there rested, in a cradle, a large torpedo-shaped device of blue and silver.


  Looking down, Billings observed three figures, two men and a woman, on a platform at the top of the tower beside the torpedo-shaped device, which apparently was undergoing some kind of a christening ceremony. As Billings cut his skyway pavement from beneath him and spiraled down, he saw one of the men get into the hatchway of the torpedo and close down the lid.


  A cloud passed over the sun in that instant. Or at least for the instant, as near as Billings can describe it, he was struck with an attack of vertigo and a momentary lapse of the time sense. He had a feeling as if a streak of gray and invisible lightning had shot up from the earth and in the same instant as if it had shot back again.


  He wishes to mention this in reference to his request for sick leave with pay which has lain untouched on the lieutenant’s desk for the past month, as proof that the complaint of overwork, which he therein respectfully alleges, was not just a stall, but medically sound and legitimate, and someday he will faint in the air maybe in spite of looking so healthy, unless he is allowed said leave, and then where would he be?


  Anyway, this time fortunately Billings’ attack of vertigo was of short duration, lasting approximately one hundredth of a second, as near as he could estimate, or about the time of two lightning streaks. He shook his head, and his vision cleared. Looking down, he saw the man who had climbed into the torpedo climbing out of it again, with a wrench in his hand, and suddenly attack the other man upon the platform. Forcing said victim of his assault to the edge of the platform, he struck him on the head with violent force, causing said victim to fall off. Immediately he attacked the woman, who was fighting and screaming for her life.


  The crowd of mechanics were swarming up the stairs to the platform. Billings spiraled down to a landing. He mounted to the platform, and found the mechanics already there surrounding the attacker.


  This man identified himself, and was identified by them, as Helver Gunderson, the millionaire inventor. Gunderson was crouched on the floor of the platform beside the body of the woman, who was identified as his wife, and at Billings’ demand he made a long and rambling statement in which there was no sense, except a confession that he had attacked and killed Dr. Hooker Hartley and likewise said wife of his.


  To an inquiry as to whether he regretted his act he did not reply. Billings took Gunderson into custody with the help of a squad of troopers who had been summoned.


  From various witnesses, whose names are appended, Billings obtained the following general information. That Mr. Gunderson had shown some signs of mental strain and aberration for the past number of months, working on the production of a device whose purpose they did not know, and which he kept to himself with more than usual taciturnity. That this morning Dr. Hartley, who had been summoned by Mr. Gunderson, together with Mrs. Gunderson, to come down to the plant, as the work was finished, informed various of the employees privately that Gunderson had delusions that he had made a space-rocket, and was afraid for his sanity.


  He was merely going through with it, said Dr. Hartley, to humor Gunderson.


  Moreover, while on the platform at the purported launching of the ship, Dr. Hartley was seen to make various gestures behind Gunderson’s back whenever he had the opportunity, such as tapping his skull, spinning his hand around beside his ear, winking to the men below, and so on, emphasizing his sad conviction that Gunderson was insane. The men said that Mrs. Gunderson, likewise, seemed convinced of her husband’s insanity, and was laughing constantly and hysterically almost all through the performance. However, she did not care for her husband, having been in love with Hartley for many years.


  “And he couldn’t have been so dumb as not to know it himself, either, the old Swede,” said J. Koliawsky, superintendent of construction, whose address for further questioning is appended. “He just pulled this bug act to get away with it. There wasn’t anything ever to that machine, and he knew it. Lots of times while we’ve been working on it I’ve heard him stop and chuckle to himself, ‘The greatest brain that ever lived!’ and things like that.”


  The question as to whether Gunderson deliberately plotted and carefully planned an alibi of insanity, preliminary to murdering Dr. Hartley and Mrs. Gunderson, as Koliawsky intimates, is for the courts to determine.


  It is the opinion of Sergeant Billings, however, that he is as bughouse as they come. He was whimpering and weeping for someone called Mara when we took him away, and talking about his sons, when the men tell me he is childless, and no one to inherit all his money.


  Billings set a guard over the rocket before taking Gunderson away. The men insisted that they had hauled it out of the shop only this dawn, new and fresh with paint. But they must be wrong in that, since its paint, Billings observed, had an old weathered look as if it had been exposed to the elements for many years, and there were streaks upon it of a grayish powder which burned Billings when he touched them.


  When Gunderson was asked as to what they were, in the hope that he might be induced to make some final and more coherent statement, he only said that they were star dust, and the spume of the Milky Way. Billings therefore reiterates his belief, as an officer of old experience, that Gunderson is crazy.


  In view of the attack of vertigo and the simultaneous gray lightning flashes going and coming, which Billings was subjected to, he respectfully repeats his request for leave, for otherwise he feels that some of the rambling and incoherent things which Gunderson told to him this morning might start him off, too, looking for this land called Threa.


  A MIRACLE IN TIME


  Henry Hasse


  Her crime: that she was a human being, as were the people of old. Her punishment: that she be torn from her own world and flung down the ages back to the days of she dreamed.


  


CHAPTER ONE


  Sentenced


  Chyana looked up calmly at the faces of the Council. There were seven of them, implacable and stern, like masks crudely carved in brass. The Master spoke first, a faint but cruel smile tightening his thin lips.


  “There is still time,” he said, “if you wish to reconsider. You need not persist in your atavism. You have only to shear off that unsightly yellow hair and submit in all other ways to the dictates of Science, your master, instead of persisting in the thought that you are a free entity entitled to do as you please.”


  The lesser colleagues in the Council of Scientists nodded sagely at his words, and looked with pitiable contempt at the radiant creature standing so steadfastly before them.


  “The Master is right,” one murmured. “Such a thing as this is a disgrace to the Genetics Bureau!”


  “Why don’t they obliterate these—these freaks in their infancy?” another whispered to his neighbor, in a tone the girl could not hear.


  The Master continued:


  “And there is yet another matter. It has been reported that you have in your possession a book. You are aware, of course, that this is strictly against our dictates. What is this book, and how did it come into your possession?”


  The girl spoke now for the first time, and her voice was a monotone:


  “I suppose it can make no difference now. The book is Vahn’s The New Beginning. I found it among the ruins of one of the old museums.”


  “The New Beginning” the Master repeated, frowning. “And why did you not submit your find to us? We have found many copies of this book, and it is by far the worst of all the rubbish we liave destroyed. It is a preposterous fable, an insult to the intelligence—”


  “It was a sort of—of imaginary history,” Chyana stammered. “About the twenty-sixth century. I cannot see what harm—”


  The Master turned slightly and smiled at his associates—a thin, purely mechanical smile. “History of the twenty-sixth century,” he repeated. “She cannot see what harm.”


  “It—it was a romantic book,” Chyana said hopelessly.


  “Romantic! A word. Merely another proof of your atavistic tendencies. But I repeat, if you wish to reconsider, you have only to put yourself under the surveillance of a committee for a period of three months, during which time we shall receive a report as to your conduct and habits. Otherwise—” He purposely left the alternative unspoken, and leaned forward, awaiting her reply.


  She looked at them, returning their implacable stares. Then, realizing they were waiting for her to speak, her attitude changed. Her lips tightened. She took a step forward, arms stiffly at her sides and fists clenched.


  “I can only say that for cold, calculating scientists which you claim to be, you are reacting to my case in a most emotional manner! Do you arrive at all your decisions governing state affairs with such hesitancy? You say I am atavistic. Surely you do not hesitate to spare the feelings of such an unfit subject as I? I demand to know my fate, for I tell you again I refuse to submit to be examined like a guinea-pig!”


  The scorn in her voice stung the Master to action. He rose swiftly to his feet. The rest of the Council also rose as the Master pronounced sentence:


  “Since you are a unique case, indeed the first to appear before the Council in nearly two hundred years, we have determined upon an equally unique and satisfactory solution. One of our scientists has recently completed a time-transportation device. It has not yet been actually tested, but he is sure it will behave strictly according to his theory. Since this is a dangerous thing, we have passed a decree forbidding any more time experiments. You, however, are to be sent back through time to a period of human evolution in which you more logically belong.”


  The Master paused and looked down at Chyana coldly, expecting her to show some emotion, but she remained silent.


  “Since you seem so interested in the twenty-sixth century,” he continued, “we shall set the dials roughly at that remote era. Upon your arrival the device will automatically be disrupted, so you need not anticipate using it to return!”


  “Return !” she exclaimed, and there was something like a fervent prayer of thanks in her voice. “May all the gods I believe in prevent that I should ever return!” Chyana did not flinch when they led her to the time-device, a glassy box with bewildering mechanism in one end. Nor, when they had sealed her in, was she afraid at the sudden minatory whine that assailed her ears, like ,the drone of an angry, prodigious metal bee. She stood there tense, her hands upon the glassy walls, awaiting whatever sensation a flight through time might incur.


  Then, overcome by a strange drowsiness, she felt herself slipping slowly to the floor. Her last glimpse of the world she hated was the pale white row of the Council’s faces pressing close, peering in at her; and her last conscious thought was to wonder if this were not some diabolic trick . . .


  


CHAPTER TWO


  A Bizarre Friend


  Chyana was aware of silence and pleasant warmth. She opened her eyes. Bright sunlight hurt them and she quickly turned her head away. Blinking, she discovered that the crystalline time-sarcophagus reposed in what seemed to be a green-walled canyon.


  As she sat up and her gaze encompassed more of the surroundings, she discovered she was lying in a little alcove. It was formed on three sides by crumbling, lichen-covered walls. On the fourth side were tangled weeds.


  She pushed at the glass door and it opened easily. She stepped out, but hadn’t taken five steps when there was a splintering, tinkling crash behind her. She spun around and saw all that was left of the time-device: a heap of twisted metal and shattered glass. She had been a little bewildered, her mind far away somewhere. But now memory was flooding back swiftly, and with a little shock she remembered. A world she hated . . . the Council . . . they had sent her back, and they had indeed been thorough to prevent her possible return.


  This, then, must be the twenty-sixth, century. But how strange! She had not had time enough to know what to expect in the twenty-sixth century—but certainly not this! Something must be wrong.


  Such were her thoughts as she stepped from between the walls and looked out upon a vast expanse of crumbled ruins! In every direction, as far as she could see, they extended—hideous remains of what must have been once a proud and glorious city. Many walls still stood, but none were more than three stories high; crumbling and cracked, and all green with climbing vines. In some places bare steel girders reached higher, but these were corroded, and some of them drooped to the ground, giving the effect of huge spiders poised to spring. In other places only heaps of powdery masonry and tangled metal marked the spots where buildings had stood.


  What had once been streets were long since blown over with the dust and dirt of ages, from which tall tangled grass flourished.


  Not knowing which way to turn, Chyana walked straight ahead along what had been a wide thoroughfare. With a sudden shrinking of the heart she looked about her at this unexpected denouement to her time trip. But she tried not to be panicky, and as she walked along she tried to think. There was something else wrong here; she had felt it almost at once. And now suddenly she knew what it was.


  In all the luxuriant, almost tropical vegetation she saw around her, there should have been something else: life. The flitting of birds and the tiny, scarce-heard insect noises. But here there was none of that. In all this deadly calm and ruin there was neither the moving nor sounding of any other living thing.


  Chyana did not try to delude herself with any false hope. She could not be certain, but she considered it quite probable that she was the only person now alive on this world. These ruins around her were not the result of some sudden cataclysm. They seemed the final toll of relentless centuries. At least, whatever people had built this city must have long preceded it to dust. Could this really be, then, the twenty-sixth century? Might not the Master have set the dial wrong and sent her ahead into time instead of back? Chyana shrugged her shoulders and dismissed the question.


  She walked aimlessly over to one of the ruins and stood peering down into a vast cavity that had once been a sub-foundation. Suddenly the crumbling stone beneath her feet gave way, and she clambered to safety just in time to escape being carried down with the minor avalanche she had caused. She sat upon a piece of masonry, chin in hand, and tried to take a calm cognizance of the immediate present.


  It was then that she became aware of the sound behind her—the sound that was not the avalanche, for the avalanche had stopped. This was another sound from below that brink, a frantic, clawing, clambering sound. Chyana whirled around, facing the brink behind her. She felt her heart pounding the blood into her ears. Quickly she picked up a jagged piece of rock and held it ready as a possible weapon. The clambering sound became louder. She wondered what sort of thing this might be. Then Chyana saw a long arm reach up, and another, as the thing came clawing up from below and over the edge.


  Chyana had been ready to flee, or to scream, or to fling her weapon, but now she only stood there gaping. She was not quite sure she hadn’t lost her sanity. The thing she faced was all of metal! It came up over the edge of the pit and moved clumsily through the ruins, then stopped.


  Hesitantly Chyana walked over and looked at it. It seemed harmless enough, and was of very simple construction, merely a box-like affair upon four jointed, metal legs. At the rear of it a hexagonshaped protuberance led downward, like a thick tail.


  It now stood quite still, this clumsy, clambering contrivance. Chyana thought she knew what had happened. Her avalanche had dislodged it somewhere down there, and its mechanism, long dormant, had miraculously carried it up the side of the pit. But it did not quite seem like an accident, somehow! The thing’s movement had been almost intelligent as it crawled over the rim from below.


  Chyana walked around it. What on earth could it be? It looked so grotesque and clumsy standing there, that she wanted to laugh. Then, near the tapering rear of the thing, she saw a metal tag with a serial number, and the letters HEX—R. Near the tag were two buttons, one red and one white. Impulsively Chyana reached out and pressed the red button.


  The absurd thing came to life so abruptly that Chyana nearly fell over backward getting out of the way. It took five steps forward, then stopped. The jointed legs buckled until the hexagonal tube touched the ground. It arose again, took five steps toward the retreating Chyana, squatted, arose, took five more steps, and repeated the process. And each time the machine walked forward it left behind it on the ground a red, hexagonal piece of tile perhaps six inches in diameter, firmly cemented ! The process never varied, and no matter how fast Chyana ran before it, the machine came swiftly a few yards behind her, stopping every fifth step to lay a tile.


  At last she stopped, and the machine stopped too. She walked slowly back toward it, and it didn’t move. She walked away from it again, very slowly. It followed her, very slowly—and on the fifth step it squatted again and laid a tile. Thoughtfully Chyana walked back to it.


  Again she examined the clumsy contrivance, but could see no mechanism except the two buttons. She pressed the white button this time but it seemed jammed.


  “A mechanical tile-layer!” she laughed a bit wildly. “Fantastic! Clumsier than anything I ever saw in my century. Maybe I am back in the twenty-sixth century after all!”


  Dismissing it from her mind she walked away, toward what she thought might be the edge of the city that she could see on the horizon. She wanted to see what lay beyond these ruins.


  But the tile-layer came clattering noisily behind her down the grass-grown street!


  Impatiently she stopped and faced it. It stopped too, a few yards behind, and laid a tile.


  “Stop following me!” she said, annoyed. “Go lay your tiles somewhere else f Go home—if you have one.” Then she laughed at her absurdity. She walked on, but again heard the clatter of it behind her.


  “Well, I’ll fix you,” she muttered to herself. She walked over to a five-foot stone wall. The tile-layer followed. Chyana climbed over the wall and walked straight ahead. She looked back defiantly, and saw the thing climbing over the wall with case! It stopped halfway down the side to lay a tile, then came on after her.


  Chyana laughed, and gave a little shrug of resignation. “All right, my friend,” she said as she walked back to the street, “come on then!”


  But it didn’t need her invitation. It came anyway.


  Her encounter with this bizarre piece of mechanism should have prepared her for what happened next; but it came too suddenly for her to be anything but amazed.


  First she was aware of a most raucous and fearsome sound, coming from down the street ahead of her. The sound was nothing but the barking of a dog, but Chyana did not know that; in her far century there had been no dogs. She stopped at the sound, and the faithful tile-layer stood still behind her.


  Then she saw the source of the sound running toward her down the street, and she gave a gasp of surprise. Another thing of metal! It was really a robot-dog, but to Chyana it was merely a fantastic little metal creature from which issued a ferocious and discordant noise; and it might be dangerous.


  But the robot-dog braced its feet and came to a stop a safe distance in front of Chyana. It cocked its jointed head quizzically and two intelligent, glowing eyes looked up at her. They blinked. Chyana laughed at this. It barked sharply again and ran a little distance away, its jointed metal tail wagging. It stopped and looked back, and seeing she did not follow, barked again insistently. It trotted back to her and repeated the process.


  After several such maneuvers Chyana comprehended. She had never seen a dog, not even a robot-dog, but such a language cannot be mistaken. She followed the creature down the street.


  But she had forgotten the tile-layer. As she moved it followed her faithfully, laying its red hexagonal tile every fifth step. The dog stopped once and looked back—and seeing the clumsy thing plodding along behind Chyana, he ran back and circled it cautiously, growling in mock ferocity. But the tile-layer moved steadily, disdainfully along. The robot-dog was as puzzled as Chyana had been, and finally, with something like disgust, he trotted on ahead, looking back every once in a while to make sure Chyana was following.


  Thus the strange procession moved for perhaps a quarter of a mile. Then the dog stopped before a ruin that seemed to have withstood the ages better than any edifice Chyana had yet seen. The four walls still stood, towering above anything around it.


  The robot-dog stopped stiffly. It looked back and barked once. Then it scurried into a low entrance.


  


CHAPTER THREE


  Ral Vahn


  Chyana followed cautiously and stood just within the door to let her eyes become accustomed to the gloom beyond. She heard the metal creature bark again, and saw it standing before what seemed to be a low dais.


  Chyana came closer. She stood looking down upon a square box-affair, perhaps seven feet in length. The material was transparent, but within it she could only see a quiescent milky whiteness. Then, peering closer, she dimly discerned a vague, darker shape within that mistiness, a shape that lay prone and reminded her of—Chyana’s heart leaped to her throat as the realization came like a blow. The shape within this receptacle was a human being!


  Quickly now she circled the dais, examining it carefully from all sides. Finally, at the farthest end she found a metal plate. It was green with verdigris, but there were words in raised metal letters. With handfuls of dirt she rubbed it clean enough to read:


  
    TAHOR THIRD, EMPEROR OF THE


    AMERICAS, SENDS TO YOU RALPH


    VAUGHN, THAT HE MAY SEE THE


    LASTING GLORY OF TAHOR


    THIRD.A.D.2087.

  


  This was quite meaningless, and searching further, all she could find was a tiny wheel extending from a pipe at the base of the dais. She tried to turn it, but all her strength was to no avail. She found a heavy rock, and pounded at the wheel until it snapped off. She stood for several moments waiting for something to happen. Nothing did.


  Then she was aware that something was happening. There was a slight swirling of the mistiness in the glass box, a faint hissing sound, and she was getting suddenly very drowsy. Just in time she staggered back to the entrance and breathed the clean, fresh air.


  Even from where she stood she could now see the mistiness slowly swirling, dissolving. Within ten minutes the square receptacle was quite transparent and Chyana could clearly see the prone figure within it.


  But she stood there quite still, just within the entrance of the ruin—watching, not moving, waiting to see what was going to happen . . .


  Ralph Vaughn opened his eyes and looked up into a vague, dusky place. He turned his head. How dark it was in here! Off to the left, however, he could see an entrance through which bright sunlight fell.


  This was funny! Just a moment before all the others had been here, gathered around him; one sneering, haughty face in particular.


  Then it burst upon him. It hadn’t been just a moment before. It had been many moments, many years before! He raised his hands and touched the heavy, glassy lid above him. He pushed, and it lifted slightly. He lay back, gathering his strength; then with a mighty heave he lifted the lid so that it shifted and slid to the ground. He climbed out and stood a moment, listening. What a vast silence! He opened his mouth and yelled with all the power of his lungs:


  “Tahor the Third was a tyrant! May his name have vanished with the dust!” The words went rebounding about the walls, and finally faded away. Vaughn grinned, and felt a hundred percent better already. He had remembered his final resolution, just before his memory had slipped entirely away: the resolution to shout those words the moment he awoke.


  As the words died away he heard a sharp, joyful bark near at hand.


  “Pete!” he exclaimed. “So they sent you too, as I asked! I didn’t think they would. Where are you? It’s so damn gloomy in here I can’t see much. Come on, Pete! Here boy!”


  Vaughn heard the bark again, and a moment later he received the shock of his life. He saw a blurred shape catapulting through the air toward his arms. It struck him with such force that he was nearly bowled over, and he thought a rib cracked where something hard struck. In his arms he held a thing of metal which was trying in a very canine way to lick his face.


  “Hey!” Vaughn exclaimed. And he flung the thing very hard to the ground. He passed a bewildered hand across his brow. “I could have sworn I heard Pete’s bark! Maybe I’m still dreaming.”


  He didn’t hear the bark again, and as he walked over to the door and the sunlight, he didn’t see the robot-dog that trotted faithfully at his heels. Vaughn stood there a moment looking out upon the expanse of ruins. The light was so bright in his eyes that he did not immediately see the figure standing there just within the entrance. Then the figure made a slight movement and he turned his head and saw a girl.


  “Hello!” said Vaughn. “I’m glad there’s someone around I can talk to. Say, did you hear what I yelled just then, about Tahor the Third? But of course you heard. Is that name familiar to you—Tahor?”


  The girl didn’t answer and didn’t move.


  “Well,” Vaughn continued, “I guess it isn’t familiar to you or you’d acknowledge it at once. I was right, then. Damn, I’m glad I was right! The name and the power of Tahor is no more. It’s vanished, as I said, with the dust. But so has everything else, as far as I can see.” Vaughn looked out again upon the ruined city. “What year is this?” he said again to the girl.


  Still she didn’t answer; merely stared at him.


  “Supposed to be a thousand years hence,” Vaughn went on. “At least that’s when Tahor said I’d awake. I came from the year 2087, you know.”


  Still the girl said nothing, and Vaughn looked at her in puzzlement. But he went on valiantly:


  “Who’s in authority around here now? I’ve got to see someone, you know! And what the devil’s happened to the city? It seems all crumbling ruins!”


  When the girl still didn’t answer, Vaughn thought he understood.


  “Oh, I’ll bet the language has died. I didn’t think it would so soon! I guess you don’t speak English. English? Understand?”


  Then the girl spoke, and Ralph Vaughn felt like a simpleton.


  “My dear sir,” she said, “what you mean by ‘English’ I don’t know, but I assure you I speak your language very well. Quite a bit better than you do! You have the queerest accent!”


  Vaughn felt his face turning red, and he tried to speak but couldn’t. Finally he blustered:


  “Well I’ll be damned! Say, what’s the idea? Why didn’t you answer me when I spoke to you, if you were going to answer at all?”


  “I was simply too enthralled to answer,” Chyana said. “Your accent, I mean. It’s funny, but it’s fascinating!”


  He stared at her, and she stared right back; then suddenly they both laughed, simultaneously. And with that laughter both felt that they’d known each other for years.


  “Who are you, anyway?” Vaughn asked.


  “Chyana.”


  “Chyana what? Is that all?”


  The girl nodded.


  “Just Chyana,” Vaughn said musingly, lingering over the name. “Well, Chyana, I’m pleased to meet you. I’m Ralph Vaughn.” He extended his hand.


  She took the hand puzzledly. “Ral Vahn,” she repeated quickly, almost running the words together.


  “And you think my language is funny!” Ralph exclaimed. “What kind of talk is that? It’s Ralph Vaughn, not Ral Vahn!” Chyana nodded. “Ral Vahn,” she repeated very seriously.


  “Oh, all right, have it your way. Well, Chyana, now that we’re friends—we are, aren’t we?—would you mind enlightening me on a few points? Is this really 3000 A.D. or therabouts?”


  Chyana was puzzeld. “I—don’t really know,” she said. “It’s supposed to be the twenty-sixth century—I think.”


  “You mean you don’t even know?”


  “Oh, I don’t belong here,” Chyana said quickly. “I think I’d better tell you my story first, then you can tell me yours. It’s probably much more interesting.” When Chyana told of the Council’s decision, she said hesitantly: “Of course they were right. I—I was so different than anyone, both in thought and appearance. That world was so cold, unfeeling. They—they called me atavistic. They insisted I obey their dictates and shear my hair, because it’s yellow and unsightly. No one else had hair, but I sort of—loved mine . . .”


  Ral Vahn was aghast. “Yellow, unsightly!” he exclaimed. “It’s nothing of the sort. It’s golden, and it’s—well, lovely. In fact,” he said feelingly, “it’s so bright and alive it seems two shades of gold instead of one—”


  Chyana blushed and to hide her confusion went on quickly with her story. When she had finished Vahn nodded and said: “Then you are very probably right, and this is the twenty-sixth century. I was supposed to stay in that glass tomb until 3000-and-something, but you released me prematurely, for which I thank you most heartily! And now for my story.


  “Tahor the Third, as you heard me shout awhile ago, was a tyrant. And to say that he and I didn’t get along well together is a masterpiece of understatement. He came into power directly after the Ninth Great War. All of Europe and Asia was by then a shambles, and the Americas were all that remained of civilization. But it might just as well not have been. The Americas went the way of the other hemisphere—not by bombers and poison gas, but under the relentless, tyrannical thumb of Tahor Third. He was a madman and an egomaniac, of that I was always sure. Gradually I came to know that he had one growing obsession. This was the determination to be remembered as the most powerful ruler in all history.


  “Through my initiative a group of thinkers rose in revolt. But just as we were about to strike for the freedom of the people, we were betrayed by a spy among us. The others were all executed, but I was saved until the last. Tahor wanted to attend to my punishment in person.


  “Instead of execution, he decreed I should be placed under a newly discovered method of suspended-animation. After a thousand years the gas in my glass tomb would be automatically released and I would awake into a world where the name Tahor was resounding in history, if not still in power. It was better than I had hoped for. At least it was life. It seems, though that Tahor’s name is already forgotten.


  “Everything I knew seems to be forgotten. I wonder if anyone else is alive to remember?”


  


CHAPTER FOUR


  “Mech”


  Ral Vahn ended on this note of puzzled interrogation, but Chyana shook her head.


  “You know as much about it now as I do,” she said. “It seems to me your city has crumbled with the ages.”


  “In such a short time? Nonsense! It’s crumbled, all right, but it took something more than time to bring things to this state. Anyone else about?”


  “I haven’t seen anyone or anything. Except,” she added in sudden remembrance, “my tile-layer who seems to have adopted me, and that awful beast of yours!”


  “Beast of mine? What the devil do you mean?”


  “He led me here! He came in here. Didn’t you see him?”


  “You couldn’t mean Pete! My dog? I could have sworn I heard Pete bark, and something jumped at me, but it certainly wasn’t him!”


  But at the word “Pete” they heard the bark again, and the robot-dog came out of the gloom into the sunlight. Pointed metal ears were alert, and his metal tail wagged joyfully as he looked up at his master. He barked again, a sharp puzzled bark.


  Vahn looked down at the fantastic thing in amazement. “That’s Pete’s bark!” he exclaimed. “I’d know it anywhere! Hello, Pete, is it really you? You recognize me, do you, after five hundred years? But I don’t recognize you, Pete!”


  Again the thing barked, joyously this time at the friendliness in his master’s voice.


  “This is Tahor’s work!” Vahn said venomously. His face was dark as he bent down and touched the robot’s head. From the increased motion of Pete’s tail it seemed that he liked this, though it was doubtful if he felt the-touch; probably only the gesture was familiar.


  “He was a beautiful animal,” Vahn told Chyana, “and the best friend I had. When Tahor told me my fate, I hated the thought of leaving Pete behind, and I begged Tahor to send him along with me. He said he would, but he smiled peculiarly when he promised it; now I know the meaning of that. He’s done this deliberately. He’s encased the dog’s brain in this metal body—for his brain is surely here, if nothing else of him. Tahor always had a diabolic sense of humor.”


  Vahn bent again and touched the robot-dog. “I can’t say I like you this way. Well, Chyana changed my name, so I guess I’ll have to change yours. Somehow ‘Pete’ doesn’t fit you now. Guess I’ll call you ‘Mech’—short for Mechano. Understand?”


  Mech dropped the rusty rivet he was chewing upon, and barked.


  Chyana had watched this tableau in wonderment, but there was something like understanding in her eyes. Now she said:


  “Is the other one yours too?”


  “The other one? What other one?”


  “Watch,” Chyana said. She walked out to where the tilelayer was waiting, a short distance away. She walked unconcernedly past it, but it turned and followed, quickly laying a tile on the fifth step.


  “See?” Chyana said amusedly, coming back.


  “No,” Vahn exclaimed in amazement, and with the utmost finality, “the thing is certainly not mine! But it seems to like you!”


  Chyana explained how she’d dislodged it in the ruin and then couldn’t get rid of it. Vahn examined it but there was no clue except the serial number and the HEX—R.


  “I don’t remember having seen anything like this,” he said, “so the thing probably dates after my time.”


  “But why does it follow me around? You don’t think it has a—a brain, like your Mech?”


  “I doubt that very much. If it does, it’s a very crude one.” Vahn walked around it, walked beyond it, trying to get it to follow him as it had Chyana, but the absurd thing wouldn’t budge. Chyana laughed delightedly.


  They examined the inside of the building. The walls seemed in fairly good condition, and most of the roof was still there, so Vahn said:


  “Suppose we make this our—say our headquarters. Seems safe and fairly comfortable here. I’ve been wandering about what you said—no one else around. We’ve got to explore! And what about food? Are you hungry?” Vahn’s practical mind had leaped into action.


  “I think I will be before long,” Chyana said. “I’ve been too excited to think about it.”


  Vahn nodded. “Probably no food stuffs left, not even canned goods. Looks like we’ll have to get out of here and back to nature. We can find growing things there, enough for the present. Most of all I want to find out what caused all this premature ruin. It’s got me worried.”


  


CHAPTER FIVE


  The Blue Torment


  As they talked they had scarcely noticed the sun, now almost below the western horizon. Only a few red streaks were left across the sky, then even they were gone and it was suddenly dusk. Then, close upon the vanishing of the last streak of light in the west, there dawned a startling phenomenon.


  At first it was barely discernible, a faint bluish tinge that sprang up seemingly a few miles away toward the edge of the city. It grew and the hue deepened, spreading all along the horizon. It came nearer and nearer to them as they stood watching in amazed silence. They became aware of a slight intoxication which increased as the electrical pulsations became stronger. It was quite dark now and the air was crisp and crackly. The blueness flashed in intermittent jerky waves, like continuous lightning. Their intoxication increased until they staggered under it. But it was more than that, for mingled with it now was a malignancy almost frightening; a searing, mental torture from within!


  In Ral Vahn’s ears was a vast singing, and the earth seemed to sway beneath his feet. Through the darkness everywhere the livid blue hell pulsed incessantly. He clutched at his head. His brain was a writhing thing of fire. He reached out blindly for Chyana beside him, but no one was there. He thought he opened his mouth and screamed something, but he heard no words. An anguished white face flashed momentarily before him, and then the figure was fleeing blindly away with golden hair streaming. He staggered after it, stumbled and fell, arose and ran wildly and fell again. Innumerable tiny hot fingers were trying to tear his brain apart fiber by fiber.


  Afterwards he did not know how long he had run or where. He had lost all sense of direction. He dimly remembered crashing many times through tangled creepers and ruins, to lie exhausted, then to stagger blindly on, anywhere, anywhere to escape the pulsing, all-pervading torture in his brain from which there was no escape.


  He only knew that when he awoke the sun was shining painfully into his eyes and something was tugging insistently at his sleeve. He turned his head and saw Mech, who cried woefully. He stood up and saw that the sun was in the east. It was morning. His clothes were torn, he was scratched and bruised and his head ached fiercely. Chyana was gone, nowhere to be seen.


  Chyana awoke somewhere, battered and bruised. It seemed like a horrible nightmare, the headlong flight to escape the blue horror that had attacked their brains so suddenly. One moment she and Ral had been laughing together, and the next moment the horror had come. It was gone now, and the sun was bright in the east.


  She stood up, and saw HEX—R a short distance away, who took a step toward her and laid a tile. Only a few hundred yards away she could see what seemed to be the edge of the city, and it seemed to end abruptly, strangely.


  She walked toward it and found herself standing at the edge of a precipice a few hundred feet high. She shuddered to think how close she had come to it in her insane flight. Below, stretching to the horizon in all directions, was a vast black plain. It was convoluted and ugly, seemingly nothing but black dust. She could see little swirls of it as a slight breeze blew.


  She looked timidly down the perpendicular cliff at her feet, and saw that it was covered with a smooth, crystalline substance. But it was criss-crossed with millions of tiny cracks, and in a few places patches of it had fallen off, leaving the bare earth exposed beneath. She reached over the cliff-edge at her feet and touched a small patch of what seemed the barren earth. It crumbled beneath her fingers into a fine, black dust! Apprehensively she looked far out upon the black desert again, then at this cliff with its glassy protective substance. But that substance was beginning to crumble!


  Chyana was unaccountably disturbed. For some reason, a reason she could not quite grasp, all this phenomena seemed foreboding and frightening to her. And it seemed somehow familiar! Where, and when, had she seen or dreamed of this scene? Had she indeed dreamed it, or had she—


  Chyana gasped. With a sudden flash of realization she remembered. She had not dreamed of this scene at all. She had read about it! In a book! It was a book which the Council had called a preposterous fable, and which she herself had called a historical romance. There had been much more in that book, but now she could not quite remember. She was confused and apprehensive and a little frightened. With a pang of foreboding she remembered Ral Vahn. She must return quickly to that ruined building which they had called their headquarters.


  About an hour later she found it, and saw Ral Vahn and Mech coming from far away in the opposite direction. She called, and he hurried toward her. Impulsively she went onto his arms and he held her closely for a moment. No word was spoken or needed. He released her and his face was stem.


  “Thank God you’re safe!” he said. “We’ve got to act quickly, for there may be another of those things tonight, and every night following—and we can’t stand many more of-them. I know what it is.


  I should have guessed before! We’ve got to find the source of it and destroy it before it destroys us!”


  Chyana’s panic-fear had ended with the strange new experience she had found in Ral Vahn’s arms. Quickly she told him of her discovery. They went back to that line of cliffs overlooking the black desert waste.


  Vahn surveyed the scene grimly, and looked along the line of crystalline-covered cliffs extending several miles in each direction.


  “Yes, it all fits in,” he said bitterly. “More of Tahor’s work. But it wasn’t deliberate this time—simply a creation that got out of control and has-been running rampant ever since. Just before Tailor sent me here, there were rumors about a vast army rising out of the shambles of the other hemisphere. This army was supposed to be preparing for a mass attack upon the Americas.


  “Tahor’s councilors were panic-stricken, for they knew he had no army of any size. But Tahor merely smiled, and a little later made it known that he had a new weapon of war that would destroy any possible invasion. There was wild speculation as to what this weapon might be. It was rumored that it received its potent power from stored solar energy, but this was no more than rumor.


  “Now I know it must have been true, for we’ve had a manifestation of it! This thing we felt must be Tahor’s weapon! It gathers its solar energy by day and releases it at night in those brain-destroying waves!”


  Gone now were all thoughts of food.


  Uppermost in both their minds was a horror of that brain-destroying blue force, and a doubt that they could withstand another such assault. And they knew it must come again at dusk.


  But they searched that line of cliffs in vain. They knew the ray had sprung up from somewhere at this edge of the city, for they’d seen it the night before. But wherever the source, it must have been well hidden.


  HEX—R plodded steadily behind Chyana, laying its tiles regularly, and Mech wandered at random. They searched the edge of the cliff in both directions until it petered down into little rocky ravines leading onto that black desert waste. They worked back toward the city, searching through the endless streets of ruins. Several times they brought tottering walls crumbling down dangerously about them. They stumbled with exhaustion, but they plodded on, scarcely daring to rest for more than a few minutes at a time. Meanwhile the sun was climbing relentlessly toward the zenith; after that it would make its steady descent to the west, and Ral knew too well what would come again once the sun was gone . . . Their despair grew at the fruitlessness of their search.


  Chyana stumbled along uncomplainingly, searching the ruins when Ral searched, resting when he rested—but somehow she did not reach his point of despair. She was perturbed, but more than that she was—puzzled. This all seemed so familiar to her, but in a vague, distant, disassociated way. She felt all this had something to do with that book she had read. That book had been romance; this was romance too, but somehow—distorted. She needed but one little clue, one little remembrance, to connect this present with that far-away book in a very vital way. But in vain she racked her brain for that clue, and the book she had read remained only an historical romance, dimly remembered.


  At last, hesitantly, she mentioned it to Ral. But in his despair he only half listened, and pronounced the book a fable in the same manner the Council of Scientists had. Chyana’s brows knit into a puzzled frown . . .


  The sun was now well past the zenith, and Ral Vahn sank down exhausted. Chyana sat beside him, and Ral turned despairingly to her. He placed his hands on Chyana’s shoulders and looked deep into her eyes. His voice was tense as he spoke:


  “Chyana . . . do you really know what tins means? It’s not merely your life, or mine. Everything—the entire future—hangs upon a thread at this moment; and you and I are that thread! The last remaining—But I wonder if you do quite realize . . .


  “Yes, Ral Vahn,” she said, and her tone was so vibrant it startled him. “Yes, I realized, even before you. We’re the last ones. And I know it will not be easy.”


  “Not be easy,” he repeated bitterly. “It may not even matter.” He looked to the west. “Very shortly now we’ll know.”


  “Do you really think it will come again?”


  “It must and it will. I know what it is now, and it will do its work to the very end. Even after we’re gone it will do its work. I think that force must encompass the entire globe!”


  They continued their search for that destroying force, but it was a hopeless search now. Already they were far from that line of cliffs. Ral knew the weapon must be located in such a way as to receive the sun’s rays, but somehow in their search they had passed it by.


  The sun’s rim was touching the horizon when Ral Vahn turned to Chyana and said:


  “This may be the end—I mean the very end. I don’t see how our brain tissue can survive another such assault. But before it comes, I want to tell you—I want you to know—”


  Chyana thought she knew what Ral Vahn was trying to say, and she wanted to hear him say it; but it was too late. Mech had been watching the sun in the west, and now he howled once, woefully. He must have known what was coming, for he had felt it the night before. Now it was upon them more abruptly than they had expected . . . the sudden dark, and the pulsing blue force leaping to them swiftly . . .


  Chyana screamed something that Ral did not hear, for his brain was afire. He thought he yelled, “Chyana, we must stay together!” But already it was too late, for he saw her fleeing away blindly. He felt something else catapulting past him and knew it was Mech, who must also be enduring the torture.


  That was the last logical thought Ral had. He ran wildly in what he thought was the direction of the blue force, with some vague notion of reaching its source; but now even that notion was gone, plucked out by the millions of tiny fires that were searing his brain. His flight now was only to escape that livid blue hell, but there was no escape. It was worse this time than it had been before. He stumbled and fell heavily and retained barely enough sanity to know it was useless to rise and flee again. He lay there quite still as the tiny fingers of fire tore at his brain, for he knew this was the end and he knew it would be quick.


  


CHAPTER SIX


  Sacrifice


  Again Ral Vahn was conscious of an insistent tugging at his sleeve, but this time he didn’t care and didn’t even open his eyes. His head ached almost unbearably, and he only wanted to get back to blessed oblivion so it would stop.


  But the tugging continued, and a sharp bark close to his ear caused his head to split down the middle—or so he thought. He groaned and climbed wearily to his feet, wincing at the excruciating pain in every muscle. He looked down at the metal Mech, and was suddenly envious because Mech had no muscles that could ache. But Mech whined piteously, and Ral knew the dog’s brain must feel the same as his own at that moment. He reached down to touch him, and Mech’s metal tail wagged half-heartedly.


  Systematic thought was flowing back to Ral’s brain slowly, but he wished it would hurry. Vaguely he knew there was an important thing—no, two things—that he must determine . . .


  Then one of them flashed upon him.


  Chyana! With a sudden tightness in his throat he looked around, and Chyana was nowhere to be seen. Ral groaned at the thought of anything happening to her, which would leave him all alone on this world; but even more than that he suddenly realized what she had come to mean to him. He must find Chyana!


  Then he knew what the other thing was. The sun! Where was the sun? He looked up, saw it nearly overhead, and realized it was almost noon or a little past noon; at any rate it didn’t leave him many hours until another attack of that blue torture, and he knew a third attack would be the final one . . .


  But it was the thought of Chyana that spurred him into activity. He hurried back to that place they had designated as their headquarters. Chyana was not there, and Ral’s heart fell. He shouted her name many times, and the sound went echoing into the vast silence of this barren world. There was no answer. Ral knew she must have heard, if she were—alive. At this thought, he thought suddenly of the cliffs. He hurried there and traversed the entire length of them, peering anxiously below. Chyana’s body was nowhere to be seen. Vahn was at once relieved and dismayed.


  As he walked away in his weariness he stumbled over something. Looking down, he saw it was a red, hexagonal piece of tile! He had entirely forgotten HEX—R. Now he shouted in joy. He saw how he could find Chyana, by trailing her through HEX—R’s faithful markings! But these might be yesterday’s old markings. If so, it would take him hours to trail her and it would be too late.


  But it was his only solution. He followed the tile-trail easily, through the streets and ruins. At one point another line of tiles crossed the one he was following. Ral hesitated, then decided to continue the way he was going. A short time later, however, the trail led into a pile of debris. Ral recognized the scene as one of the places where a wall had collapsed behind them yesterday during their search. He groaned, for he knew he was on one of HEX—R’s old trails. Quickly he traced his way back to where the other path of tiles had intersected.


  He followed this new lead, and his heart leaped as he saw how erratic and wandering the tiles were. It might mean that he was now following the path Chyana had taken in her insane flight the night before. Always the tiles were five long strides apart, and the line doubled and redoubled on itself aimlessly. Ral stayed doggedly with it, sometimes losing sight of the next red marker in piles of debris, but always finding it again after a little search.


  After more than an hour of this, the trail led back toward the cliffs, then turned abruptly to the left. Ral followed through a scattered heap of masonry, then up to the entrance of one of the ruined buildings. The tiles continued through this entrance. Ral followed into the half-gloom beyond, and took a few cautious steps before he noticed that the floor ended almost abruptly at his feet, falling away into a dark chasm.


  And HEX—R’s trail led right up to the lip of this brink.


  Tearfully Ral peered below, knowing that if HEX—R had gone here Chyana must have gone before. Gradually his gaze penetrated the darkness and he saw that the drop was about fifteen feet. He slid backward over the brink, held by his hands for a moment and dropped, alighting with a force that jarred his teeth.


  Above him Mech peered over the edge and cried. Ral called to him to come, but Mech wouldn’t make the jump into the dark.


  “All right, Mech, I’m sorry,” Ral said to him. “I may never see you again. Wish you’d come, but I can’t wait.”


  Mech cried again but Ral moved away in the darkness, feeling his way along what seemed to be a rough, narrow tunnel. For perhaps fifty yards he moved, then the tunnel was suddenly blocked with stone that seemed to have come down upon it from above.


  There was sudden fear in Ral’s heart at the thought that Chyana might be lying just beyond him, crushed. For an hour he worked feverishly in the dark, clearing his way through. Just as he got through he came upon HEX—R, twisted and battered. His heart was light again, for this meant Chyana must have barely got through before the collapse caught HEX—R behind her. Ral felt a moment of sadness for the faithful tile-layer, and a pang of regret that he would probably never know the secret of its bizarre attachment to Chyana.


  He felt a current of fresh air ahead of him now, and pushed hurriedly forward. He saw a pale gleam of light that increased as he advanced. A few hundred yards further the tunnel opened abruptly into a wide grotto. On the opposite side of the grotto was another wide opening through which he could see the red setting sun. He could also see the vast black plain stretching out far below. He knew he was somewhere beneath the cliff.


  But these details were of little importance just then, for he also saw, standing there waiting for him—Chyana.


  Chyana released herself from Ral’s frantic embrace. “Yes, I’m all right,” she said in answer to his anxious inquiries, “except I got an awful bump on the head when I fell into the tunnel back there!” She rubbed it ruefully. “That was sometime last night. I’ve been here all day heaving rocks down the side of the cliff!”


  Ral Vahn looked startled, and Chyana laughed bitterly. “I’ll show you what I mean,” she said. “I’ve found what we were looking for!” She led Ral over to the opening overlooking the black plain. “Down there,” and she pointed down the side of the cliff.


  Ral peered over the edge. About fifty feet below, but far over to the left, he saw what was undoubtedly the destructive weapon. It rested solidly on a wide, smooth promontory about halfway down the side of the cliff. That section of the cliff overhung it slightly, which had prevented them from spotting it from above. As to the weapon itself, all Ral could see was a huge convex lens that must have been twenty feet across. Behind it he could see hundreds of metal filaments that converged into thick cables. These led back into the cliff out of sight. The whole thing rested on a free-swinging pivot. At the present moment the huge lens was directly facing the reddening sun, which was very low in the west.


  “It turns with the sun,” Chyana said. “The lens is directly facing the sun all the time. When I first saw it this morning it was far over this way, and I could see it slowly turning as the sun moved across the sky.”


  “Yes, I can see how it works,” Ral replied. “But we’ve got to smash it! We haven’t much time!”


  Chyana laughed a bit hysterically. “Oh, yes, we’ve got to smash it! What do you suppose I’ve been doing here all day?” She pointed to a little pile of broken stone and masonry. “That pile was nearly as high as my head. I hauled it all here from down the tunnel where the cave-in occurred. Then I spent hours heaving it all down to hit that lens. My arms are nearly dead! When it was facing in this direction I could hit it part of the time, but the stones simply glanced off. Now it’s almost impossible!”


  “Poor Chyana,” Ral said. “But I’ll try it. This is an awkward angle, but we’ve got to keep at it. It’s our only chance!”


  Ral tried leaning as far out over the cliff as he dared. He clutched at the wall with his left hand; with his right he heaved the stones in a huge arc, much as a shot-putter might. But out of every dozen attempts he could only score four or five hits, and these only glanced off of the lens harmlessly and hurtled to the plain far below. Meanwhile Chyana, despite her weariness, hurried back and forth down the tunnel bringing more ammunition.


  “Bring the largest and heaviest pieces you can find!” Ral called.


  But he soon saw it was to no avail. They ceased their efforts out of sheer collapse and despair.


  “Then this is the end,” Ral groaned. “To be so near, and yet so far! To be within the very sight of it—”


  “We can go back above,” Chyana cried, “and get something to lower one of us down there—some vines—”


  But Ral pouted to the sun, now almost touching the horizon. “Too late. We’ve only a few minutes at most.” Again he surveyed the face of the cliff that dropped sheer below them. This time he saw something he had overlooked before. About twenty feet below their opening, a narrow ledge jutted out from the cliff. It was hardly two feet wide, and became gradually narrower as it extended to the left. The point where the ledge disappeared entirely was directly over that lens, about thirty feet above it.


  A sudden hope flooded over Ral. But then he saw that what he was thinking would be a desperate, even a foolhardy attempt. If he held by his hands and dropped to that ledge, there was a fifty-fifty chance that he would lose his balance and plunge the remaining hundred and fifty feet below. If he did gain the ledge safely, Chyana might toss him some of the heavy stones, and from his closer position he might smash the lens.


  But even as these frantic thoughts raced through his brain he knew it was impossible. He could never get close enough. And by the time they could have a makeshift rope ready, it would be too late. The sun was very near to setting now . . .


  “Listen!” Chyana said. They heard a sudden clattering sound from far down the tunnel, then Mech came running out of the tunnel into the grotto. But he was hobbling rather than running, for one of his rear metal legs was hopelessly bent. Evidently this had happened when Mech, overcoming his fear, had leaped down into the dark tunnel. He did not seem to mind it, however, or even notice it. He barked joyfully when he saw Chyana and Ral. He came over to Ral, who spoke to him tonelessly.


  Mech stood at the cliff edge and looked out at the reddening sun. He lifted his head and howled mournfully.


  “You see, he remembers!” Vahn said. “Yes, Mech old boy, it’s going to happen again. But just once more, I’ll guarantee you that.” In a last desperate attempt Vahn heaved a few more stones.


  Mech remembered indeed! He looked at the sun, then at Ral, and cried again pitifully. He ran aimlessly back into the tunnel a short distance, then came back to where Ral was standing. It was as though he were trying to escape from what he knew was coming, but realized it was no use. He looked down at the ledge below. His front legs stiffened, then he drew back instinctively. He looked up at his master and cried again, plaintively. Again he approached very close to the brink and looked down. He made several little hesitating movements.


  Ral suddenly cried, “Don’t, Mech—don’t!” He made a frantic grab at Mech.


  But it was too late. Mech had disappeared over the edge.


  They saw him strike the narrow ledge below. For a breathless moment, his bent and useless leg slipped over the edge. He clung there perilously for a moment, then clawed frantically and regained his footing. Breathlessly Ral and Chyana watched. Chyana whispered in an awed, but excited voice: “I remember, Ral! Now I remember!” But Ral scarcely heard.


  Very carefully Mech moved along that ledge toward the lens below. Then the ledge narrowed and he could move no further. As Mech hesitated, they heard a click and saw the huge lens swing back to center. At the same time there came a smooth, humming sound as of huge dynamos in operation. They saw the filaments begin to glow beneath the lens. The glow brightened. They knew that in a few seconds those blue waves of torture would burst forth again . . .


  Mech must have known it too. They heard him cry deep in his throat. He tried to turn back and look up at them, but the ledge where he stood was too narrow. He barked once, sharply—then leaped far and accurate. The metal body formed an arc reflecting the dying rays of the sun. It hit the lens truly in the center, and crashed through. There was a single, tremendous flash of blue, a sputter of fused and molten metal, then—silence.


  Chyana was crying softly, but Ral Vahn was not. He hadn’t liked Mech in his new metal body; but in Ral’s soul now, at the thought of Mech’s sacrifice, there was only a vast singing quiet too deep for tears.


  Chyana was clinging to him, and through her tears she was saying again—but reverently:


  “I remember it now—I remember it all. That’s the way it happened. It was all true, then, not a myth!”


  Ral Vahn was suddenly very, tired, but as he sank down upon the floor he managed to ask, “What do you remember, Chyana? What’s that about a myth?”


  “The book I was telling you about! The book I read, which the Council of Scientists pronounced as preposterous. I thought all of this reminded me of it, but in a vague, distorted way. Not until that final act of Mech’s was I sure. That brought it all back!”


  Chyana was very excited now, but Ral was so tired he could only ask wearily, “What about Mech?”


  “He was in the book! It was exactly like that! All the rest of the book was interpreted, and misinterpreted, and exaggerated through the thousands of years, until it became a legend which was finally disbelieved. There was no mention of a history or a civilization before the legend; the legend was supposed to be the beginning! It told of two persons who somehow came from thousands of years apart, and met each other in a twilight place, and through this miracle the race was born . . .”


  Gone was Ral Vahn’s weariness as the realization burst on him. “Thousands of years apart! A twilight place! But Chyana, that’s us! This is the twilight of my race . . .”


  “And the dawn of mine, Ral Vahn. Yes, it’s a miracle in time. The Council of Scientists had to send me back here, or they could never have existed! By sending me back they unknowingly caused the beginning of the new race. And I remember something else about that legendary book, Ral Vahn!”


  “What is that?” asked Ral, his mind just beginning to grasp the tremendous thought of all that lay ahead.


  “I remember the title of that book. It was The New Beginning. And I remember the author! Although the story changed through translations, and gradually became legend, the name of the author remained, and the name was—”


  “Yes?”


  “Ral Vahn!”


  CHILDREN OF THE RAY


  J. Harvey Haggard


  When they try to get a look at Jupiter’s vast surface, Bablon and Connor are suddenly thrust into a weird Jovian nightmare!


  


CHAPTER I


  Through Jupiter’s Clouds


  “Captain, let’s descend. Let the space-ship down into those swirling glowing mists. Think what it means to science!” Captain Dane looked first at Professor Bablon, at the intelligently lined features framing his shining enthusiastic eyes, as his upper body, suffused in a rosy radiation from outside the transparent glassite space-window in the forward control room. Then he too stared downward.


  Below them lay the famous red spot of Jupiter, which their scientific expedition had planned to photograph as well as to make spectroscopic studies of its radiation on their spaceographical tour of the Solar System. The secrets of the red spot, however, seemed to have eluded them.


  Upon their arrival at Jupiter and subsequent close scrutiny of the red spot, they had found the entire area covered by high thick clouds through which the crimson radiation suffused. Nothing at all could be seen of the Jovian surface. Captain Dane had the responsibility of the safety of his passengers on his shoulders and he hesitated at risking a descent into the glowing clouds.


  Directly below the space-ship lay a sea of fiery mists, pitching and tumbling crimson tongues to the inner mysterious fires of Jupiter’s red spot. Above the sky was pitch black. And beneath was only this tumbling expanse of suffused illumination.


  Grim sagacity remained written on Captain Dane’s harsh, almost Puritanical features. The professor was dedicated to his science. Captain Dane thought of the leviathan torpedo-shaped space-ship, now limned in the upper darkness by the illumination below, green riding-lights gleaming from the dark upper portions of her broad curving body like the multiferous eyes of a marine monster.


  He shook his head. “Primarily,” he said, “our excursion is devoted to science. But there are a hundred people aboard, including the scientific force and the crew. Down there lies heaven knows what I owe my men the protection of unbiased judgment. Neither my conscience nor my sailing instructions would permit such a digression.”


  Professor Bablon radiated disappointment. He peered down into the swirling trusts through a spectroscope and his gray eyes lit with excitement. “I’d give my life to define that unknown spectroscopic ray from the red spot,” he sighed.


  At this a young man in the garb of a ship’s officer came forward from the shadows of the control room. There was a suggestion of quiet force and unwasted motion in his deliberate advance. He was young and lithe, his features clear and ingenuous. His blue eyes sparkled with intense interest. He had been watching the spectacle below from a corner of the space-window and had overheard the conversation.


  “If I may suggest, sir,” he said, saluting the Captain, “there is a way, There is the observation sphere. It could be lowered to study the terrain at closer view, perhaps take photographs, yet in no way endanger the rest of the passengers.”


  “Great!” cried Bablon, wheeling. A roseate bulb from the control board cast a chance ray upon his features. His hair was turning slightly white.


  “But it would take an expert operator as well as Professor Bablon himself,” protested Captain Dane.


  “I might suggest myself, sir,” returned the young man.


  “Excellent,” cried Bablon. “You can’t refuse this, Dane. I beg of you.”


  “You’d be taking your life into your own hands,” said Captain Dane. “Very well, if you persist, Lieutenant Connor.”


  He shook hands with them before Mm. they left the bridgeway. Then he went aft to give orders for the lowering of the plastic observation sphere while Professor Bablon and Lieutenant Connor obtained cameras and hurried below into the belly of the ship.


  The transparent observation sphere lay in a large airlock, her cables rearing back to huge drums firmly anchored in the framework of the huge beryllium ship. Inner mechanisms of the sphere enabled the occupants to raise or lower themselves at will via an electrical circuit which controlled the winding or unwinding of the cable on the reel above.


  Upon a desk in the interior was a viso-phone with which they could communicate with the captain above, who would direct the course of the ship. There was also a row of tanks to supply oxygen and other breathable components of atmosphere while the sphere dangled in impure strata.


  In the present case it was unnecessary inasmuch as Jupiter’s air was quite suitable for terrestrial consumption. Nevertheless Bablon insisted they open a valve directly after they had entered through a sliding door.


  The hiss of air reassured them.


  “Ready aboveboard, sir,” spoke Lieutenant Melvil Connor into the viso-phone.


  “Ready, sir,” came the steady answer from the pilot’s assistant above.


  Connor pressed the contact and a great door in the outer airlock swung open. With a sudden rush of paying cables the sphere swung free and descended swiftly, leaving Lieutenant Connor clinging to his chair. As empty space flashed about him he caught a glimpse of the broad belly of the Trisonia above, vanishing into the dark upper night with her row of huge riding-lights gradually becoming only a thin red line in the distance.


  He had a disquieting sense of wonder about himself. In the first place Connor was a married man, wholly devoted to his wife though she was on distant earth. His responsibilities to her loomed large in his mind.


  He had offered his voluntary services upon impulse, which he realized he should not have done in accordance with loyalty to her who was dearest to him. Pie had been carried away for the moment by the thought of offering his services to science. Connor never thought of himself as a hero. He was but an ordinary man, governed at times by whims not entirely logical.


  He was really enjoying this wild descent with relish at the prospect of unknown dangers which is part of every man’s makeup. The observation sphere was like a huge drop of glistening crystal-pure water, the tiny figures of the men seated at chairs in its center.


  Through the transparent walls, gleaming crimson from the illumination below, Connor saw the swirling clouds leap up.


  Then they were immersed in the blinding illumination of glowing mists outside, Connor, who was controlling the observation sphere at the desk, slowed it up considerably.


  Professor Bablon, his lean hand nervously grasping the control desk, was staring expectantly downward.


  Moments passed quickly in silence.


  Presently the mists began to thin and break, Connor caught glimpses of a steamy waterlogged terrain far below, with soggy strips of moldy-looking earth rising up here and there.


  He noticed that the metal objects within the sphere were glowing with a queer radiant phosphorescence that had grown with the moments spent within the red mists.


  In another minute they had broken from the mists and hung suspended in a broad expanse for which the clouds formed a ceiling. A pinkish glow yet adhered to all metal objects in the sphere—Bablon’s pencil, the buttons on Connor’s service coat, the cable which swung down to support them—as if to remind them of the glowing mists they had just penetrated.


  A bloated, flooded country lay spread below, flat and labyrinthed with waterways and lagoons. Far on the horizon a single erect column of crimson light appeared to drive straight up into the ceiling of clouds from a main lake body, emanating from some unknown source below, as light shoots solidly from a camera lens.


  A blinding pillar of fire, it diffused its light throughout the ceiling vapors and reflected it in turn upon the shining waterways of the bloated boggy country, which reared its stagnated surface for the eager eyes of the earthmen.


  Huge bunches of moldy substances loomed upward in close clumps from the splotches of earth below. They assumed the proportions of great plant growths as the observation sphere descended. Mold, which is really a bacteria plant, was enlarged to immense proportions upon this stagnated portion of the great continent, shut away from natural sunlight.


  Gray and bluish growths, bearing large glistening fruit-spores, thrust upward, their knobby leafless branches covered by parasites and other molds


  Many types of inert plant bacteria were also represented, some of them to brilliant bloom of weird colors.


  Many were large and knobby, flaunting silken sprays from their crests. Others arose in spiked array, much like piked soldiery; and through the dumps of vegetation parasite vines dambered and twined, much as live things do.


  The sphere, under Lieutenant Connor’s manipulation, came to rest above one of the waterways, bordered by gigantic flowers of crimson hue whose great corollas spread out to float on the slow turgid currents.


  “Good Lord, Connor,” cried Professor Bablon. “Look at that!”


  He was pointing to a large green tetrahedron, scaly and gleaming, which had risen from the water, supported on a slender tapering beam of the same dully sdntillating color. It ascended straight upward for a distance of several feet, then came to a motionless halt. The upper point of the tetrahedron split slowly, and the sections spread back like the corolla of a flower in bloom, revealing thin snake-tongue petals radiating from the center.


  A huge insect, its body as large as that of a small dog, with a gossamer wingspread of twelve feet, fluttered by the sphere. Its thorax was bony and segmented. A long proboscis projected down from its beady head. After circling the observation sphere curiously k fluttered down over the newly bloomed tetrahedron and inserted its proboscis.


  In an instant, the tetrahedron closed again, snapping down over the insect. Two huge sluggish eyes opened on a knobby portion of the neck behind the triangular head. The insect fluttered vainly and with no little strength. In the struggle a great padded frog-like body appeared above the surface under the writhing tetrahedron’s thin neck. Gleaming webbed claws threshed furiously, tearing upward at the insect as it hugged it close to the water.


  “What a horrible creature!” gasped Connor.


  “But a clever subterfuge, to imitate a flower,” returned Bablon. Meanwhile the observation sphere was floating gently away from the scene toward the distant horizon, where the Winding crimson pillar of light jutted into the heavens. “There’s another tetrahedron, and another. The marshes are teeming with them.”


  Connor peered downward and discerned many beautiful corollas standing with deceptive beauty at the edges of the waterways, while down the central current many of the living tetrahedrons floated with the stream, a ready trap for unwary insects.


  


CHAPTER II


  The Tetrahedron Creatures


  Bablon was enthused by the scientific opportunity of discovering an unknown land. “It’s great! Great!” he breathed.


  He took the pencil from his pocket and began to take notes. Then he stared.


  The metal pencil had crumpled to a fine corroded ash in his fingers and from the ash emanated a soft crimson glow. Sudden wild suspicion flitted through his brain.


  He rushed about the sphere, seizing metal objects. The buttons on Connor’s coat, the metalwork of the camera, the metal portions of dials on the control desk, all crumpled to ash as he pressed upon them. Wildly, he picked up the viso-phone and snapped the contact. It was dead.


  “Good heavens, Connor!” he shouted, wiping beads of sweat from his brow. “That unknown ray! It oxidizes metal almost instantly. The wiring of the viso-phone has suffered along with the rest.”


  Connor sprang to his feet. As he did so he brushed against one of the metal tanks which lined the walls. With a soft explosion, it fell asunder and loosed a fresh abundance of pure oxygen. Connor stiffened, frozen with fear.


  “Bablon!” he cried. “Bablon! The cable!”


  “Ascend!” shouted Bablon even as Connor leaped to the controls.


  For a moment there was no response. Then the sphere shuddered in every fiber, lurched and fell. The cable had parted. The sphere plummeted down in slow rotation; Connor had a sensation of swift acceleration. Then it landed with a jar which threw both Connor and Bablon upon the bottom of the sphere, while the crimson world without was momentarily veiled by a splash of water which surged up on all sides.


  For a moment, they lay prone and breathless while the sphere bobbed like a cork on the ruffled waters. Connor, who was none the worse except that the breath had been knocked out of his lungs, crawled over and helped Bablon to a sitting position. Bablon opened his eyes. At that moment, a huge tetrahedron head appeared in the waters below, close to the transparent bottom of the sphere, its sluggish eyes surveying the terrestrials with evident surprise.


  Bablon gasped and it was several moments before he opened his eyes again. When he did it was to see that several others of the tetrahedron creatures were floating about, their huge wicked eyes fixed hungrily upon the earth-creatures who bobbed within the strange transparent cork so precipitately cast into their waters. It was evident that they were debating whether this was a stray bit of debris or something animate and therefore worthy of capturing.


  Connor felt a strange sensation of plumbing dizzy depths as he stared into the knobby eyes below the slimy green tetrahedron mouth structures. It was almost as if sentient intelligence lay there. He gazed at them with a fit of unreasonable fright.


  He wondered how long it would be before Captain Dane discovered that a useless cable dangled from the Trisonia. What would he do when he did? Perhaps he would become so affrighted at the ashy transformation of the cable that there would be no attempt at rescue. Perhaps they would be left forever in this moldy country beneath the crimson clouds.


  At this moment Connor’s attention was again attracted to the tetrahedron creatures gathered in the water about. They hovered close together and he had a conviction that they were conversing in some manner of their own. From tiny holes beneath the sluggish eyes minute streams of air bubbles were spewing forth, for all the world as if the creatures were discussing the strange advent of this unusual bottled-up thing in their midst.


  Presently they placed their great tetrahedron heads against the sphere and with a concerted movement bore it along with the current.


  Professor Bablon had by this time recovered from the shock of the fall and was dabbing a bloody wound on his forehead with his handkerchief. Connor expected the scientist to show signs of. intense fright or regret at having placed them in this predicament. He was intensely relieved to find that Bablon did neither but was apparently accepting their situation for what it was.


  The air had become stale m the sphere and Bablon busied himself opening valves in the side, too high up for the water to enter. Then they discussed their predicament. They realized their present helplessness and decided it was wisest to wait for a later opportunity of escape from the sphere.


  They were now being borne swiftly down a waterway. The narrow winding shores slid behind, a never-ending vista of huge moldy growths, of glittering and gaudy insects and multitudinous flowers. Swarming fish life teemed in the waters. It was clearly evident that this world was lush with life.


  With a steadiness of purpose which told of a predetermined destination, the sphere was being pushed toward the great beam of crimson light that shot up from this land of unaccountable wonders, to be distorted and diffused in the ceiling of clouds which hung constantly overhead.


  The temperature was torpid, the humidity high. Vapors rose from the surface of the waterways and low strips of fog hung about the jungles of overgrown mold. Overhead the crimson clouds heaved and tumbled uncertainly. Bablon ventured that the climatic conditions were tropical and electrical storms probably frequent. As if to support his words there was a distant rumble of thunder, audible even in the space-sphere. It appeared to be raining on the horizon.


  “Bad,” said Bablon, shaking his head. “The Trisonia, even if it could escape the metal-crumbling property of the ray, would find it difficult to venture down through such a fierce electrical storm.”


  Meanwhile, the sphere was guided into a great open waterfront. Hundreds of tetrahedrons lay about and turned curious eyes upon the newcomers. Much in the fashion of curious people they swarmed about the sphere, which was being drawn toward a large irregular island.


  Upon it lay thousands of the tetrahedrons, which immediately reared their great triangular heads upon long stemlike necks from their toad-like bodies. Their sluggish eyes were cocked speculatively upon the visitors.


  Then the terrestrials gasped in astonishment. Long regular arrays of huts lay upon the island, huts formed of knobby stone structure which looked like lava. They were dwellings. The tertrahedrons were craning their necks from the door apertures and swarming out in very mundane fashion to sight the newcomers. There was a curious humming, an indistinguishable murmur of many sound organs, as if they excitedly discussed the prisoners.


  The sphere was borne up a canal through the center of the village. Connor looked with dumbfounded eyes upon the thousands of huts which lay on either side. Waterways intersected at regular well-placed intervals, aqueous streets crowded with dwelling-places of the tetrahedron creatures. It was a gigantic metropolis of unaccountable intelligent beings. In the near distance, the crimson beam shot up into the sky, a pillar of light and an object of insatiable curiosity for the terrestrials.


  At last, a great structure, centering the tetrahedron metropolis, loomed huge and rough, a black craggy mass approached by a waterway leading into an arching tunnel, The sphere was pushed and jostled beneath this arch and through various branches of the waterway beneath the great building. A vague diffused light danced on the walls of the cavernous dwelling, reflected from the gleaming crystal-pure waters of the waterway.


  Suddenly, they found themselves being propelled down a long canal leading across a great chamber which resembled an amphitheatre, already rapidly filling with the tetrahedrons. On a central dais, surrounded by waterlanes, was a group of imposing creatures with gigantic swollen heads twice the size of those propelling the sphere.


  One, more gigantic than the others, sat in pompous state, evidently considered a leader or king. It was before him that the sphere was brought, coming to rest upon a flight of crude stone steps leading up out of the water to his seated pedestal.


  It was at once evident that a lengthy discussion was in progress among the tetrahedron creatures. Connor noticed that Bablon was staring intently into the great sluggish eyes of the king. Suddenly he turned toward Connor with an exclamation.


  “Telepathy!” he exclaimed. “Connor, he’s speaking to us!”


  Connor concentrated upon the yellow orb of the great creature and vague unformed thoughts twisted within his mind. He dimly became aware of words forming in his brain as clearly as if someone had spoken them.


  “Who are you?” came the startling question. “Whence do you come?”


  Bablon turned to Connor and spoke swiftly. “Let me talk to him,” he directed. “I’ve detected something. He is of a superstitious race and doubtful yet whether we are gods or something edible and attractive to their palates.”


  He turned to the king. “We are from beyond and above,” he said enigmatically, gesturing vaguely upward. “From the land above the great mists.”


  “You look very much like the Grach-people,” was the startling rejoinder.


  “Who are the Grach-people?” queried Bablon.


  “The people of the Ray—children of the color,” returned the king. “I am Tharg, king of the Tatrons, and oft have I stolen up the river warmth into the island of the ray and seen the Grach-people who dwell by the boiling lake of the Ray. But never have I encountered or seen such as you.”


  


CHAPTER III


  The Mystery of the Ray


  “We live on a land in the red mists,” cried Bablon, thinking it wise to aid any superstitious belief they might have concerning themselves.


  “Are you then the spirits of the dead Grach-people?” queried Tharg, extending his great tetrahedron forward on his neck and blinking his huge eyes in interest


  It had become evident to Bablon that the tetrahedron people were separated by some religious or superstitious gulf from the people who dwelt on the island within the Ray, if there were such people. So he denied that he was a ghost of the Grach-people.


  “No!” he said emphatically. “We are the spirits of your people—of the Tatrons.” Tharg recoiled. There was an angry buzzing murmur of conversation between the tetrahedrons, audible through the open air valves. Finally Tharg turned.


  “That is a lie!” he cried angrily. “You are the spirits of the Grach and you made a mistake and did not descend into the Ray. Our spirits do not ascend to the mists. They dwell in the boiling underground water caverns, deep in the core of this world.” Professor Bablon saw that he had fumbled and sought to rectify his error.


  “We have not told the whole truth. We have come from far above the mists—from another world!”


  “Liar! Base liar!” snapped Tharg. “There is nothing above the mists. And some of our people saw you fall from the mistland into the water.”


  Bablon subsided into silence, looking at Connor and shrugging. “Well,” he said. “I guess that settles our being gods.”


  “What’s the difference?” said Connor. “We’d probably have to fight our way out of here anyway. And we’re weaponless. This crowd doesn’t look like a picnic gathering.”


  Bablon agreed. The thousands of tetrahedrons swarming the amphitheater were working themselves into a state of vicious anger if their attitudes portrayed their inner feelings. An irate murmur arose, Tharg consulted with his fellow tetrahedrons. Finally he turned on the terrestrials with the mien of a judge at last arrived at his decree.


  “You are gods of the Grach-people,” he announced bluntly as if that score at last were settled. “We do not wish to anger you nor do we wish you among our peaceful people.


  “So at the next dance of the Ray, when the gods in the mists above roar and throw darts of fire at one another and the Grach-people gather on the island for the spirit dance, we shall set you among them and see whether you are their spirit-gods or not.” Bablon became very curious at this decision and asked many questions concerning the Grach-people, Children of the Ray, but Tharg was contemptuous in his belief that Bablon was trying to pull wool over his eyes.


  “Take them away,” ordered Tharg to the attendants in the stream. “Keep them under guard till the gods of the mistland roar out the time for the Dance of the Ray-children.”


  “Just a moment,” cried Bablon. Then be sought to communicate to Tharg a need for food and water. To his surprise, Tharg acquiesced readily and assured him they would be fed.


  Then the sphere was pushed back down the waterway through mobs of splashing tetrahedrons. Some of them opened corolla-like mouths to snap at the glassite surface but the guards shoved these back roughly. From the main audience chamber they were moved up waterways which intersected like so many corridors, to a dark canal ending in a low-arched doorway.


  Beneath this arch they were led into a cell-like room, barely illuminated by the phosphorescent quality of the water. Their sphere was pushed upon a dry rock shelf at the rear of the chamber.


  Three of the tetrahedrons stationed themselves in the water below the archway as guards. The others hurried off, presently to return bearing a quantity of vegetable substance in their huge mouths. This they deposited upon the rocky shelving beside the sphere and left.


  “What in the name of mud—” began Connor.


  “Food,” cried Bablon. “It’s the food we were promised.”


  After discussing the advisability of leaving the sphere’s protection Connor decided to chance it. Opening the sliding door he dashed out. For the first time he noticed the heavy gravity of Jupiter tugging at his muscles.


  Heretofore he had been supported wholly or partially by the sphere’s walls. Now he staggered beneath the great weight. Seizing an armload of the weedy substance he clambered clumsily back and slammed the door tight, much to the obvious astonishment of the guarding tetrahedrons.


  They found the queer substance edible and palatable, though unfragrant. One of the tetrahedron creatures who had brought the vegetable matter presently hurried back. He opened his large flowerlike mouth and deposited several gleaming water-fish by the sphere, grotesque and obviously dead—a spectacle wholly unappetizing to the terrestrials. Bablon sought to converse with the tetrahedron mentally


  “You are a Tatron,” he began.


  The sluggish eyes turned to Bablon. “Of a surety.”


  “Then you know something of the bland within the ray—of the Children of the Ray. What is the Ray? Whence does it emanate?”


  The tetrahedron evidenced immense surprise at these questions, but at length reluctantly replied.


  “The Ray is the eye of Tara,” he said. “Tatra, god of creation and source of energy The Children of the Ray are slaves to him. They live from their offerings to the al mighty Tatra, feeding from the scalded bodies which wash up from the waters of the ray.”


  “Scavengers!” cried Professor Bablon.


  The Tatron hesitated. It was evident that he did not wholly comprehend the meaning of the term. He appeared to be displeased, then disregarded it.


  “We, the Tatrons, are the true people—Tatra’s people. Many generations ago our ancestors came from the Ray, Our seed is generated from the ray. Eventually, when we are old and helpless, we shall return to the Ray. Our bodies shall be cast up from the burning water but our spirits will never arise.


  “They will descend forever downward to the everlasting happiness of Tatra’s kingdom beneath the ground. And our bodies will wash up on the shores of the burning lake on the island to be devoured by the slavish Children of the Ray.”


  This oration had been delivered stentoriously and with much inner feeling but Bablon didn’t get much out of it. He looked at Connor and shook his head.


  “Beyond me,” he said. The terrestrials were made to understand that the Ray was the whole source of the Tatron’s theory of existence. Energy and creation came from the Ray. Bablon asked with some curiosity why the Tatrons were afraid of the Ray if it was their essence of creation and existence.


  At this a series of frightened awed thoughts came jumbling from the tetrahedron’s mind. It was plain that he was afraid of the Ray, yet revered it. He feared the Children of the Ray because they were inviolate as slaves of his god.


  “The Ray is the beginning and the end,” be said at length. “Yet we who are the real people love our life. We would not have the ending bordering swiftly on the skirts of the beginning. We love life. Therefore, the Ray, which is ever-changing, is not for us till the end. Tharg is beginning to lose fear. Soon he will go again into the Ray, never to return, and another will take his place.”


  “Go into the Ray!” ejaculated Bablon, not comprehending the vague reasoning. “But he fears it!”


  “All fear it,” returned the tetrahedron. “Yet all must go back, back to the beginning. And Tharg will soon go back to the Ray, which is the beginning and the end together.”


  “But look here,” cried Connor suddenly. “What of these Grach-people? Will they welcome us into their dance, this Dance of the Ray?”


  “Welcome you! exclaimed the tetrahedron. “Welcome you, who have deserted! Welcome the spirits who are neither the beginning nor the end! No—they will drive you back, exorcise you into the lands of mists above.”


  The tetrahedron left them in a maze. Bablon tried to form some idea of the crude religion of the Tatrons upon the basis from which all superstitions originate. In some respects they were identical. The eternal circle of life was obvious, yet the emphasizing of the difference between the beginning and the end, with the interim cycle between, was confusing.


  Only one point was evident. A race, somewhat similar to themselves, lived on an island in the center of the territory from which the Ray shot upward. During a religious dance in which the Tatrons worshiped their God of Creation, Tatra, the sphere would be pushed into their midst so that they, if they were indeed spirits of the Children of the Ray, could be exorcised back to the spirit-land in the mists above.


  “This Ray itself,” said Connor. “What do you make of it?”


  Bablon shook his head.


  “I don’t know,” he said frankly. “The red spot of Jupiter has always emanated a ray which could not be defined through a spectroscope. This ray evidently has the peculiar property of rapidly oxidizing metals. It is perhaps for this reason that the country is so moldy and vegetative, all the metal ores having oxidized.


  “Yet the source of the Ray is something I cannot understand. I think it must be some chemical accident in the body of Jupiter itself which emanates these rays—rays which for some peculiar reason are invisible until they strike the waters of this curious red spot region.


  “Perhaps the frequency is altered by liquids, changing to visible light. Pd give half of my life to return to earth with a knowledge of this Ray, even to communicate with earth. But it seems impossible, even if we could determine its source.”


  


CHAPTER IV


  Horrors of the Red Spot


  Bablon sat back against the wall in a mood. Connor, who realized that hopes of their ever returning to earth were slim, hesitated about raising his spirits with false hopes. Connor rarely dwelt on hopes, preferred rather to accept life as it came with as good grace as possible and wait for opportune chances. Nevertheless his thoughts returned gloomily to his wife, far away on the earth, whom he would probably never see again.


  Captain Dane would of course eventually find the charred cable, whose severed end marked the erstwhile presence of the observation sphere. From the simple deduction that the red ray had caused the disintegration of the metal he would never venture the Trisonia down in an attempt at rescue.


  Connor rather hoped that Dane wouldn’t be so foolhardy. If the great space-ship blundered down through the clouds to find suddenly that her metal parts had crumbled to nothingness, a catastrophic wreck could not be averted. Her entire body of passengers would be marooned hopelessly and indefinitely in this crimson-hued, cloud-ceiled country under the red spot of Jupiter.


  Time passed with aching slowness. The terrestrials feared to venture from their sphere. It was only with the utmost caution that they slipped from its protection for the food brought regularly by the tetrahedron creatures or to kneel at the water’s edge to slake their thirst.


  The tetrahedron brought food three times, Twice Bablon sought to gain more information from the creature but his replies were so vague as to be enigmatic. After what might have been a day or several days, measured by earth chronology, a surge of tetrahedrons entered the cell-like chamber.


  Once more the sphere was shoved down into the water and through the devious corridors leading from the main dwelling to the streets of the tetrahedron city, A vast conclave had gathered in the streets, eagerly awaiting the appearance of the captives.


  Overhead the sky was lowering and down-cast. A suggestion of impending electrical storm hung omnipresent in the frowning clouds which tumbled uneasily about, a turmoil illuminated by the crimson pillar of light in the near horizon.


  The sphere was pushed through the crowded streets of the city and down a waterway which left the city behind. Yet the Tatrons surged about and came after it in a teeming threshing herd. It was evident that excitement was promised.


  The terrestrials sensed that it had to do with their predicament. They looked forward apprehensively to the coming ordeal in which they would meet the Children of the Ray in the unpromising role of wayward spirits ventured from the mist-country above.


  Vague streaks of lightning appeared in the clouds above, giving a weird flickering illumination to the struggling mass of tetrahedrons. Connor searched the clouds, faintly hoping to see the broad bulk of the Trisonia jutting down. Yet he hoped more strongly that Captain Dane had taken warning from the charred cable which had been drawn back overhead.


  After winding down a devious waterway from the meropolis the sphere was pushed out again upon the inland sea. It seemed phosphorescent, alive and glowing with deep inner light. Far out in its center rose the crimson pillar of fiery red at whose base jutted a rocky island of great black crags. It seemed almost as if the island were the maw of some leviathan monster of the deep, rearing its snout to spout fire up into the heavens.


  With the entire population of the tetrahedron city swimming in its wake the sphere forward. The island loomed larger and rockier as the distance decreased. Despite the protection of the sphere the terrestrials were awed by the weird spectacle of the fiery ray of light shooting up into the cloud ceiling, of the weird creatures in their wake. They noted with growing alarm that the interior of the sphere was becoming hot and stifling.


  “The water is almost boiling!” cried Professor Bablon in alarm. “I thought so. There’s every indication of hot chemical springs on that island.”


  As the sphere increased in warmth their excitement heightened. If they were forced to leave its protection they would be helpless against these creatures, to say nothing of the unknown Grach-people who lay ahead of them.


  “I’m cookin’ !” cried Lieutenant Connor, drawing his feet up from the floor and perching them on the edge of his seat. Professor Bablon did likewise. He wiped the beads of perspiration from his features and stared ahead. Rough serrated cliff walls of blue flinty rock walled in the island.


  The sphere was shoved along the base of the precipitous wall to a great canyon opening into the interior. A broad murky river flowed down from the canyon, scabby with bubble-scum and steaming with heat. It disappeared around a turn of the lofty black canyon walls ahead. Without hesitation the tetrahedrons pushed the sphere up the great turgid river.


  Lieutenant Connor was sweating bucketfuls. Heat was reddening his skin and cooking his flesh. He thought he could not stand it another instant. An eternity of time seemed to pass as they were shoved up that great steaming river, filthy with scum and emanating intense heat.


  “The things must be immune to heat, professor!” he gasped, stripping off his shirt and jerking open the air valve which let the atmosphere circulate rapidly into the sphere.


  “Not quite!” wheezed Bablon. “They’re squirming. I imagine it must be a religion duty for them to endure the heat. This is their island of the gods, remember.”


  It was true. Even the tetrahedrons were squirming and writhing with silent pain. Their mecca was ahead of them. Overhead shot the great red-hot ray. They clung in masses to the canyon walls to absorb some of their cooling temperature. But they bore it without murmur.


  After an interminable period in which Lieutenant Connor seemed to be cooked to a rare turn, the precipitous walls on either side of the river suddenly fell away. They could see a gap ahead through which the crimson pillar was visible, blinding in its intensity.


  The canyon walls then fell away to rocky shelves upon either side of the river and they could see a central lake within the pillar of light, a lake which was bubbling and boiling, sending great splashes of steam high into the air. The sphere was being shoved close to a ledge at one side of the river’s mouth.


  “Man!” cried Connor in agony. “I can’t stand this any longer. When the sphere grounds let’s open the door and jump. Maybe we can outrun these creatures.”


  Professor Bablon nodded mutely. Huge drops of sweat were blinding him and he was gasping weakly for breath. They couldn’t stand it much longer.


  As the tetrahedrons pushed the sphere upon the shelf Connor leaped upon the painfully hot floor. It burned even through his shoes as he seized the door handle, which burned his hand terribly. But he threw it open. Then he leaped, landing upon the ledge, which was littered with bleached bones and shells. A moment later Professor Bablon was at his side, staggering under the tremendous gravity of Jupiter.


  The pillar of fire which rose before their eyes was blinding. Behind them the tetrahedrons were crawling weakly upon the beach and the two earth-men ran, staggering down the long expanse that sloped up to a great natural rampway to scale the precipitous heights of the perpendicular lake-walls.


  Far overhead they heard the distant rumble of thunder. Jagged lightning flickered, changing the hue of the pillar of light, it was obvious that a tremendous upheaval at nature was gathering.


  “I’m done!” cried Professor Bablon, stumbling but catching himself. He stopped, wheezing for breath. Lieutenant Connor cast a backward glance. The tetrahedrons, their huge triangular heads upheld by long stem-like necks, were crawling in a slow living surge after them, the padded feet of their toadlike bodies urging them forward with all possible haste.


  “Not yet!” cried Connor. “They can’t catch us! Come on.” He grabbed the shoulders of the elderly man and, half-supporting him, staggered up the great rampway which appeared to be the only way of retreat from the tetrahedrons.


  


CHAPTER V


  Rescue from Above


  Behind them, with painfully slow patience, crawled the tetrahedrons, their sluggish eyes fixed upon the fugitives. Connor’s chest was a mass of aching nerves. His eyes were smarting and blurred. Yet he staggered on with Bablon for what seemed an eternity, weighed down by the great gravity.


  The slope went up and around, the perpendicular lake-wall dropping at one side into the blinding light-pillar, then ascending to the knoll which lifted its great head against the pillar of illumination. Connor thought they had breasted the heights but as they staggered over the knoll he let out an ejaculation of dismay.


  Before them was the highest elevation of the island. Beyond rose a series of gray rocky mounds, which dropped toward the outer island shores. A great rocky shelf jutted out over the pillar of light, which shot up from below.


  And upon the heights of this jutting shelf were countless leaping gyrating figures, strangely anthropomorphic, yet possessed of insect-like bodies segmented and with gleaming black crustaceous coverings. This was the Grach-people. They were absorbed in a mad whirling dance and did not seem to have noticed the terrestrials in their frenzy.


  Connor cast about quickly for a hiding place, since they were spent. He led the choking scientist over into a crumbled crevice, which split across an upthrust ridge of rock. He fell into the dark opening and hissed for his companion to be silent.


  For long they lay there in hiding, panting horribly. It seemed to them, that they could not have escaped being seen but as yet there was no pursuit.


  “We can’t stay here!” cried Connor. “Those tetrahedrons—they’ll find us sooner or later. We’ll have to make a break for it.”


  Bablon merely gasped in mournful acquiescence. There appeared to be no escape. Even were they to elude these creatures by some fortuity, there was the heated lake to cross again. It seemed hopeless. Connor peeped over the edge of the crevice. Bablon followed his example. Beyond the dark ledge with its gyrating figures rose the mysterious pillar of light.


  “Look here, man!” gasped Professor Bablon in sudden astonishment. “I’ve got it—the explanation of the ray! Why, it’s simple. Jupiter’s interior is as yet molten—do you see?


  “This lake must descend to the hot core. There’s some gigantic chemical action taking place down there, generating molten heat and giving off light. This upper water merely acts as a lens for the light emanating from the molten core of the planet.”


  It sounded plausible. Chemical springs are common on earth but not of such huge proportions. The molten interior cast up an intense ray, which penetrated the waters and rose into the air. Inasmuch as the steam of the chemical springs constantly generated huge mantling clouds overhead, the ray was diffused into a huge reddish splotch of clouds. From the earth it had been an anomaly. Yet its explanation was simple.


  The strange property of swiftly oxidizing metals must have been caused by some unknown chemical reaction in the core of Jupiter itself.


  As the terrestrials watched, the first of the tetrahedrons reached the shelf. The leaping Grach-people sighted them and opened a way. A fanatical frenzy seemed to possess the tetrahedrons. They threw themselves prone before the Children of the Ray and the older ones detached themselves from the mass and crawled over to peer down into the bubbling cauldron of the huge mineral spring.


  Some of them appeared blinded by the intensity of the light and fell sprawling over the brink; of the precipice. Others hurled themselves over deliberately.


  “A fanatical religious sacrifice!” said Professor Bablon. “Savages all the world and planet systems over feel similar urges. Upon primordial earth death-sacrifices were common.


  “Apparently, the tetrahedrons, like the early earth-people, consider heat, which is an inexplicable phenomena to them, as being the origin of life. Primitive races of the earth have the same idea incorporated in their Sun-worship.”


  “But the Grach-people!” cried Connor. “They seem dull and unintelligent. What possible connection can they have with the religion of Tatra?”


  “I can think of none,” said Professor Bablon, “except that they are insectivorous. Perhaps they wait for the dead cooked bodies of the tetrahedrons to be washed up on the shores so that they can eat them. Perhaps they too worship heat blindly.”


  Bablon’s face became frozen with horror. From directly behind them, a huge tetrahedron-shaped head had arisen upon a slim neck. The great rose-petal lips peeled back and it jabbed downward. Bablon screamed, warding off the blow with a futile gesture of his elbow. The Tatron had crept upon them unawares.


  Luckily, the tetrahedron miscalculated his strike and vented his fury upon a jut of the rocky crevice, merely tearing the sleeve from Bablon’s arm and leaving a bloody scratch. Connor whirled, struck once at a great sluggish eye which blinked painfully under the blow. Then the two terrestrials scrambled out of the crevice.


  A glance about sufficed to fill them with horror. The tetrahedrons had adopted a wide moon-shaped formation which was sweeping up to the ledge. Escape was impossible. A lining stream of sluggish malevolence, they came on slowly, forcing the terrestrials to retreat from their crevice down toward the dancing Grach-people.


  The insect-like things, standing on segmented legs, seemed affrighted at the approach of the terrestrials and retreated before them. They appeared to have little intelligence, and were probably greatly overrated by the superstitious tetrahedrons.


  Advancing ahead of the tetrahedrons was a huge figure which the terrestrials recognized. It was Tharg, their king.


  “Hemmed in!” gasped Bablon. “We can’t escape now!”


  The sluggish eyes of Tharg fixed upon him intently. Connor became aware that it was speaking telepathically.


  “The Grach-people refuse to know you!” cried Tharg.


  “Yes,” fended Professor Bablon desperately. “We are not of the spirit-people of the Grach.”


  Tharg appeared to absorb this. “But neither are you the spirit people of the Tatrons who dwell in the living fires beneath the earth. Therefore you must die in the name of Tatra, God of Heat and Creation, the beginning and the end. It is the same. You must descend to him.”


  “You mean down into that?” cried Bablon.


  For answer the king advanced menacingly. His minions followed closely.


  “We’ve got to make a fight!” cried Connor. “Attract his attention. I’m going to make a dash for him. We’ll take him with us anyhow.”


  Professor Bablon nodded. His hand was trembling but he too knew how to die. From far overhead came the distant rumbling of thunder. Vivid lightning jags preceded the impending storm. It was a fitting scene for violent sacrifice.


  Suddenly a burst of swift staccato reports cracked and popped from the upper air. The Tatrons paused and their great eyes stared upward. Then they winced in supernatural awe. Tharg too had hesitated. He cowered back in fear.


  Connor looked up. The end of a dangling line was swinging high in the air, close to the pillar of light. Majestically it swept across the sky, a streamer of tiny sparks flashing toward the pillar of light in its trail.


  “The Trisonia!” shouted Professor Bablon in astonishment. “They’re dangling a rope through the cloud barrier!”


  Connor stared. The great line had come slowly about and was swinging across and toward them. Somewhere above Captain Dane was fishing at random for the terrestrials he dared not descend to rescue.


  “Catch the rope!” yelled Connor. “Grab it!”


  He sprang forward. Tharg also leaped, opening his great head in a lightning jab for Connor. But Professor Bablon had stiffened, seemed to go suddenly mad.


  “Connor!” he shouted. “Drop, you fool! Can’t you see? Those clouds above are about to break—they’re loaded with static electricity and this point on the island is loaded with an opposite charge. That line will short-circuit millions of volts! Connor!”


  Professor Bablon flung his body forward and grasped the lieutenant in his arms, tripping him. They fell in a writhing heap. Tharg was staring at the dangling thing reaching down from the sky. Into his brain came the thought that indeed these creatures were spirit-people of the Grach and that their own kind were rescuing them.


  Connor fell blindly, cursing. Professor Bablon’s long arms held him down. He felt that they were lost, that Tharg and his hideous subjects would fall upon them and mangle them to death.


  Then a blinding flash of white heat rent the air—followed by a tremendous detonation. Connor was blinded but his eyes had caught an instantaneous picture of a great lightning flash leaping down the dangling line. Tremendous static electricity raced down to the highest point of contact, which happened to be King Tharg. Following the titanic rumble of thunder the storm broke.


  Connor was stunned. His ears rang. His eyes ached. Yet he recalled that he must get up, that the hordes of Tatrons would soon be surging over them. Water was pouring over his body in streams, heating his face in great continuous drops.


  He loosed the strangely limp arms of the scientist and struggled to his feet, At last he could see dimly, a white unnatural vision which gradually became normal as his eyes readjusted themselves.


  At his feet lay Professor Bablon, stunned, beaten by the rain pouring viciously down. He saw a charred scorched thing some distance away which had been King Tharg a few moments before. Or had it been years? Where were the Tatrons?


  Dimly he saw them through the driving rain, a struggling mass of superstition-crazed creatures fighting their way down the slope. The pillar of fire was dimmed and hazy through the driving storm. The bolt from heaven, which had struck down the king in their midst, had been too much for them. The Grach-people had vanished also.


  He recoiled—then suddenly recognized the charred silken rope, down which a few moments before a tremendous voltage of static electricity had raced from the clouds. It was creeping by and he seized it. A moment later he was jerked viciously over the ground.


  He would not let go. He was down, dragging, holding on desperately. Then the rope paused. He reached up and jerked violently several times in succession. There was an answering tug. He hoped wildly that it was from those above.


  The rope remained quiescent. He swung it over near the limp body of Bablon, tied a bowline under the scientists armpits. There was a faint pulse in the old savant’s body. The length of rope he had left beyond the bowline he made fast about his own shoulders. Then he reached up and gave three titanic tugs.


  For a moment there was no answer. Then, with a surge, Bablon’s body left the ground behind the taut rope. An instant later Connor was jerked from his feet and the dim outlines of the ground faded beneath him, He was being pulled upward.


  At last he saw a great bulk just above, from which a great port opened. Men—grotesque in space-suits—were waiting in the airlock, were reaching down for them.


  Connor lost consciousness.


  When he awoke he was lying upon a cooling bed and men were speaking above him. He opened his eyes to see the uniformed figure of Captain Dane hovering over him, two white-clad physicians in the background. Connor grinned painfully. Captain Dane gripped his hand wordlessly.


  “How’s the professor?” asked Connor.


  “All right,” returned Captain Dane. “But it’s the last time I’ll ever let anyone out on a trip like that. When we saw what had happened to the cable we dared not venture down there. All we could do was to drag a non-metal rope through the clouds in the scant hope that you were alive down there somewhere. We’ve been dredging blindly ever since we wound up that charred cable.”


  Connor felt a knot in his throat at the devotion of the old captain for his subordinates. There was nothing he could find to say. His eyes blurred with grateful tears and he started to speak but uttered only inarticulate words.


  “I understand,” said Captain Dane. “Don’t try!” He hurried from the room.


  A DAY ON DEATH HIGHWAY


  H. Chandler Elliott


  I


  Sept 11, 1987


  (Earth time)


  “I want a record of this to go with the stereos I took. I’ve been in history! So I’ve snake-hipped the dicto-type for “homework.”


  “I’ll get off the mark at this lawyer’s office. I was there to get shown my Pop was a dust-eater. Wotta laff! I was right up in the front seat with him, bucking this frame-up. He’s so get-off-the-road, and he wasn’t letting this old shyster pass him. He said nonchalant, “Look, Mr. Craik. I’m retaining you to fight this biased, vindictive judgment, not lecture me on it, to protect my rights.”


  Craik mugged: “That assumes you’ve left me some rights to protect, Mr. Blaire. You haven’t. You are permanently debarred from operation of any power vehicle. I can do nothing further for you.”


  “Appeal! Fix it! I can pay.” And he sure can.


  The old moke tightened his mouth: “I infer you made the money by methods to match your driving record, not by grasp of essentials. Ml try again. This biased, vindictive judgment was handed down by the highest court your case can reach. Can you grasp that?”


  Pop came right back like the great sportsfan he is, “Well, we can contest those two-bit charges I hadn’t time to fight when they were made. I know they can’t debar me finally on uncontested stuff.”


  The old guy looped down his eyelids: “If you’d ever bothered to appear in court yourself, or even read the transcripts, you would also know that all charges have been contested. Apparently you’ve been so cotton-wooled by insurance and connections and smart lawyers, you think you can brush off even child-murder.”


  Pop bounced up, ready to ditch the moke: “Why, you . . .!”


  “Your failure was no thanks to you. Would you have to kill children in actual fact to sober you? The community is not minded to let you try the experiment. This isn’t 1975, you know.”


  The two-timing old right-laner! I’d been told to keep my muffler cut, but there’s times when you surge or burst. I surged, “And don’t we ever get to score? A bunch of mokes get him in a jam, and a fresh cop calls us Flight of the Stumblebum—because we have a yellow ’n’ black zoom. Does my Pop have to take that gravel?”


  Craik looked at me like I was a parking ticket. “Well, I suppose a lad should be loyal to his father. Pity it’s not in a better cause. So, yes, my budding Big Shot, he does. On triple probation, he drove with such dashing irresponsibility that he sheared off three steel guard-posts and barely missed a group of children. He’ll take what anyone calls him, and thank them it wasn’t worse.” He swung back at Pop. “I took your case to pay off a favor to Sam Hardy. I consider I’ve paid in full. And the case is closed.”


  Pop kept a manly silence. Mom took over: “But, Mr. Craik, how can my husband do business without a car? A Plutomat representative can’t walk up to a prospect’s door like a peddler. This destroys my family’s livelihood.”


  “Your husband should have considered that sooner, Mrs. Blaire.”


  My rad just boiled to hear her having to take the old honk-honk from minions of the law. I’ve never been much on girls because Mom is my ideal, and only my young sister Judy comes in that custom model. And I was just a skinny Teener, helpless to defend the family honor. But I sneaked a squeeze of her hand.


  Pop said grimly, “Then these fanatics have ruined me. I have no place to go in this so-called Free World.”


  Craik shrugged: “Then find a Parallel that will take you, and get Translated, Mr. Blaire. That would solve everybody’s problems.” Obviously he was including his own.


  I perked up. Translation, switch to a parallel time, might be good.


  Pop said, “That costs a fortune.”


  Craik shrugged again: “It might cost less than your dauntless career here. I’ll send my account.” He froze us out like trash.


  This record being for posterity, I better give the true facts, which are already being suppressed. Because I’ve boned up on them.


  So, this LLL pest started in 75, the Golden Age of Go. A bunch called the Regular Guys had gotten the laws modernated—“safe and reasonable speed,” nationwide. They backed Bucky Kooznik, who’d been framed in a speed-trap, and won in Supreme Court. They backed Senator Smurge for Vice President—the prince who got a national speed law laughed into the wreckers by tacking on an amendment to make the limit ninety—and got him in.


  Well, this low-octane third party, the Life and Limb League (Lily-Livered Lunks, we called them), tried to buck the traffic. Their candidate, Bob Green, had had a kid killed and had sort of blown his tires. Well, sure, like Pop says, it’s too bad but we can’t all live in bungalows because kids fall downstairs. Anyway, LLL got a loud boff and lost all its deposits. Only Green kept squawking about how highway deaths jumped from 87,000 in 76, to 116,000 in ’78; and he signed up relatives and friends of “victims,” and soreheads who’d got bunged up and couldn’t be sports about it, and natural-born cranks and scaredy-pants. You wouldn’t think people would vote to get themselves traffic tickets. But in ’78, LLL won seats in Congress, and more in ‘80.


  So we stopped laughing and fought back. We sued a paper for a cartoon of Smurge with his arms around a goony driver and a skeleton, saying, “My Buddies!” And the court ratted on us, and it upheld disgusting photos of crashes and libels that said more than “the car went out of control.” So drivers got nervous and the “toll” climbed on.


  Then, in ’84, Green got in, and showed what a fanatic at the wheel will do. Laws, laws, laws. We said “They can’t arrest everybody.” Oh, no? Fines, confiscations, jail for thousands of respectable people. And a Gestapo of Lily-white drivers’d spot you using the old elbow or boomin’ the amber, and you’d get a stinking card that you’d lost points. Twenty-five points got you a fine and a goo-talk about “mental attitudes.” Blah! What about guts and skill and all that?


  Well, we figured there’d soon be enough people sore to give us a comeback. So LLL claimed they’d saved 30,000 lives in ’85. So what the heck, it wouldn’t have been you anyway. But there aren’t many real fighters like Pop, and the Old Cause was driven to the curb.


  Pop had to drive home real humble because if they caught him now, they’d jail him, him, a free citizen. But he was looking stem and unbowed, like a guerrilla hero in tri-di.


  So presently I said, “Pop, let’s do it!”


  Mom chimed in, “Yes, Gail, if you can’t work here, let’s at least ask about it.” Mom’s real practical under the hood.


  Judy was keen too. At fourteen, in Ye Good Olde Daze, she’d have been a zee already. Now, she’d have to wait two years.


  So Pop got into passing gear. And just a week later he came home with his hat cocked and his heels clicking, and summoned us all to the tridiroom. “Well, keeds,” he said, “they sure picked on the wrong man when they picked on ol’ Buck Blaire. Biggest favor anyone ever did us. It seems there’s a world called Jehu (some crackjaw gibberish in their language) after some old prophet. Anyway, Plutomat’s granted me planetary franchise. Izzat good or is it?


  “And tape this, keeds! That planet’s set up for adults. They’re drivin’ fools, wonderful roads, most powerful zooms anywhere, and, get this, nary a traffic law or a traffic court on the planet.”


  Judy puzzled: “But Daddy, they must have some laws, like which side you drive on . . .”


  Pop’s always indulged Judy. “Well, honey, that’s rules; and anyone with sense knows when rules do and don’t matter. Like if I drive on the left on an empty street, whose business is it? See, Judy, put deadheads off the road, leave things to skill and experience, and you’re safe. Their accident-rate’s just about nil—naturally.”


  “Well, it sounds funny to me. You be careful.” Mom said.


  “You been skull-scrubbed by Triple-L, keed? Your never come out front unless you muscle into openings, like fast. That’s the secret of all big operators—Caesar, Napoleon, Buck Blaire—split-second decisions. We’ve gotta take off in a cloud of clamshells, and we can’t wait for a lecture course. But you can vote on it. Now. All in favor of saying Nay, say Aye. Nobody? Carried! Oh, by the way, old Craik ain’t such a bad old moke after all. He tipped me off on this Jehu place himself the other day.”


  “Huh!” I thought. “I wouldn’t trust that pussy-schnook much.”


  But Pop took off with his rubber scorchin’: Plutomat contract, Translation permit, appointment with the movers. The skids and zees in my gang were cynical; but I knew I’d get my own back, and I just sat tight and soaked up Jehuan by hypnophone.


  Came the Day. A crew put up a frame around our lot, higher than the house, and into the ground. I asked the foreman if it marked out the block that was going to be swapped with a block of Jehu.


  “You aren’t as dumb as you look, kid,” he said, “which must be a consolation to your folks. That’s what it does.”


  “Thanx,” I said and strolled off. Gee, I hate a fresh guy!


  Sure, a butterfly-collector could have had a field-day in my stomach, when the fresh foreman called all his gang out and began countdown. Mom and Judy were too bunny to come out, but Pop and I stood on the steps. I felt revved up, then, like beating another zoom around a curve, and at Minus Five I called to all the skids in the crowd watching, “Here go the Regulars. We will Return!” like that historical guy on tri-di. Pop just stood stern and unbowed.


  Wotta zump! Fifty light-years? Gimme a yippee-cart on Thrill-Hill! No stars streaking past, no roar, no icy chill. Just a jutter in your gizzard and there you were on a street like the old one with the houses shuffled. Even the crew to take down the frame looked the same. But not the guy who was there to welcome us; he had a lah-de-dah coat with wide skirts and lace like in Abe Washington’s time, but he was a big, hard-looking zow like a zoom-bike cop. His zoom was a weirdy, too. Whee enough like an import job and done in this novelty one-tone finish, but no jem-krust trim, no swordfish roof-crest, no flared bumpers; it wouldn’t have helped my eggo much. The only real decoration was a leaping red tiger on all panels. He said he was to be our Patron, name of Thrangar Glash.


  I gave him the old Hi-de-ho and he froze my fuel-line. But when Mom and Judy came out, he swooned them with his bowing and oil-pressure. And when Mom was disappointed at the view, he explained, “This is just the Terran suburb, Madam. When I have advised you all on our, ah, driving customs, you can visit the main city.”


  Pop scowled: “I was told you drove by common sense.” Glash gave him a lopsided look: “True. But common sense differs in different places, sir. Shall we go in?”


  So we did, and Pal Patron Glash gave us the route-map. And had I been mucho right about old Schnooks Craik!


  Sure, they had no traffic laws or cops, no penalty points, no fines, no nothing. Sure! Only just this: If you merely annoyed another driver, much less bent his tin, he could challenge you to fight him. They fought in a public arena, on a sort of yippee-cart called a whippet, with sort of bull-whips. You wore leather armor, only the defender got less, and dam little if he’d hurt or killed someone. “ ‘Course,” Glash drawled, “even for blood-guilt, the limit’s twenty minutes, and sometimes a dashing player comes off with his life.”


  “His l-life?” Mom said. “With whips?”


  “Oh, a very spirited weapon, ma’am. I’ve dueled little, having been bred to courtesy, but”—he touched his left cheek, which was all scarred—“one keeps in practice with one-cheek affairs, in case one becomes seriously involved.” So he gave us the layout, and they had it set up like some game. Kids, gals, old gaffers, if you drove you were liable. No subs, not for wives or kids or sweeties. Only a Court of Honor appointed one if a bully had fixed a fight on somebody weaker or when an innocent guy was killed or disabled. A woman bashed a man’s zoom, she fought. Fair enough. Like pal Thrangar said, “We’re all equal, eh? Well, there’s no chivalry between equals, only courtesy.” And if you didn’t play up you were outlaw, and they’d ram you, or run you off the road and you had no comeback. All tied up tighter ’n a sales contract.


  Finally Pop said, “I’ve been framed. I was lied into this.”


  “Really, sir? Our embassy provided no literature?” Well, who reads literature? The real dope they’ll shove in your face, Pop always says. And they hadn’t. So it was same as lying. Huh?


  Pop said, “I was told this was a free society.”


  “My dear Blaire, a society is free only to choose its rules. An aggressive race like yours, or mine, craves to domineer. You’ve got to control that itch from running wild in millions of free spirits.”


  “Yeh-yeh, sure. By common sense. Now me . . .”


  “Ah, yours, naturally. Mine too, I trust. But—everyone’s? No, you’ve just three systems that work: Public law, which irked you; posse law to hunt down pests, which”—he flicked an eyebrow—“irked you even more; or a code of honor.”


  Pop scowled. He always says, the first freedom oughta be freedom from preach. Then he hit back: “O-kay! Anything you jokers can do, I can pass you.”


  And I felt proud again.


  “True sporting spirit, sir. So, study our code and our manners in practice. Get your whippet and join a school of arms. Then I’ll introduce you to our Arena.” And he flourished himself out.


  Back in the hall, Pop said “Hullo!” and picked up a letter that must have come before we left Earth. Inside was a sheet of letterhead, “Craik, Creak, Croak and Crock,” and on it, in quotes:


  “When insolence outrunneth law, men customarily


  arm themselves to chastise offense on the body of the


  offender. As the proverb saith: No courtesy sans


  valor.”


  Leon da Milhao.


  The old speed-trap! He was giving us the razz. But we’ll show him.


  II


  Oct 3, 1987


  Well, we’ve started. At first Pop was sore all the time, like he was stuck behind a squad-car. At dinner he’d burst out, “Ahhh, what yokels! Yap-yap with the horns every move you make, yap-yap. Back-seat driving from other people’s back seats—it’s going to rattle even me into fender-denting. It’s a good thing our Thunderbolt Twelve can accelerate out of anything these lunks can mess up.”


  “Ahh, you’ve been skull-scrubbed by Triple-L. Let ’em try.”


  As for us, this town’s got nothing for Teeners. Whippet-school could be fun. Whippets are like a yippee-cart with a saddle instead of a seat, to give you free action; not real fast because you fight in a half-mile arena, but they turn like squirrels. But the teacher red-lights any fun. He has moustaches like wind-swept fenders, and he’s worse than the hom-yappers: “Do that over, young fool. Recover, recover, you’ll get your face opened. With little-stuff brains don’t try to be big stuff.” Spoils your nerve. I’m beginning to catch on. Mom’s slower, and she won’t drive on the street nohow, even with the novice plates. Judy’s real sharp, but Mom won’t let her out either, in spite of her having natural-born driving rights here.


  But Pop’s a wham, a natural. After Lesson 3, he came striding out: “See me clip the pro, keeds? I think I’m gonna like this.”


  “You’ll feel different if you were risking a real cut, Gail”


  “Nyahhh! Steady nerve and educated reflexes, that’s real safety.”


  Well, on the way home, there’s this traffic signal down past our house. You don’t have to stop, just yield right-of-way, which Pop says makes sense, though the other zoom’s gotta be half across for Pop to yield, but Jehuans threat them real bunny. So, this native zoom ahead of us dragged down slow to make the comer just as it changed, like mokes do. Well, we should linger while he played games? Pop whipped the Stumblebum past and across the guy’s front into our drive, sprayin’ gravel, and pulled the foaming steeds to their haunches. Ye Olde High Style!


  So here comes this Jehuan stalking across the lawn, a skinny guy in floppy green. He makes a bow to Mom and Ju and a stiff inch to Pop: “Sir, you drive with novice plates.”


  “A blind cop could see that.” Pop said, “What about it?”


  “Just this, sir. When you can no longer hide behind them, you will put your hog’s elbow in my face again, and I will bleed your insolence. I will watch for you, believe me.”


  “Don’t bother,” Pop said. “Gimme your address, and I’ll drive up and down your block till you come out—if you do.”


  So the guy gave him a card and bowed himself off. Pop looked after him, jingling his pockets. “He’ll do to start on.”


  Then Glash took us to the Arena, in his zoom. I’ll say this for Jehuans, when they go, they Go; so when they do tangle, it’s a dilly. We went down the main drag in a stream of zooms at sixty steady, with Glash giving exhaust about the average being twice the speed in any Earth city, and how he never needed to use his brakes. Sure, but in two blocks I was antsy-pantsy with that old bull-man urge-to-surge, while Glash defaulted chance after chance to Score.


  So, out where you’d expect a ball-park, was this Arena like the Colossus of Rome. It wasn’t a tenth full, but two guys were looping and lashing, like at the school only more exciting because they had open left cheeks. But neither scored, and another pair took over.


  Glash looked bored and I lost interest too after five of these quickies and only one guy cut. But people kept trickling in, and Glash said, “Ah! About time for the main event. This high-ridin’ ass, y’know, ran down a child on a back street. City’s been debatin’ how much leather he should get for challenger’s parental negligence. I hear it’s only a collar. Minimum. A cut to the larynx or big neck vessels ends a bout without a sportin’ chance.”


  Pop said real cool, “Well, what chance does that give him?”


  “Say fifty to one. Challenger’s a tough whip and deadly angry.”


  Mom and Ju looked green. They’ve stopped more than once to view a crash but maybe they figured deliberate gore was something else.


  Mom said, “Well, I don’t think the little girl should see this.”


  Glash made a fish-mouth: “I cannot agree, madam. If a child isn’t blooded young, it’ll play the fool in emergencies.”


  Just then, a referee came out on a platform halfway down the arena and the duellers appeared at opposite ends with their seconds and doctors, which they have for serious fights.


  People were piling in till there wasn’t standing room.


  My heart was going bu-bop bu-bop.


  Glash drawled, “Ha! They’ve made challenger bare his right arm. That narrows the odds somewhat. This should be a notable Drive.”


  Yeh, and he’d fixed to have us see the execution. Thanx!


  Came a pistol-shot that yanked the props out from my stomach.


  The crowd gasped “Off!” Then not a peep—you could be challenged yourself for a disturbance. You could hear the motors snarl, even the sand grunt at swerves.


  They didn’t come right in, like in spite-fights. Defender swung wide and then, when challenger closed, whipped behind him on two wheels and zipped down the arena. And they kept on swingin’er big and snappin’er tight till I began to think defender would make it. Then a look at the big arena clock showed only six minutes gone.


  Challenger had lashed twice and missed. Then, before I knew it, he did a skid-curve and nicked defender’s shoulder. Not much, but the guy began to bleed, lost his nerve and got two more in two minutes.


  He pulled himself together and kept clear for a bit again. Then, just half-time, he goofed. He’d got on challenger’s tail, and the old scoring spirit surged, and he took a crack at him. It only hit leather, and a crack costs time. Challenger veered, slam-braked, swiped as the guy shot past and scored an awful slice on his arm.


  Well, that was it. Defender dropped his whip and just steered. But he was dazed and losing blood. Challenger flicked and flicked.


  I got all churned up. Here was this guy, could see the arena, and hear the whippets yarrr, and feel his cuts. And if he didn’t do more than he could do, in a couple of minutes he wouldn’t know anything.


  Same time, challenger was coming through like on mental FM: “She’ll never pounce onto the bed with me again. (Crack!) Never have college and a wedding. (Crack!) How many thousand of your smart tricks was that worth? (Ca-rack!) ” It made me sick and dry.


  Defender played so crazy, he hung on for a bit, and I began to wonder again, would he make it. Six to go and my lungs were tied in a bowknot. Challenger figure-8ed but reversed in the second loop; defender saw a big body-slash coming, just too late. He banked so tight, he toppled. He kicked the ejector-lever and flung clear.


  Everybody stood up.


  He spread-eagled, like in a wreck I saw once, and his whippet batted around spinning and scrabbling on its side. Challenger cut around it so sharp, I thought he’d tip too, and headed straight for the guy. Defender tried to heave clear . . . “My little honey!” . . . Ribs crack like wet sticks . . .


  Nobody talked. Even Glash didn’t pump any pi-jaw.


  But when we got home and Mom was hoping that now he wouldn’t take so many chances, Pop said, “Look, keed, in this life you take chances or live in a keg. You just gotta be equal to them.”


  And the very day the novice plates came off the Stumblebum, he came home whistling and announced he’d fixed a fight with this guy who’d left his address. “Keep me in practice, like Glash says.”


  Well, I guess he needs it. So far, they could only yap-yap when he double-parked at rush-hour, or blocked a side-street, or motor-boated through puddles. Now, he’ll spend half his time in that arena. And some day he’ll outsmart himself into a biggie.


  III


  Oct 28, 1987.


  The day of his first duel, Pop came home free-wheeling as a tomcat. Ju and I had the day off from school, but we weren’t going.


  “No family.” Pop had said. “This new back-seat driving would put me off. I could feel it from ‘way up in the stands. Jonesie and I have arranged to back each other in these deals.” So he had lunch and they took off on their whippets.


  I got myself into sporting bags for an afternoon all to myself with the zoom, and tip-toed down to the garage.


  Well, the zoom was gone. That stalled me. Pop had his whippet. Mom still wouldn’t drive a block alone, or let Judy, to Ju’s permanent sulk. Maybe Mom and Ju . . .? Then I heard Mom upstairs, and called, “Mom, where’s Ju?”


  Mom dashed down like beating an amber. But no Ju anywhere. Mom kept breathing, “The little fool! Oh, the little fool!” Then aloud, “She’s your father all over. Oh, if she’s gone in that car . . .”


  Of course, Ju had. Pop’s fight had revved her up to thirty over the limit, and she’d gone to see. Like that, she was a suicide menace.


  The police just shrugged over the phone: “Driving is private business, madam. We do not interfere.” (Pop’s standby!)


  So, without a car, what could we do? Mom took a calmifier and lay down. I sat on the front steps and strewed cigarette butts.


  At that, I didn’t see Judy coming till she turned up the walk, on foot. She was a mess, all blowsy from crying. If she’d crossed many streets, it was just luck we didn’t have to whip someone for running her down. She blubbered, “Duu-duu-don’t start ku-questions, pu-please.” But Mom didn’t swallow that line and shook her till her hair flopped. So she told.


  She was near the Arena, feeling pretty high, when some moke ahead slowed for a right turn, like mokes do. Well, you don’t pass any faster, I guess, but a Regular like Pop swings big left to show his Style and opinion of mokes. So naturally Ju swung and bashed head-on into another zoom at these Jehu speeds. She said, “The wu-woman was in the middle, I swear. But she claims she hadn’t room.” Another woman was bad. Even against rules, men often go easy on a girl; a woman, never. This zee claimed injury, and several other drivers were mad enough to swear anything. This wouldn’t be any one-check deal.


  We were so razzed, we never heard the whippet pull in. But I heard Pop clickety-clacking up the path, and got to the tridiroom door as he flipped his hat onto the rack: “Well, well, is this all the victor’s welcome? Where’s Mom and Judy?”


  Mom pushed by me and stood glaring at him. But Pop never did notice red lights much. He breezed on, “Yezzir! Ol’ Killer Blaire clipped him, and him a thirty-fight veteran. And not a mark on me. Reflexes, like I’ve always told you. Now, how’s about . . .”


  Well, I’d seen it in boffies but never expected to in real life. Mom smashed a vase-lamp on his head and towered over him. “Well, that’s a mark on you now, Reflex-brains!” . . . and told him the score in about ten words, ending, “And I haven’t raised a sweet child to be disfigured because her father’s a retarded Teener.”


  “Aw right, aw right! No reason to blow your tires at me. What’ve I done? We’ll fix it. I suppose you never thought of Glash?”


  She said, soft, “You fix it. You call Glash, you and your steel nerves. I don’t believe you grasp the situation yet ” He slouched to the phone and I snaked up to the bedroom phone extension. Well, Glash had a big pick-up for Judy, like they all do, but he couldn’t fix the ticket. “Blaire, if defender could substitute, I’d go in for her myself. What was the woman’s insignia? . . . Red tornado? Hah! Slada Goy, hard as they come . . . No, you fool! You mention money, you’ll be outlawed . . . You’ve no damn right to be ignorant of manners, sir.” I’ve never seen Pop so slowed down. Even Mom’s laid off him.


  IV


  Dec 1, 1987.


  I’ve never lived through such a grim month. Judy had lessons daily, and then I’d practice her. No bon. She was great in rehearsal, but in that Arena she’d freeze. She knew girls at school who’d been cut. She’d never been really hurt in her life, and got shivering sick just at the idea. It sure dulled her polish; and yet she was more appealing to me, like when she was a brat and I’d pick her up when her Toddle Typhoon dumped.


  It wasn’t fair. Pop’s a real hero-type adult to these Teeners. Was she supposed not to learn off him? And he’d never get touched.


  Then this Slada’s deputies came, big squaws with muscles in their calves, and tried to right-lane Mom because she’s custom-built and they were trucks. But Mom had evidently boned up on Jehu law, and beat the time down from twelve to ten minutes, and fixed Judy’s leather so she’d only have one arm exposed besides her cheek, and sent them off bow-legged. I felt real proud of Mom then.


  But it wouldn’t help Ju. Five minutes would be too much. And a week before the fight, she podded into my room in her bathrobe and plopped on my bed: “Oh Chuck, what’ll I do-oo-oo? We’ll be put off the road here too and Daddy’ll be ruined. Bu-bu-but I can’t fight that awful old woman. I couldn’t even steer.”


  Well, I’d hoped for a break in the traffic; now I’d have to elbow one. I patted her shoulder: “Opey-dopey, kid, I’ll fix it.”


  She grabbed me: “How? Daddy can’t. Mr. Glash can’t.”


  “I’m not much bigger’n you. In leathers, nobody’d know the difference. I’ll fight her.”


  “Oh, but Chuckie, I beat you all the time at school.”


  “So who cares if my manly beauty gets marked?”


  I bet we both slept well that night, for just about the first time in weeks.


  Both our leathers had Pop’s charging-quarterback insignia, and Ju faked her 4 for my 3 on mine and fixed some of her slacks to fit me.


  Came the day. I was to drive the whippet to the Arena, while the others followed in the car—Pop’s real expert at getting deadline repairs done. So, I sneaked off in Ju’s slacks, with makeup and a kerchief to hide my buzz-cut, and parked in the entrance tunnel to Defenders’ End. And right on tick, Ju came out of Lady Defenders’ Dressing Room and dodged around into the public Ladies’ Room. I skulked after her. We took adjoining booths, and clothes came flying over the partition. And with three minutes to spare, we walked out again, one in slacks and one in leathers.


  We still damped our mufflers—you never know who might be parked—but Ju threw her arms around me and kissed me on the open cheek. It made me feel pretty brave. Then she shooed me ahead.


  I mounted and rolled into the arena. A pro mechanic-doctor came with me and checked my stirrups and ejector and stuff, and said good luck, and stood back. I’d cut things close, to avoid idle chat.


  Then I really began to get Lepidoptera in the viscera. The far end looked five miles off with the stands curving around, and the enemy whippet toy-size—denture-pink and a red tornado on the panels. I’d watched outside Slada’s house: She was mid-thirties but made up to look older, like mud on a moke’s windshield, as if she had more to hide than she really did. That kind’s always proving they’re just as good as ever, which is bad. Another muscly dame. With swords or something, I might have felt different about fighting a woman. But this was like on the road where she’d ditch you to show her peerless skill. Maybe she was a moo-cow at home, but in a zoom her reality came out and you could drive her into a board with a hammer. So, I was going to do all I could to her—if any.


  At the pistol, I sure gave my pro a dust-bath. I wanted to get Slada off balance. She was just flipping a cigarette butt—the old Nonchalant Flair like she’d do whipping in and out of lanes with a kid doin’ Ben Hur on the seat beside her—when I was suddener than she’d expected. You know, when there’s a gap two cars could pass in at a humble speed, and you just head for the middle? The other guy’ll concede! So did Slada, and nearly dumped swerving. And I cleared the end wall by about two feet, and her pro jumped.


  Well, she was madded up at being bluffed by any Young Girl, and began to show her old-hand knowhow, to restore her confidence. She’d wear me (Judy) down till she could lay my (Judy’s) face open good. (And it could have been Judy.) And she sure played rough.


  Still, I could read her far enough ahead to hold her off. And all the time, something was building up in me like those Civil War radio tubes that took hours to get hot. This stuff was great for guys like Pop. (Zowrrr, whacko.) Put ’em in here and let ’em slug it out. (Here she comes.) Or for old-time Indians and Vikings who’d kill anybody for kicks, including themselves. (Zgrrrrunch, whack-crack.) But when those types got too gay, people just abolished them. (Now what . . .?) So why should Judy get her arm crippled or her face ground in the sand? (Whoooom, oofie.) Or even me, dammit?


  I’d planned just to steer and try to bull through. But suddenly it burst on me: In three minutes, she hadn’t nearly touched me; and when I’d bluffed her at the start, she’d crumpled. (Watchit!) And why could I read her? (Vrooom, missed again.) ’Cause I could read Earth traffic, see? (No ya don’t, sister.) These jokers trained for scientific hell. (Zwoooo, Brrrotherrr.) But I’d been trained dirty.


  I wasn’t so proud of it now. But this was the time for it if ever. (Grrrrup.) Show ’em how to really play Russian roulette, and if a dumb little punk like me was champ at it, where was the Glory?


  So when she slowed on a turn, I timed her to a hair, zoom across her bumper (like beating the cross-traffic on a red). I’d have cut her too but she braked so hard she nearly went over her wheel and I only clunked her ka-whack across the helmet. But it sure shook her nerve again, and I got on her tail like a moke who can’t decide to pass, and began clouting her, thunk, whap. Not sportin’? Who cared! To cut her cheek, I’d have had to pull level; but a whip stings and bruises even through leather. And I just glorified! I couldn’t hate my own Pop, but I sure hated her. Show the kids how, huh?


  Then I gave her the Technique. Foo! Any Grampaw, driving to work with his mind on his dyspepsia, can do it by force of habit to score three car-lengths per block. She suddenly slowed to force me ahead, and I surged and cut in front of her, like beating a guy to a red light, and braked so she had to swing to pass me, and I clunked her. I snakehipped her both sides. I crowded her from behind and when she swung away, there I was crowding her on the other side. It’s amazing how much supremacy you can jam into a few minutes.


  Only I forgot she wasn’t a Regular or even a good old Earth moke. And sometimes these Jehuans go even Earth one better, when they’re losing a fight, and do a kamikaze crash. So when she threw her whip away and opened her whippet out full, which is dangerous, I was too terrified to be scared. Geez guys! Those last two minutes were the longest hour I ever lived. We covered a good two miles in tight loops, I swear. Then, twenty seconds to go, she swung too tight, that gooey pink thing toppled, and the ejector threw her, all in one gasp. No time to brake. Left, right—I could just feel that I’d hit her whippet and crash; soft bump and snapping bones. I went between with my head and eyes scronched down.


  I near rammed the wall before I realized neither crash nor bump had happened.


  Marshals came tearing out, zrowww. But Slada was already rolling over. My muscles sort of melted: For once I’d gotten a closeup of how it’d feel to Get It—or Give It. But I hung on and drove slow to Defenders’ End, just as the gate went up.


  Somehow, I’d never figured how to get out of that jam. People were helping me down, patting my back, pulling at my helmet. I bolted for the only possible cover, that Ladies’ Dressing Room. I expected a riot, but nobody realized I was a Him. And in my state of mind, the scenery didn’t matter. Then Mom grabbed me: “Darling! You’re all right?” and started on the helmet. I had to bolt again, for the cubicle she’d come out of.


  But she caught on fast, and I got another high-octane kiss all in the family. Hot coffee too. But she kept saying, “Now, from now on, Judy—I mean Chuck—no more of your father’s nonsense. Now promise!”


  Well, all I wanted was to sit with my hands between my knees, but finally I hove up: “Look, Mom, I don’t need to promise. I’m sick of the adept stuff. Judy’ll promise anything right now, but she’ll get yippee-pills in her tank again because she’s a born show-off. And as for Pop . . .” I just shrugged.


  “Well, if your father isn’t impressed now . . .”


  I said, “Mom, the only cure for Pop is breaking his back or going where he can’t drive.”


  “Well, Chuckie, I did check, and there’s a place called Bolgwalk where Plutomat wants a man, and they have no roads to speak of, just bogs.”


  Well, we both knew Pop’d never ride in any such back seat.


  Just then, Judy burst in. She’d gotten by as “Miss Blaire’s sister.” And as we switched clothes again, she reported that the fight had been a sensation. (She’d watched, though Mom wouldn’t.) Half the audience was wild over the greatest daredevil show in history, and half was honking mad at my unsporting tactics and wanted Slada to rechallenge. (I bet!) Nuts and bolts to both halves.


  Outside, Mom gave the old elbow to a mob of reporters: “Stand back, there. The girl’s exhausted. You can call tomorrow.”


  And there, at the whippet, was Pop. All month he’d been sulking as if the whole deal were a plot to cramp his style. But now he had that quirk smirk like the guy in the ad: “Drive cautiously with our Triple-Threat Modern Storm-Trooperol.”


  The newshounds popped some bulbs, and he said, “Okay, keeds, you whisk along. I’ll handle this.”


  Mom walked at him. “You’ll handle nothing. Get along to the car.”


  He tempered: “What’s this? I thought we’d celebrate for my famous daughter. So . . . you go home in an armored car if you like. Come on, Judy, you’re a sport anyway. You and me, hey?”


  But Ju was still scared, even if it was wearing off, and said “No!” in that spoiled-brat voice he always thought was so cute.


  He sneered like when some moke elbows him in traffic, and swung away, beat us out to Spectator Parking, legged into the car like forking over his cayuse, whammed the door and roared the engine, all in one snappy action. He shot out of his stall with one deft whirl of the wheel, fixing to surge straight ahead out of the lot.


  Maybe if he hadn’t been so mad, even he would have seen the other car. But he felt it first, a crash that knocked his hat off. He and the other guy, with a passenger, charged I out to inspect the slaughter.


  Stumblebum had taken it on the rear bumper, but the side of the other looked like a discarded candy-wrapper. Well . . . Pop had hit him. The only good feature was that the other guy, though big, was gray-haired with a high complexion. Pop saw it too and, after they’d all asked couldn’t they look where they were going, he began the old Road Lawyer line: “Well, now, Mister, this isn’t an open street, y’know. How’m I to back blind with you crashing through full speed?”


  The old guy went turkey-red; “Why, look where you hit me! I was half way past you, sir.”


  “All right. Challenge if you like. My little girl just made a monkey of a better fighter than you’re likely to be.”


  The old guy went beet-red. On Jehu, if an old guy doesn’t want to fight, he better drive real humble. His jaw stuttered, then he grabbed for his fender, and slumped to the ground, and lay there grunting and not even pink.


  A doc jumped to him. But the old guy’s passenger grabbed Pop and jerked him around. He looked like a lumberjack foreman, curly black hair, black-shaved chin, hot black eyes. He snarled, “So now I flay you on behalf of my father, bigmouth.”


  Pop cased the guy’s horsepower, and suddenly he looked all flabby. He did wrench his shoulder loose and try the hard-boiled comeback: “If your father can’t keep his temper, Vm not liable by your code.” (Like he says, what can you lose? And you often win.)


  The guy pushed his face an inch from Pop’s: “Code? Why you hog-trough oaf, twenty witnesses heard you insult him in a discussion of honor. They will strip your back and I, Slam Hollicker, will hack it to the bones. If you ever drive again, you will defer even to old men.” He swung away without even bowing.


  Pop was pinned there till they got old Hollicker into an ambulance and towed away his car. Then, Mom got in the driver’s seat of our car, and Pop got in beside her without a peep, and Judy in the back. So I went for the whippet. It sure looks like we’ll need that.


  Planet Bolgwalk


  Dec. 3, 1987.


  Only we didn’t do anything of the kind.


  I didn’t even pump Judy on what happened on that drive home; you owe your father some fenders to hide behind. But when I came in, Mom said, “Chuck, your father has taken a new job and we’re translating again the day after tomorrow.” So I went to borrow back some stuff and see some guys, but wondering why the overdrive.


  Till I saw Pop. He’d been figuring the percentages.


  Next day he was clearing up at his office. But he was home early, fussing around like a pup in traffic, till the frame-building crew told him to go find a parking-deck. Then indoors, making sure nobody’d forgotten anything to hold us up come morning. Then out trying to bribe the crew to work overtime. Then, when they said the inspector wouldn’t clear it till morning anyway, phoning the inspector to bribe him. Honest, I thought he’d boil his rad.


  The old impetuous spirit got him down at crack of dawn, too, burning toast and eggs till Mom took the kitchen away from him. Which gained us three hours to stall around in while the crew finished the fence under his steely eye—though he didn’t know any more about it than he does about a carburetor. But at half an hour to zero, Mr. Glash arrived and Pop got onto his rear bumper. They were out by the fence and Pop giving with the old Twenty Questions—why this, why that, with no break for answers—when up pranced this guy in a blue-and-white rig and hollered Pop’s name aloud.


  Pop winced. “Hey, tone it down. I can hear you. What’s all this?”


  The guy began reading a paper which boiled down to a demand that Pop desist from running out on his honorable duel. Pop looked like one of these guys who, when they get in a crash, jump out of the car and run. He grabbed Glash. “Hey, this clown can’t stop me moving, can he?”


  Glash drawled, “This ‘clown’ is Herald of the Courts of Honor. But, no, he can’t stop your moving, as long as it’s off Jehu.”


  Pop reinflated slightly. “Well, not that I want to welsh on an obligation. But Mrs. Blaire was so upset about the girl, and I had this offer. And you know how it is with big deals—split-second decisions.”


  Glash fluttered his eyelids. “Oh, yes, everyone knows. And as long as Hollicker feels he’s run you off Jehu he’ll be satisfied. But don’t come back, even for a day for your firm, say. Not healthy.”


  The inspector arriving at last saved Pop answering that one.


  Glash bowed with flourishes to Mom and Judy, and slightly to Pop. He drawled, “It’s been, ah, interesting to know you, as a specimen of the, ah, Earth Regulars. I trust you find Bolgwalk congenial.”


  Then suddenly he turned to me. “From what I hear through, ah, a contact at the Arena, you’ll make a man yet, Charles. Get some education—and get rid of the one you have. Good luck.”


  So we shook hands. Man!


  But who saw through my game and didn’t squeal?


  Funny how Pop’s adjusted to Bolgwalk; he fulfills his bull-man ego by betting on the planetary whiffle-ball games. He usually loses but it’s comparatively cheap. Judy could be on an asteroid, for all she cares now, if it had boys on it. No cars—but they make out. Mom treats me real man-to-man.


  But now I’ve gotten over being a professional Teener, I think I’ll take Mr. Glash’s advice. They say the High Vacuum Navy gives you wonderful training. And you can take chances in the line of duty . . . without scooping in civilians.


  GREEN-EYED LADY


  Alison Tellure


  “. . . thus Yd wills, thus Yd commands, thus let it be.”


  The hymn ended. Young Green-Eyed She, Wink to her friends, slowly let her long-held violet note fade. No priestess or soloist, the merest novice, she nonetheless took pride in her ability to emit the precise frequency of God in the holy refrain, and to maintain it with never a waver; she found a satisfaction in the skill with which she disappeared into the anonymity of the chorus. Red-Footed He was not the only friend who tuned from her spectrum, when Choirmaster wasn’t looking.


  A sparkling and twinkling erupted in the night, from the shadowed lawn below the City of God—the populace praising the singers, and adding their devout “amens.” Wink’s eyestalks stretched yearningly toward the Holy Water, peering out over that place, barely discernible in the gathering dusk, where bulked what might have been a small island. But if God had seen the hymn, Yd gave no sign.


  Choirmaster dimmed until he radiated only in the infrared, but for a dull, gray-yellow pulse that rippled across his abdomen: a disappointed sigh. He quickly blanked it, and blinked a curt dismissal at his young protégés.


  Matins over, they scattered to begin the long night’s activities, claws clattering over limestone, blipping and glimmering idle chatter. Wink found Red at her shoulder.


  “Have you seen the latest rumor?” His eyestalks extended suggestively.


  “No, nor do I wish to, lazy hatchling,” she replied virtuously, in disapproving blues and grays. “Have you nothing better to do than to spy upon peripheral reflections?”—That is, unreliable communications.


  “Not a thing!” Red twinkled cheerfully, his habitual good humor unruffled. “Watch: there’s to be a shake-up in the Servants’ Corps.”


  She flashed him a disgusted greenish-yellow smudge.


  “Feh? . . . Always there are such rumors! Your brain must be even smaller than I have always suspected it to be. The rumors grow to brilliance, the novices waste their time jostling one another when they could be studying, and then the rumor fades away into the sensible darkness of nightly life, leaving only frustrations and broken friendships for its beacon. And why any novice ever expects the theoretical vacancies to be filled from our ranks, rather than from the Fishers, whom God knows have earned it, is beyond me.”


  “Well, naturally everyone dreams of avoiding the hazards of Fishing, and wants to skip right up to Servant status. Hope springs eternal in the mortal thorax, however irrational,” he admitted in a sheepish sine wave down his middle. “Still, I saw this from a good authority: Sweetscales saw it direct from The Gimp, who happened to glimpse two Elders talking about it.”


  “Dim your nonsense, naming people!” she sparked tightly. “An Elder may be watching us even now!”


  He reduced his intensity but slightly, an indifferent concession. “So? Let him, her, or Yd watch. Want to see something else?”


  “No.”


  “Gimp also says—” he began.


  She rolled her eyes—a complex gesture, with eyestalks—then shrugged her carapace and laughed, staccato orange and silver rays fountaining outward from her braincase to disappear around behind her.


  “Oh well! I can perceive that you won’t be happy until you’ve shown me everything you know about anything, so go on; I have a few moments.”


  He snapped an impudent claw beneath her jaws, but returned to his gossip with relish. “The Gimp says that this time they really are going to throw out some Servants, maybe as many as seven or eight. And there really is a possibility that they won’t replace them with Fishers, at least not all of them. Yd says that God’s long absence from our songs and ceremonies has so alarmed the priests and Elders that they are beginning to wonder whether the current Servants have offended Ydjn some way, or even whether perhaps the entire system needs a change. There were hints of an experiment. And look, everyone knows that something happens to the Fishers, out there in the wilderness. Only some of them are elevated by the experience, or unchanged. Many return . . . altered, unfit to resume life in the City of God, unfit for anything but Fishing, in fact. So why couldn’t that rumored experiment be that the Elders intend to try putting novices in as Servants?”


  “Your path of logic crosses deep chasms of wishful thinking, Red,” she chuckled. “As for me, I look forward to my tour of duty as a Fisher.”


  “Yah, even if it makes you a savage?” he challenged, fringing affectionate magenta spiral patterns with jeering yellow filaments.


  “What could be more devout and blessed than to spend one’s life feeding God?” Wink rejoined, in pious purples and greens.


  “To spend it serving Yd in comfort, right here in the City of God!”


  Wink only laughed, and kept her reservations private.


  But, three nights later, it was Wink herself whom a Servant of God stopped, as she creaked down the muddy path to the Lake to make a small votive offering.


  “Are you Green-Eyed She?” flashed the Servant.


  “Yes, honored one,” Wink glimmered, almost invisibly.


  “Follow me. And turn up your brights; I am getting old and can no longer see certain frequencies as well as once I could,” he brusquely ordered, and turned to scuttle up a branching path with a celerity that belied his age.


  Wink said, faintly, “Yes, sir! I mean, YES, SIR!”


  “You needn’t light up the City, hatchling, I’m not that blind yet! . . . Not yet too blind to talk, not yet so blind as to throw myself into Holy Water for God to eat, no, by God, not yet!” Wink realized he was glimmering to himself, and wisely kept dark.


  For the first time in her life, she found herself inside the great stone temple that incorporated the original pier built by the Founders in ancient days. The blank, empty thoracic shells of long-ago Supreme Hierophants lined the walls leading to this most holy of sacrificial altars, standing sentinel over the ages. But the elderly Servant ushered her off into a side chamber and through a maze of passageways ending in—Wink gave one swift green blink of surprise, hastily mantled—the High Priest’s office.


  “This is the she,” said her guide, who turned and clittered back the way they’d come.


  The venerable priest looked her over for some moments in lightlessness, stalks twitching meditatively.


  “Well, you are Green-Eyed She, called, I believe, Wink,” he began, finally. “Choirmaster speaks well of you, praising the purity and clarity of your spectrum. He has ventured the opinion that with accelerated training, you could achieve a certain virtuosity in very fine discrimination of wavelengths.—Well, and what have you to say to that?”


  “That—that I am honored by the Choirmaster, and hope to earn his words.” Wink was completely taken aback by this unprecedented interview.


  “I also see from your broodfoster Longstalks that you seemed to have a true and early vocation to the Service; and everyone to whom I have spoken assures me that you are not, unlike so many others, in it for the cushy berths that may be had if one survives the risks of Fishing. Eh? Are you a gambler? Do you like to see and reflect rumors about novices skipping up directly into Service? Eh?”


  Wink went deep burnt sienna from embarrassment. Obviously someone had observed and reported the conversation with Red. “No, honored one. I saw such an idea once, true, but paid it no thought. And I certainly didn’t reflect it on! I do not seek to avoid my duty as a Fisher. Rather, I conceive it to be an honor. One knows that all Servants of God have truly earned the privileges they enjoy, for they have all been Fishers. If a novice were to become a Servant without having first been a Fisher, the respect for the entire Service would soon decline.”


  The old he chuckled, little silvery sparks shivering over his carapace. “Your words look very much like ones I saw yesternight, in a very long, actinic argument. Well, we shall leave that, for the moment.


  “Now I shall put you through your catechism.


  “Who is God?”


  The sudden switch nearly caught Wink off guard.


  “God is Yd Who created world and sky, both the stars that sing and the sun that chastises, and Who fashioned mortals out of the mud and reeds of the shore of Holy Water; eternal, all wise, all powerful, all good.”


  “What is the purpose of life?”


  “To serve God.”


  “Where do we go when we die?”


  “Into the mud and water of Holy Lake, whence we came, for the greater glory of God, who hungers for our sake.”


  “If God knows no gender as mortals know it, why do we call God Yd?”


  “Because Yd nurtures us, Yd’s mortal hatchlings.”


  “Who is the Evil One?”


  “The Enemy of all life, who in the beginning of time sent devil slaves against the Favored People of God; but God strengthened them and aided their counsels, and wrestled with the demons, and vanquished the Evil One.”


  “That’s enough. All very correct. Now, what if I were to tell you that all of those things are false, that Yd created neither world nor sky, nor fashioned mortals out of mud or anything else, nor is eternal, all-wise, all-powerful, all-good; and the purpose of life is merely to live and grow and change; and while we do indeed go into Holy Lake to be consumed by God when we die, it is more to ease the burden on the Corps of Fishers than for anyone’s glory; and Yd had made only one offspring in Yd’s life, and that one died; and though God may once have tricked a few of the Evil One’s underlings, Yd certainly never vanquished the Evil One, who is not the enemy of any land-locked life.”


  Wind had gone black with shock. “But who would dare blaspheme so—?”


  “God dares.”


  It was nearly dawn before she lurched from the temple, dazed and quivering. Nor did she hurry to reach the cool safety of her broodhome, but trudged slowly, ruminating. Even when the eastern sky began to whiten and blaze, still she remained more absorbed in the equally blasting illumination within. Only when a fearful, sickly-green alarm blared in her eyes did she realize how late it was. Her broodfoster had come out searching for her, and now Yd hustled her along, rattling with anxiety, and blinking and scolding all the way. They kept their eyes curled down below their ventral flanges, hunched against the rising sun.


  After reaching the thick rock shelter of the warren, and after escaping her foster’s worried lecture, she fled deep into the convoluted passageways, to her own solitary little niche—granted her upon her acceptance into the novitiate. Here she could know peace . . .


  No. Nor ever again.


  For how could she have peace when the High Priest had destroyed the foundations of her universe, even as his own had been destroyed—by God Ydself—some night before?


  . For God’s recent indifference to us had been a matter of grave concern for some time,” old Mottling Quickly Changing had told her, when she had partially recuperated from her first shock and bewilderment. “And the highest among us went to the altar and called out to Yd. But Yd saw us not, or refused to see. Then I ordered out the vessel, and taking two others with me to bear witness—and to row—I went in search of God, far out onto the dark waters of the Lake. Then God arose, and I quailed before Yd’s vast majesty, and Yd said, ‘What would you of me, little hatchling?’ And I gathered my wits, and said, ‘Your children desire to know by what cause you are wroth with them, and what it is they must do to regain your grace.’ And God said, ‘Behold, I am not wroth, but deep in thought, for the time approaches for many changes and great events.’ Then Yd put me through my catechism, as I did you; and Yd told me—Yd showed me—wonders—terrors—and—and we rowed back, my priests and I, that black, starless night, blinded by the light.”


  “What did Yd tell you—?” she had dared to ask.


  “I think I will let Yd tell you all about it, Ydself.”


  She, she was to see God, to speak to Yd, to watch Yd’s slow, divine words with her own eyes! She, Wink!


  “—Why me?” she had shimmered desperately.


  “It is God’s will that one go who is young, healthy, strong—that rules out most of the Servants—skilled in communication, skilled in song, whole, sound of mind—that rules out an unfortunately large percentage of Fishers and former Fishers, Servants or not—and especially one who is patient, openminded, not overly inculcated with the truisms of our society, intuitive, imaginative, and exceedingly intelligent. That rules out most of the general populace; besides, we deem it advisable to keep these new ideas within the Service, for the time being. We also add our own requirements that the candidate have a good citizenship record and a firm understanding of the concept of duty. I made inquiries among the Corps of Priests and the Corps of Broodmasters, seeking names; yours appeared most often.


  “As for your entering the ranks of the Servants, it is well known that only a Servant of God may speak and understand the special words of God, is it not? You will take up your new duties as soon as you can complete the special training.”


  “. . . Let it be as you will it, honored one,” she glimmered softly. “But am I then never to become a Fisher?”


  “You had truly anticipated that?”


  “I had awaited it, not with pleasure, perhaps, but with . . . curiosity.”


  He contemplated her a moment. “The ascetic in you, no doubt. This will be an adventure far greater.”


  God spoke not as mortals spoke. Who could guess how the divine might meditate within itself upon the universe, or might—staggering thought—commune with other entities of its own kind? For the puny understanding of mortals, however, God had created a light-emitting organ of Yd’s own holy flesh, not one that worked as mortals’ did, but one large, and slow, and simple, and stilted in its expression, as befitted the stately dignity of a God.


  Because of its limitations—which God had deliberately designed in as a rebuke to the pride of his people, of course—in both spectrum and subtlety of expressible forms, its codings differed not only from those of the language of the Favored People but from those of all the languages of all the other tribes they had ever conquered, converted, or otherwise made contact with. This holy coding system must each novice study, commit to memory, before he or she (never Yd) could hope for advancement. Often, the candidates lost much of this knowledge during their years Fishing for God, and needs must relearn it all upon their return to the City. Periodically, over the generations, hierophantic administrators had attempted to abolish this apparently inefficient system, and, for example, send out untutored novices into the wilderness when much younger, and only begin teaching them after they had fulfilled this portion of their duty. But invariably the experiment had failed. The younger ones lacked the mature vigor needed to withstand the solitary vigils in the wild, and an ex-Fisher usually proved incapable of grasping any complex intangible concept unless he or she had already absorbed the root and essence of the idea. Therefore, the pre-adult years must span a very broad base of an eclectic education, only roughly sketched in; any subject of lore which might prove of use someday must be begun then.


  Now the repetitious, numerical, arbitrary symbolisms of the language of God became Wink’s life. Fortunately, she did not have to learn to speak it herself, since God (naturally) understood the thoughts of mortals even before they became visible; but she had to learn to understand Yd when Yd spoke. She awoke in the evening with a Servant standing over her sand pit, flashing phrases in the measured cadence of divine speech, and translating them with a brief coruscation in the common talk. She ate with the lessons still before her. She performed her devotions at the side of a translator-teacher, who herself was temporarily excused from all other duties. She eliminated her wastes, groomed her carapace and segmented limbs, deposited her as-yet-unformed and non-viable eggs in the loamy area set aside for that purpose, and digested her food with them always beaming at her, in relays. And when she shut her weary eyes in the morning to sleep, still her mind’s vision saw them and sought to read them: the eternal umber, rose, bone, umber, bone, rose, rose, umber, rose, bone . . . the everlasting three, two, two, three, one, three, three, four, one, three, two, four, four . . . the unceasing up-blurred, up-sharp, left-blurred, down-blurred, right-sharp, down-sharp . . . the interminable and incoherent four right-sharp rose, two left-blurred umber, one down-blurred bone . . .


  They had moved her from her broodfoster’s den into the cold stone temple. The halls thronged with other students, acolytes, and votaries;but Wink was alone, pursuing her own unique, intensive, single-minded course, living in her own private chamber, small though it was. Sometimes she yearned to escape, to clatter back to old Longstalks’s apartments as fast as her six legs would carry her, to renounce the Service, to be free to joke once more with Red and the Gimp and her other friends.


  Then the passion of her vocation would possess her once again. Three left-sharp bone . . .


  She had to abandon all her other interests. Not only did she now live in isolation from her broodmates and comrades, in itself a great psychological hardship, but even found herself forced to neglect any intellectual pursuit that did not pertain directly to her assignment of communicating with God. The High Priest could not contain his impatience with her progress, though he could not in justice fault her in comparison with what any other individual might have accomplished in the same time. But he had devoted his life to the service of God, and it grated upon him that he could not immediately provide an acolyte perfectly tailored to Yd’s request.


  Wink watched her childhood vanish behind her in mere days, rather than in the years she should yet have had; she watched the prospect of a normal young maturity snatched forever from her.


  She did her best to keep her inner vision firmly fixed upon the High Priest’s words:


  “. . . an adventure far greater . . .”


  The last lingering rays of light faded from the east; the stars emerged in their uncounted choral swarms, singing their high, exalted, celestial, incomprehensible song.


  Slowly, Wink emerged from her dark chamber and made her way through the twisting corridors to the great cool nave. Her claws clicked on the wet flagstones and echoed against the walls as she marched down to the altar. The Servants of God awaited her there, lucent, shimmering—singing hymns, praying.


  She passed them and clambered down from the altar—the dock—to the little rowboat, where already sat her two rowers, younger acolytes dark with awe. These knew no God-talk. The wooden blades dipped.


  Far out onto the black water, they shipped oars. The boat bobbed. There was no sign of God. On the distant shore, the temple loomed dark; the priests had ended their rituals.


  Wink resolutely kept her emotions from showing on her shell, took up her courage, and sang out God’s holy name, the long purple glow, with an upper harmonic in the ultraviolet. The waters of the lake accepted it, spread it . . . .


  . . . Minutes passed. Wink saw and heard nothing. She maintained the call and her prayerful state of mind. Slowly the uncomfortable certainty grew that she was being watched. Her eyestalks swiveled in all directions. Nothing. Still she learned in the upper frequencies, but she was beginning to dim; the strain was beginning to tell.


  Suddenly it seemed that Holy Water itself chuckled—a radiating dazzle of silvery sparks expanded in concentric bands, from a point directly below the boat. Then—without Wink’s having caught its approach—she found herself staring straight into a huge yellow eye, not a pincer-length away from her own green one. Another eye rose out of the water on the other side of the boat—this one was blue—and gave her its thorough attention.


  Now—in the light of her own fading note—she could see beneath and surrounding her small vessel a bulk of something huge and dark. A roughly circular patch of it began to glow in the all-too-familiar rose and bone and umber, but refraction at the surface broke up the message. Timidly she dipped an eye into the water.


  “. . . they have chosen to send me. Welcome to my domain, small hatchling.”


  The mass of God fell away into the lightless depths on all sides.


  Wink went utterly blank. All her coaching momentarily fled.


  “Fear not. Take all time needed. My life is long.” Again, pale glints of humor accompanied the statement.


  At that, her wits returned.


  “I abase myself before your almighty divinity,” she said, as it had been drilled into her. “I present myself to the will of God.”


  “Your name is—?”


  “I am called Green-Eyed She, Supremely Holy.”


  “Then, Green-Eyed She, my will is that you not so diminish your valuable self . . . . How much have they told you? Do you know what your work is to be? Has anyone said that God has blasphemed? . . . Feel free to interrupt at any time; I know that I speak too slowly for you little twinkly scooters.”


  Wink flashed black and orange in rapid succession, astonished and nonplussed. “The High Servant has told me that you have said many of our beliefs are not—are not quite—as we have believed. He said you wanted a young person to talk to, that none of the old Servants would do. They taught me the divine speech as swiftly as my poor weak mind was able to learn it. Now I am here, though I am still learning.”


  “I rather suspect they harried you, though they need not have. One of your brief generations more or less means little to me.


  “Now I will clarify matters somewhat. I want you to be my messenger to your people. I wanted someone young, someone new, because I have noticed that your people have difficulty learning anything strange to them once they have passed the middle of their lives. I wanted someone intelligent because much of what I must tell you will be difficult to understand, and you must be able to explain it to even the most backward of your people in a way they can accept. And I wanted an artistic singer because I enjoy watching your songs and productions. I am often lonely and part of your duty will be to entertain me.


  “These are the rules: Most of the time, I will speak, you will watch. But because I speak so awkwardly, you have my permission to flash in whenever you please; you can squeeze whole codas of reply between two of my words. And if you can guess what I am about to say, show me. I will tell you whether you are right and when you are, we can go on to the next thing. That will save some time, don’t you agree?”


  “Agree? Of course, God. Let it be as God wills.”


  “That reminds me: this God business. I suppose your High Priest told you about all that?”


  “That you had said—strange and wondrous things, yes.”


  “Here is truth: I am not God, at least, not in the sense of a creator and regulator of matter and life, or even of the ways of natural phenomena in the world. I control nothing and have made little. Old as I am, I am but a hatchling compared to the youngest of those mountains yonder. Strong as I am, I quail before the sun even as you do, and I can no longer heave myself very far out of the water. Yet large as I am, I would be but a morsel to one who is my enemy, who dwells in the Greater Ocean.”


  “The Evil One,” she said, taking Yd at Yd’s word and interrupting.


  “Yes. And Yd is evil; that much of your faith is true. Later we will speak more, much more, of Yd; now you are still relearning your concepts of myself.


  “I rule your people only because you permit me to do so. Yet you gain from it also; my wisdom and—shall we say—impressive appearance—has enabled your tribe to expand its territory and rise above all other groups of your kind. My gain is that without the assistance of your society I could not long live.”


  Wink went black.


  “Oh, do calm yourself. It is quite true. I eat a great deal. The Lake is not quite big enough to provide for all my needs. Without the labor of your Fishers—well, perhaps I would not starve; I could always reduce. But I have reached a point now where I can diminish no further in size without sacrificing some of my intellect, and I’d rather not. Yet often I have wondered how you could afford to support me.”


  “But, God! You are the source of all knowledge, all the arts of civilization, all supremacy in intertribal statecraft, all power—”


  “Well, good. I suppose I’ve paid my way. But, little Green-Eyes, I thought you now understood I am no god.”


  “But what then am I to call you?”


  “. . . I hadn’t thought of that. You may still refer to me as God, if you wish, to your companions, if you feel that would be politic. But within yourself you must not so think of me. Think of me, rather, as—oh, the Prisoner of the Lake. Or, perhaps, your Biggest Audience. Or, Yd Who Waits.


  “Or you could call me by my real name, the one given me of old by my friends, my own kind, my long-mourned people.”


  “And what was that, great one?” she shone softly, suddenly awash with compassion for the divinity.


  “Skysinger.”


  “. . . Among my companions, in our own means of communication, I was accounted something of an artist/poet. And I it was who invented eyes and first discovered the glory of the stars. Thus, Skysinger. Of course, in the language of light, I have a serious speech impediment, hence this clumsy code you have striven so diligently to learn; I know I am no singer to you. Still, it would please me . . .”


  “Then I shall make so bold as to call you . . . Skysinger,” she answered diffidently.


  “Thank you. It has been long and long since I have had a friend to call me a friend’s name.


  “Now I will tell you how my people died.”


  Once upon a time, during the hatchling stage of the world, there lived a Giant Sea Monster. Now, this monster was the very first and only one of its kind, so it had no broodfoster Yd to take care of it and love it. And everyone knows that when a hatchling grows up without an Yd’s fostering love, it turns out not to be a very nice person at all; and so it was with this monster.


  It was neither he nor she nor Yd, yet somehow all three, so it made a child all by itself. But it did not love its child, for it had never learned how; and it sent the hatchling away into exile.


  But the child grew and also made children, and being somewhat foolish (by monster standards) made several of them more or less at once, and these smaller ones grew up with one another to love and enjoy, so they were different from their parent and their parent’s parent. Now these new creatures—we will not call them monsters—talked and swam and explored the seas and played with thoughts and made children and enjoyed the world, until one night they realized food was getting scarcer and scarcer, and they discovered that Child—the second monster, you know—had gotten far too big and was eating far too much. They tried to show it the error of its ways, but despite its size and years it had remained rather stupid. Until it could no longer ignore the obvious; and it tried to invade the Greater Ocean where dwelt the Eldest, the First One. But that monster was prepared with many little slave-monsters, strong fighters, and together, they killed the great Child.


  This left the other creatures with no immediate problems and they went about their business, though some of them wondered uneasily about the personality of their mysterious neighbor, who never came forth to join their community.


  Millennia later, their bad dreams came true, and the monster attacked. First it secretly poisoned two of their kind, to gain what vantage it could; then it gathered up its warriors and invaded. The creatures had always known peace, and had no idea how to fight. They had no natural enemies in all the seas, for they were too big, too strong . . . .


  No more. The monster killed them all.


  All but one, who had explored far up a river in its younger nights, and who dwelt at this time in a broad Upland Lake. Now this one managed to trick the slaves of the monster into believing they had killed it, and so they reported.


  Now the creature in the lake would have been very lonely and unhappy indeed, had it not the friendship of a swarm of tiny little beings who lived in the rocks around the lake, who had helped it immeasurably in driving off the fighters. It knew these little beasts for intelligent beings, though they spoke not as its own people had, and it thought that perhaps in them it had found that which might in the fullness of time be forged into a weapon capable of taking final vengeance upon the monster. For if its little friends ever advanced to the point where they wished to sail the seas to other lands, they themselves would have the monster to contend with. So it counselled them, and they increased, and they and the creature both waxed mighty together in strength and wisdom, over the long years of the wheeling stars.


  Any questions?


  “It is a most peculiar experience, to hear the articles of one’s faith so retold, twisted and altered, and made to appear as the myths of outland barbarian tribes, who have no real god to show.”


  “I hope you are not too deeply troubled, Little Green-Eyes.”


  “No . . . I don’t think I am. In some ways, I feel—relief!” A pop of greenstreaked orange; surprised realization. “This story makes better sense then the old ones did, in places.”


  “Good. It is nearly dawn, little morsel. You had better get back home. I am sorry it takes me so long to say anything.—Oh! One more thing. My first new order to your people: Tell them to begin breeding for long and flexible mouthparts. I’ll have something for them to do, generations from now, besides eat.”


  “. . . Eh?!” A cloudy spiral of gray.


  “Your pincer-claws are admirably suited for certain tasks, and indeed you can do amazingly fine work with them; I am often consumed with admiration for the offerings your artisans show me. Yet—they aren’t quite fine enough for certain things I have in mind. I’ve thought about it and it seems to me the mouth-parts are the only appendages with any potential.”


  “But—but God—Skysinger—Great One—how can we ‘breed for’ any quality?”


  “Oh, yes, you are rather hit-or-miss about passing on the genetic information, are you not. It has at least kept you adaptable. Tell me, your shes compete among themselves for the softest, sandiest places to lay their eggs, true? Would it be considered a privilege to lay them on the beaches of Holy Water?”


  “Of course! But the priests do not allow it. They have always feared there would be such a stampede that the shores would soon become roiled and fouled, which would be displeasing to God.”


  “Tell them to build a fence around a large section of the beach, and put guards at the gate. Then let in only those shes with the longest and most supple mouth parts. When they have deposited their eggs and departed, let in only those hes with the same characteristics, to fertilize them. Then permit only the noblest and most successful and most loving Yds to gather up the ripened clutches from that special beach, to brood them.


  “Let it be known among all the tribes over which your tribe has jurisdiction, that God values such mouth-parts. They will soon work out a similar system on their own.


  “And let it be known that the hes who hatch from these special eggs will have special procreative privileges—well, time enough for that a generation from now.


  “Just tell them about the fence and the beach, Morsel. And hurry along; light touches the tops of the distant eastern hills.”


  Her rowers were already pulling for all they were worth.


  Night followed night in an unending procession of beauty and delight, and every one filled Wink’s young mind with a maelstrom of wonder, for Skysinger, even in Yd’s halting coded speech, spun such visions for her as to dazzle her inner eyes. Yd had personally witnessed all of mortal history, and recounted for her eyes the glories of the past, making legends live. And on other nights, Yd sang of heroic deeds yet to come.


  “. . . great vessels of wood, with a thousand rowers . . . or perhaps—have you ever watched the skYdwellers, sailing on the air? Perhaps a thousand thousand of them could be tamed and harnessed . . .”


  Or again, Yd would delve into Yd’s own history.


  “Among my kind, intelligence was directly related to size. That is one of the reasons I fear the Evil One, for Yd must be unimaginably huge by now, and therefore clever beyond understanding. And that is why I puzzled for so many centuries over how you tiny things could have intelligence; yet you obviously did. Finally I realized that you had almost as many brain-cells as I, perhaps, but the cells themselves were extraordinarily small. With that hint, I solved the quandary that had long vexed me, how to increase my own intelligence without growing too large for the Lake to support. I began experiments to mutate the motherkind of which I am composed, for smaller and smaller units. It only took a few millennia. I would guess I am now about as intelligent as one of my kind eleven or twelve times my size. Whether that will be enough to out-think and defeat the Enemy, I know not.”


  Or Yd would tell her of the many discoveries Yd had made over the long centuries of solitary observation and meditation.


  “The stars do indeed form a pattern, one that seems to you ephemeral creatures to be solid and unchanging. But I have lived long enough to watch some of them slowly drift across the silence. See that bright red one? No, there: the one caught in the yellow-white net of other stars. Yes. Well, I remember when it wasn’t in that net; it used to be paired with the blue one to the left. And those very bright white ones in a line used to form a triangle. I’ve thought about it and it seems to me that some stars must be closer to us than others, and they move relative to one another; and that is why some of them appear to me to sail across the face of the sparkling blackness.”


  “Then—the sky is not the great carapace of your first High Priest, standing sentinel over the vault of the world, sending us messages of divine wisdom from the inside of its shell, which we are too stupid and corrupted to read?”


  “Of course not! Childish nonsense!”


  “And it is not the hollowed-out broodwarren of the world, with airvents to a greater outside world to let light in and smoke out?”


  “No. Intriguing image, but I doubt it.”


  “Then what is it, O Skysinger the Wise?” She had progressed in her confidence with Yd to such a degree that she felt almost safe in expressing a little teasing challenge now and then.


  “Well—I have wondered whether perhaps the sky—is not simply sky, whether it is not air that just goes on forever. Still, there are reasons why that theory doesn’t quite fit, either . . .”


  “And the stars are but another species of skYdweller?”


  “Oh, no. They’re—at least, I suspect they are something quite different.”


  “Well, then?”


  “You’ll laugh at me if I tell you.”


  “I shall not!” Wink replied indignantly.


  “You will, though.”


  “How would I dare?! Please tell me.”


  “I suspect the stars are really suns, like ours, only so remote that—”


  She laughed at Yd.


  But some nights Skysinger seemed melancholy and weary of speaking, and then Wink sang for Yd. In the course of time she went through her entire repertoire of hymns; and when Yd demanded more, she hesitantly shone some of the secular folksongs of her people, with many apologies for their imperfections and unworthiness. But Yd loved them, of course. Eventually, she ran out even of these. She began to compose her own, but soon discovered that the Muse does not always mass-produce upon demand. The priests sent out novices as runners to all the tribes of the Known World, to gather songs and stories for God. Thus began something of a classical fluorescence . . . .


  And on some nights Skysinger and Wink simply chatted together, philosophizing, gossiping, speculating.


  “If you are not God,” Wink asked abruptly, once, “who is?”


  They worked away at that one (always an entertaining question whenever and wherever it arises), off and on, for countless nights.


  And so the nights passed, and the dawns intruded, sending them to their respective nests, she to sleep and dream, Yd to ponder and reflect in lonely silence. The nights curled by like the stars, all alike, each unique . . . .


  “. . . I may be late tomorrow-eve, Skysinger, with your permission. A desire has taken me to speak and play once more with my broodmates and friends. I have hardly seen them for—oh, quite a long time,” Wink said vaguely.


  “Naturally you may do as you please. You ought not to permit me to take up so much of your life, Morsel.”


  “But I so enjoy our grand communions, Skysinger, my big old friend,” she gently replied. “There is really no-one I would rather talk to than my poor old Prisoner of the Lake.”


  Next twilight she left the massive white temple through the mighty portals rather than through the pier-altar. The ways of the City of God seemed unusually crowded with jostling strangers; yet always a passage opened up before her as if a great invisible claw had brushed the people aside. As she made her way through the nighted streets—brilliantly lit by a thousand babbling conversations—a wave of gleaming purple seemed to spread before her, followed by a wave of lightlessness and blank dark carapaces. The shadows returned to the streets.


  “What word bring you from God, Great Lady?” flashed out one on the edge of the crowd.


  She courteously turned both eyestalks toward him. “Only that Yd is pleased with all the labors of Yd’s people,” she replied, benignly lavender.


  Bright white lights erupted around her: huzzahs.


  Wink clambered up the ancient trail to the cave where she’d been hatched and raised.


  “Longstalks—! It’s Wink! I’m home for a visit, but I can’t stay long.”


  A small, glittering, clattering swarm of hatchlings swept past her and scuttled away. The largest of them came but up to her penultimate segment. Silver sparks shivered over her abdomen, in fond nostalgia.


  “Longst—?” She brought up sharply. A young Yd unknown to her occupied Longstalk’s chamber. The brood scrambled around Yd, sparkling for attention. “Who are you? Where is Longstalks?”


  The young Yd hunkered down, scooting backwards and lowering Yd Is eyes several inches in superstitious awe.


  “I am Ringtail Puce.” Yd seemed unwilling or unable to venture further.


  “Great Lady.” A reflection off the ceiling, coming from the mouth of the chamber, caught her attention; she swiveled an eye.


  “Gimp!”


  “I can answer your questions, Great Lady,” Yd continued soberly. “They beamed to me that you had come into the City.”


  They trudged in darkness through the tunnels to Gimp’s quarters nearby.


  “May I ask the Great Lady where her guards are?”


  “Guards—? Do drop the Great Lady nonsense, Gimp; we’re alone now.”


  “Nonsense, Great Lady?”


  “You know me, Gimp; I’m only Wink.”


  “As you say, Great Lady.”


  With a mental sigh, Wink decided to let it pass. After all, one could not expect towering intellect from an Yd.


  “Where is Longstalks?”


  “Longstalks has passed into Holy Water for the glory of God.”


  Dead—Wink went black and lowered her upper body to the floor.


  “. . . When?”


  “Twenty-eight nights ago.”


  “Why was I not told? Why was I not told?” she blazed.


  “You were communing with God, Great Lady. Who would dare to interrupt?” Who indeed? Her shell creaked; but the emotion remained locked inside, dark.


  . Yd was very old,” Gimp offered.


  “I know, but . . .”


  “Yd was only an Yd,” Yd replied.


  “Yd was my broodfoster!”


  “As you say, Great Lady.”


  Time passed in wordless darkness.


  “Well. I’ll mourn later. I have a halfnight break and I must use it well. Where are Red and Sweetscales and Smoothly and the rest of the old swarm? Take me to them; I would see foolish jests and insults once again.”


  “Smoothly the Rotund He has gone missioning to a new tribe dwelling beyond the Melancholy Mountains. Sweetscaled She has left the Service and joined the Corps of Warriors. And Red-Footed He has been a Fisher these three years and more. I cannot take you to any of them, Great Lady.”


  “Three—” Years? Three years? Had she been gone so long?


  “Yes, Great Lady, I know that three years is longer than the normal tour of duty for a Fisher. But it is as he wishes it. He is one of those whom the life of the wilderness has claimed, and now he cannot bear to live in the City of God.”


  She went to the Lake not at all that night; nor the next, nor the next. She remained in her guarded temple chambers—how long had those guards been there? who had ordered them to guard her?—and grieved. By the twilight of the third night the shock had passed and she could think cogently once more.


  She had been “communing with God”—and with no-one else—for over four years. She had never noticed the time passing. She felt she had lived a hundred lifetimes of scholarly acquisition of knowledge, and she did not grudge it—but she had lost so much! Track of the time, her religion, her old broodfoster, her broodmates and friends; and her proper, normal niche is her society . . . .


  All I ever wanted was to live in the City of God and sing in the choir, she thought. I only wanted the natural honors due a Servant, not to be a—a Great Lady, for God’s sake!


  Yes. For God’s sake. For Skysinger’s sake.


  And in the time she had remained absorbed, her dear broodfoster had died—for the glory of God; and Red—


  He never wanted to be a Fisher at all! He feared it so! Now he had succumbed to the mysterious lure that marked so many of those with a vocation to the Service, the “savagery” he had so condemned.


  How had she permitted her life to go off on such a tangent? What else had occurred while her attention had fixed so steadily upon Skysinger? Who were all those crowds of strangers? Why were her chambers guarded? (Had there been a slight tinge of sarcasm beneath Gimp’s dutiful blandness? “Where are your guards, Great Lady?”


  “I cannot take you to them, Great Lady.”) Well, she knew where to start peering out the answers, She might as well make use of the privileges she had apparently acquired. She marched from her room.


  “Guard!” she flashed. “Fetch me—” She broke off and stared. The cavernous interior of the temple had become a bedlam of stroboscopic color. Priests and other Servants scurried about, slipping and iridescing frantically. For a big blue eye just about filled the arched portal over the pier, and a long questing pseudopod of colorless ropy muscle was worming its way hither and thither over the stone floor, dripping mud and frondy weeds, pushing into side-passages, probing . . . .


  Oh yes. She’d dared absent herself for two, going on three, nights, and without sending any word.


  “You I’ll get to later,” she blitzed at Skysinger. “Guard, fetch me the High Priest!” But the young he only continued to goggle at the manifestation above the altar, his eyestalks quivering.


  The manifestation blinked twice at Wink’s peremptory remark, than narrowed dangerously. But the tentacle ceased its wanderings and retracted, carefully backing out the way it had come, bowling over only a few more Servants in the process. Then the eye itself gradually withdrew, finally to sink into the Lake, staring at her all the while.


  “Well?” Her right middle foot tapped. The guard scurried off.


  Old Mottling Swiftly Changing greeted her with, “What have you brought down upon us? God is angered! We are doomed!”


  “Dim that! We’re nothing of the kind. I have questions.”


  So. She felt used. She felt a fool—twice a fool. While Skysinger had assumed the center and become the purpose of her existence—despite Yd’s constant protestations to the contrary, Yd had always made Yd’s expectations felt—the orthodox priests had taken steps to defend against what they saw as a threat to their status. They had created for her a special title—one separate from the standard hierarchy—and isolated her from the populace. The guards allegedly were necessary to protect her from the demands of the importunate rabble; idle gawkers and tourists, the priests had characterized them. In fact, she suspected, her escort had probably often “protected” her from seeing old friends and people with legitimate business or with requests she would have been glad to undertake. (What harm could lie in taking prayers to Skysinger? God though Yd may not be, still Yd had vast wisdom.) They had kept her ignorant of events on the ground that she who communed with God ought not soil her semidivine mind with such mundane, trifling matters. The Servants had always carried out God’s commands, relayed by her, with the same pious alacrity with which their predecessors had done so throughout innumerable centuries; but they had usually managed to twist them subtly to their own advantage. For example, most of the skittering throngs out there were outlander males and females, come on pilgrimage to the City of God, in hopes of gaining entrance to God’s Beach to deposit and fertilize eggs, and of acquiring mana thereby. But since their clutches would be brooded by the local Yds, it meant an ever-escalating concentration of the desired characteristic here in the City of God—and under the effective control of the priesthood. Had Skysinger intended this? She doubted it. It seemed to her that quite often Yd evinced insufficient concern about all the ramifications and effects of Yd’s schemes. How much did Yd really care about her people? Or was Yd so consumed by Yd’s obsession with vengeance that none of the secondary consequences mattered to Yd at all?


  But first she must deal with immediacies.


  “You were right about one thing, venerable one,” she told the priest wryly. “When I am communing with God my mind is so free of common, trifling thoughts that I completely lose contact with mundane reality.”


  “It is good that your ladyship is pleased with her prodigious evolution,” said Mottling Quickly Changing.


  “I am not pleased,” she flared. “Nor have I evolved, prodigiously or any other way. I have simply lost track of the time. Henceforth, priest, you will make it your business to see to it that I have time to live my real life every now and then. And let there be regular times when the people may come to see me!


  “And send all those people back home! Tell them to breed on their own beaches, according to the word of God. Do not seek to molt so swiftly into a shell too large for you, old priest!”


  “You forget yourself, Green-Eyed She.” Dull red lightnings flickered around his words. “You forget to whom you speak.”


  “You forget to whom you speak. You saw God at the Gate. Yd was looking for me . . . not in anger, but in anxiety, for when Yd saw me, Yd returned peacefully into the Lake. Consider what Yd might have done had Yd not seen me, had Yd, for example, conceived that, for some reason, I was being kept from Yd. Consider that, and keep that image firmly in mind. Now, do you remember the blasphemous words of God, that you told me of four years ago when I was but a novice? Or have you managed to shut your inner eyes against their light entirely? For I remember them.


  “And now consider what would happen if the populace happened to glimpse such words. How long would they continue to support and obey the Servants of God—if God is not God? How long would the outlying tribes and clans of tribes continue to submit to the domination of the City of God and its priest, if our visible, tangible god is proven no less false than their invisible, insubstantial ones, who never accept the challenge to contest for supremacy? They would say, ‘Of course our gods would not accept a challenge from a mortal creature, no matter how gargantuan and great.’ “So consider carefully both of those things. And know this also.” She softened the harshness of her colors. “I am no enemy to you. All in all, I appreciate my life quite as much as you do yours. While a few small things must change, those things I have mentioned, I would grieve to alter it to any large degree. I do not want your office, or any other. I believe that the City of God should continue to rule the tribes of mortals and the Servants of God should continue to rule the City, for it has always been so, and it is right. But if I do not get my way, there will begin to appear in the City glimmerings of dangerous reflections!”


  “Great Lady, the words of her who communes with God are always observed with boundless reverence, and it is the privilege of the devout to obey them.”


  “That’s the spirit.”


  Skysinger offered obstacles of a different nature.


  “Where were you, Morsel? I feared something had befallen you.”


  “Something had—four years had passed in but a handiful of days! How could you have done this to me? Did it never occur to you that I might have a life of my own to tend? Ever you claim we are friend and friend, but you treat me as a god would treat a votary.”


  “Little Green-Eyes, you show me nonsense. Many and many a time have I told you to do as pleased you, to live your life as you would, to give me only such time as you might without hardship; for I have lived many long millennia before you came, small one, and I shall continue to live many long centuries after you go, and my patience is vaster than my body, deeper than my lake.”


  “Oh, indeed, such were your hues and shapes; but your thoughts were far other. And how can a poor small mortal mind venture so close to the thought of a god without perceiving it, without bending before its strength? No, the truth is, you have dealt with me as you have dealt with my people: you have captured us, and tamed us, and forged us into that which we were not, and made tools of us, weapons for your coming war of vengeance against the Evil One.


  “Who is the Evil One, O Skysinger, Prisoner of the Lake?”


  “You know that,” replied Skysinger, surprised. “I have told you that story many times


  “But I am only a mortal hatchling, Great One, and my understanding is small. Please tell me who is the Evil One.”


  Yd sensed a trap, of course, but decided Yd might as well feed her the lines she wanted, anyway.


  “Yd is my ancient enemy, First One, Lord of Mother Sea.”


  “And what makes Yd evil?”


  “That, too, I have explained. Yd is so because—”


  “I mean, how is Yd evil? What characteristic is it that designates Yd as such?” Skysinger heaved a windy sigh; big bubbles drifted up and burst upon the surface for several dozen square meters around the boat.


  “That Yd destroyed those whom I loved, that Yd will destroy any sapient life form other than itself, including yours; that Yd cannot brook otherness, much less competition; that Yd cannot perceive the equal reality and validity of any other entity; that Yd cannot therefore understand the pain of another; that Yd seeks only Yd’s own ends. This latter is, perhaps, the natural goal of all beings, and is not evil in an absolute sense; but it certainly makes Yd uncomfortable to share a planet with.”


  “And whose ends do you seek, Skysinger?”


  Yd had seen it coming. “My own, Morsel, and, and”—Yd increased brightness in order to override her attempted interruption—“I honestly believe I seek the ends of nature, of evolution if you will. (You recall what I have said of my observations of the way creature-kinds grow and change and die, just as individual beings do.) In making this alliance with your small kind, I have established your supremacy over all the world—not only merely over other tribes of your species, but over all living things on the planet. No, Morsel, not yet, perhaps, in fact; I realize that. You are still simple and weak, and have yet to extend your hegemony over all the ways of the world, and the life therein, and the very elements themselves. But that night will come, countless generations hence, Green Eyes, when this one small world will fail to contain you. I can see it as clearly as I see the stars. If. If you can destroy First One in the meantime. By yourselves, you cannot do it. Without my counsel, you may perhaps eventually, slowly, have begun to venture out upon the face of Mother Sea in vessels, millennia from now—and First One would become aware of you, and would inevitably put an end to you, and Yd would remain lord of all Yd surveys until sky and world end. With my assistance, you might possibly have a chance. And who better to ally with you in that cause than I? Am I not the Enemy’s enemy? Yet by myself, I have no better chance than you.


  “Since this war, one way or another, is inevitable, ought we not to devise the best odds for ourselves that we can muster? I do not guarantee our success, even as allies; but together we have the greatest hope.”


  “And what of my people, in the meanwhile?” Wink flared out. “In our unnumbered thousands since the beginning of time we have shaped and constrained our lives to fit your huge designs. We have worshipped you as God, and what other nameless gods may have gone unworshipped for that reason? What of my friend Red-Footed He, who has fallen into the trap he feared, and reverted to savagery in your service? What of those weary hundreds of outlanders who made a pilgrimage of who knows what trials and privations, because the priests chose to skew slightly their interpretation of a divine whim, and because you concerned yourself not with its consequences? And what, O Skysinger, of me? While I have conversed with you upon subjects great and petty, while I have soothed your moods and tempers with my songs, while I have thought how to please you and given no thought to anything else—all my friends have died, or gone, or changed. Gleam not to me of sky-high speculation and epic adventures I will never live to see! Even as you have no-one else to call you by a friend’s name, so there is now no-one left to call me Wink!”


  Yd’s coded pulsing slowed and a rosy aura suffused even Yd’s bone-and-sienna symbols. “With your permission, then, small one, I shall use and preserve that name of friendship . . . if you accord me the name of friend?”


  Wink admitted defeat at last. “You know, Skysinger, that it is my everlasting honor that you have chosen to share with me some small portion of your thoughts, just as if we were really equals. If you grant me friendship, can I do less? But surely in your wisdom you understand that no matter how high a grace it may be to see my name in your colors, still I miss the same name in the old familiar spectra of my lost comrades.”


  To her surprise, and indignation, silver laughter rippled beneath the waves.


  “What a species I have undertaken to raise! Wink, try not to keep your inner eyes squeezed so tightly closed. Open them now and look at your thoughts; is your sorrow a soul-hunger or only a petulant melancholy?” When she remained dark Yd continued. “I know your people better than you know yourselves; I have had hundreds of generations to observe you; you, Morsel, have had but the first part of a single lifetime. And I have observed that only Yds truly love; the most profound attachment a he or a she can feel is a kind of shellbound sentimentalism. I have thought about it and it seems to me that it is because the hes and shes never touch; only the Yds touch. The Yds devote their lives to caring for people; the hes and shes devote themselves solely to abstract concepts, ideals, group-identities. This trait promises well for you in the time to come, in the plans I have for you; but do not try to dazzle me with the glare of your profound yearning for your friends. Your yearning, Green-Eyes, is but a nostalgia for the way things once were, and can never be again; for none of your kind accepts change gladly. Why this should be, I’m not certain; it may have something to do with the fact that your childhood moltings into larger carapaces are such traumatic experiences for you. It is the only thing about you that makes me doubt your complete suitability for the great project. But change and adaptation are the very substance of my species, and perhaps each of us can complement the other smoothly enough to promote our success in the grand alliance.


  “No; dim it; don’t interrupt. Consider honestly, little friend. You are angry with the priest, and you are angry with me, and for all I know you may be angry with the weather, because we have all conspired against you to steal your wonted life away. But who, I ask, has come out here every night, storm or starlight, to study and sing and philosophize? Who wakens her poor hardworking rowers earlier and earlier every twilight? Who is it who neglected her shoreside life—and for what cause, pious devotion to duty? I think not. I believe you find me quite as entertaining as I find you. Is it not so?” But Wink stubbornly refused to emit a spark. “Don’t be foolish,” Skysinger admonished. “I will confess to every charge you level that speaks of my manipulation and control of your species; but I am innocent of any ruination of your personal life, small one. That you must confess yourself, if you think it has been ruined.”


  It was true. She had to admit it—at least to herself, if not to Yd. Discovering all the changes that had taken place in her absence—her absence of mind—had proven quite a shock; but that shock was now slowly diminishing. She missed the ways of her childhood, but no-one could remain forever a hatchling under the care of a broodfoster Yd. Exactly how much did she truly care what those barbarian pilgrims in the City of God did in their spare time, or where they did it? And, with Red-Footed He the way he was now, they had nothing to say to one another.


  As for Longstalks, she had loved Yd as much as any he or she had ever loved a broodfoster. But Yd was only an Yd, after all.


  Would she indeed return, if she could, to the nights when she was a novice in the choir, and nothing more?


  No. Upon reconsideration, she would really rather continue to discuss light opera with Skysinger.


  “. . . Good,” Skysinger said some hours later, after they’d thrashed it all out and renegotiated their arrangement. “Because you and I are just beginning our work together, Green-Eyes. I shall keep in mind your admonishment to take greater care of the consequences of my demands; but you, Wink, and your people, must accustom yourselves to the occasional changes we will make. I hope you have not too mortally offended the priests, because I have one or two little notions I’d like them to try out as soon as may be. For one thing, I have thought about it and it seems to me that what this Lake needs is a shipyard over on the far end. It’s none too soon. No, I know you don’t know what a shipyard is; I’ll explain it all when I give you the plans to relay to your artificers and crafters. And when the priesthood calms down, why don’t you talk to them about establishing a Corps of Beacon-Runners?—What is that? Why, that is a way of letting the people of the City of God learn swiftly of whatever interesting may happen, even in the farthest bounds of your tribe’s dominance; do you see? And another thing, Wink, can’t you get the priests to work out a better educational system? I have thought about it and it seems to me . . .”


  And on they shimmered and shone at one another, rippled and rayed, scheming, coruscating, arguing aglow, long into the nights, while the stars above sang a waiting song . . .


  The rowers dipped their oars slowly, in time to the stately pulses of the dirge: deep purple, grays, blues, white. A single large bark glided after the lead boat, carrying priests and choristers.


  But the ancient, awesome old High Priestess was not quite dead, not quite yet. Her spectrum was still as pure as ever.


  “God!” she called out, piercingly violet. “I pray you appear unto your servant!”


  A surge beneath the waves rocked the boats.


  “What’s all this, Morsel?”


  “A state occasion, Great One. A grand sacrifice. I am High Priestess. I officiate.”


  “Good, I could use a snack. I am delighted that you are healed of your recent illness, Wink, and can take part once more in these social functions. I missed you.”


  “I am not healed of my illness. I am old. I am positively antique. My eyesight is failing, and soon I will no longer be able to see you, to converse with you. I have seen little glimpses of rumors among the younger Servants of God, hastily dimmed when I enter the room, to the general effect that my carapace has hardened around my brain.


  •‘Skysinger, old friend, all the symptoms point to one little fact; the time draws ineluctably near when I will go into Holy Water for the greater glory of God.”


  “I see. And why are you here now. Morsel?” Yd gLearned softly.


  “Hmp!” A fuchsia spark. “You know perfectly well! I’ve no intention of becoming one more anonymous piece of flotsam in the Lake, while my empty shell goes to stand sentinel in the Temple! No; you’re going to recognize who I am when I go, and say goodbye properly, and acknowledge my passing!—And, incidentally, I find the tag ‘Morsel’ less than tactful, under the circumstances!”


  “I see,”


  “Stop saying “I see’! Of course you see!” she blipped cantankerously. “I just showed you, didn’t I? You’re not the one going blind! Well, then. This is it. This is not a dress rehearsal. Everyone’s in good spectrum today; they’ve been practicing for weeks.”


  The yellow eye snaked up out of the water and gravely sun-eyed the melting, glowing colors coming from the mighty’ boat, the proud flagship of the great building yards. “Yen,’ harmonious.”


  Wink stood up and teetered cautiously upon the gunwale of the smaller vessel, the traditional coracle. Skysinger noticed her hesitation.


  “Green-Eyed She, our association has given me much delight over the years. I shall miss you terribly . . . . You have grown in wisdom under the wheeling sky. I suspect you have learned not only the clear sight of the mind, but even to see by the wavelengths of love that only Yds heretofore have perceived. Yes, I believe you have-come to love me as much as I have always loved you, little one. This achievement I honor. I acknowledge your passing with great respect . . . . And I promise you won’t feel a thing.”


  Wink’s carapace sagged just briefly: then she gathered her courage.


  “Into thy maw. oh God, I commend me, body and soul,” she said, somewhat ironically: and she closed her green eyes for the last time, held her breath, and jumped.


  But a huge tentacle caught her before she hit the surface, to save her the instinctive panic all her kind felt in the water; and a giant claw neatly snipped the braincase from her thorax.


  Then there was a great crunch . . .


  The state funeral procession rowed back to shore, still shining brightly, some of the mourners already beginning to argue over the selection of the new Supreme Hierophant.


  And Skysinger chugged back into the dark, still depths, feeling once again an overwhelming, inexpressible loneliness . . . and perhaps a touch of indigestion . . .


  THE PURE OBSERVERS


  B.J. Rogers


  The history of space-flight begins before man. While our planet still lay wrapped in its dream of isolation, other intelligences watched from above—minds pure, undying, noble—and pathetically vulnerable . . .


  Novna, my dear, I am writing this as a release for my conscience. Those things which trouble me are not such as one exchanges with vigil companions, or indeed with anyone not bound by ties like ours.


  If I were at home with you I would exchange with your soul in a moment the feeling of my own, but distance permits no such consolation and it is not suitable for me to exchange so familiarly with my colleagues.


  I find myself questioning the value of our customary refusal to communicate thoughts of a delicate and sensitive nature. The Earth people, who speak their thoughts, perhaps are less primitive than we like to imagine. They seem to have no sense of the danger of overwhelming the soul of another with unwanted confidences. The purely vocal nature of their communication does not admit an excessive degree of emotion to their relationships. They do not have to erect any artificial barriers between each other, as we must who exchange on a mental level.


  These doubts of mine never could have arisen if we men of Hainos had not presumed to observe the alien ways of those creatures on the third Earth, so like ourselves and yet so remote, though we have hovered above them, listening and watching, for twelve of their generations.


  This vigil, though it is to last but one journey around the sun, has seemed longer and less fruitful than all the others. I think I shall not come again, but leave such work to those who can remain efficient and disinterested Observers, unmoved by doubt and anxiety. Novna, you must begin to think what we two shall do with the rest of our eternity, for now that I have spent some small portion of mine in fifty vigils, I find they have become distasteful. We might go to the Palace of Art and study to be poet-priests. My last vigil has convinced me that I am more fitted for that life than this.


  When our mission left Hainos for the third Earth, there was aboard our ship the poet-priest Gven. You must remember the many nights we sat beneath the rocks by the ocean, listening as his soul gave ours his songs. Innocent they were, and filled with talk of purity and light, though Gven is as old as the rest of us, even if he is as different from you and me as the Earth child is from its parents.


  “You have never seen him, I think. He is smaller than I, slight of build and tender-faced. How out of place he looked among the ship’s sturdy men of science, with their ages of discipline and austerity written indelibly into their features. They did not want him. They told the commissioner that they did not want him.


  “Let him stay at home,” they said, “and sing his songs to those who wish to listen.”


  But the commissioner himself, and, I suspect, the commissioner’s wife, was as fond as any of Gven and his songs, so he said Gven was to come if he liked.


  Poor Gven tried hard enough to make us like him. He offered us the only gift he had, that of his songs, but no one cared to hear them except me, and I was ashamed to say so. In the end he was reduced to sitting for hours, looking out into the night through which the ship bore us, saying nothing to anyone, for fear of our scorn. He would have liked us to tell him about the Earth people, for his studies at the Palace fitted him sadly for a scientific expedition.


  Of the Earth people, however, we hesitated to speak freely, even among ourselves, for all of us feel strongly about them, in one way or another. Our exchanges on the matter have always been burdened with emotion; and we find we cannot share easily our thoughts about Earth people, unless we banter lightly and say little of what we really feel.


  When our long-ship drew near the third Earth, we were transferred into the round-ship in which we were to carry on our observations. I could see Gven was limp with excitement, but as always, I would not exchange with him for fear of the others, not even to drain off that excess of feeling which was to prove so dangerous to him.


  Perhaps he thought it would be different, once we had established ourselves in our designated area of observation. Then we might warm toward him, giving him the comforts of our experience. If such were his expectations, he was disappointed. Whatever he gathered from us was purely accidental, information that we exchanged among ourselves as we worked. Only in this way did he learn of those few bonds we had forged with the Earth people.


  It is our custom, as you know, for each man to select one of the Earth people as his subject. This is not part of our work, it is only a device to drive away the tedium that descends upon men far from home and bound to exacting work in a confined place. We begin to feel quite passionately concerned with our subjects, and occasionally find it difficult to return to our primary concerns.


  For some time I had been spending my free hours in the world of a gentle old merchant named Jacobs. I lived his life with him briefly, seeing his wife and children as he saw them, going with him to his store. His memories were good ones, filled with hard work and simple pleasures. One day, when I had left the computing tables to prepare for dinner, I sought the mind of Jacobs. He was crossing the street and as he turned his head, he saw the shining lights of an automobile just before it struck him. I withdrew from his mind in a shower of pain and darkness.


  “Oh, he is dead,” my mind cried out to my vigil companions before I could smother the shock and emotion in it. They looked up at me, questioning. Then I exchanged with them more coolly, “My man Jacobs has been killed crossing the street.”


  Gven, the fuel technician, reached my mind first. “A pity, I lost a subject myself that way not long ago. It is a bad death for them, poor things. They might build overpasses, mightn’t they? A pity.”


  It has never failed to unsettle me, the way my companions have come to accept the idea of death so easily. To me it is always a horror, unnatural and alien. You cannot quite see how it is, Novna, for you have never been in the mind of one who dies.


  I withdrew for a little while to mourn my man Jacobs, for my sorrow was not to be shared with the others. It was while I sat thinking of the dead Jacobs that Gven approached hesitantly and sat near me.


  “Is it possible,” he asked, “that one can read the soul of an Earth man? Could I? Or perhaps that would not be permitted to me?”


  His eagerness made me ashamed of the silence I had maintained between us. “It is certainly possible for you to try, though it cannot always be done. You need ask no one for permission.”


  The delight in his eyes made me forget Jacobs a little. “I may try anyone at all?”


  “I advise you to search about a little. Don’t seize on the first one you contact as a subject. You have less time than the rest of us for this sort of thing.”


  Gven thanked me shyly and went away. Later I saw him sitting at the open panels, looking down at the cloud-topped mountains and sandy valleys over which we circled. His face was still and pale as he concentrated.


  The next day at dinner, Gven sat playing with his food, looking up at the rest of us frequently, as if his fear of our coldness were contending with his wish to open his mind to us. I was not the only one to notice his excitement, but the rest sat looking at their plates stonily. They liked Gven even less than they had at first, and preferred to ignore his presence altogether. At last I lifted my head defiantly and my thought streamed across the table into the mind of Gven with such energy and violence that the others raised their eyes from their food in quick surprise.


  “It must be that you have found a subject. I should like to hear about it.”


  At once Gven let his thoughts explode in undisciplined profusion. The men drew back a little, shocked by the unfamiliar impact of another’s passion on their minds.


  “The very first mind I sought was that of a girl who calls herself Maria Dolores. Often her mind turns in upon itself and she reflects like this, ‘Maria Dolores, you have behaved badly to your papa today. Now you must go and ask him to forgive you and give him a kiss.’ In this way she scolds herself for small misdemeanors. Her world is composed of happy, innocent trivialities, though as her purity touches on them and causes them to glow briefly before they are left behind, it seems that there are no more divine and lovely things in existence than those in the world of my Maria Dolores.”


  Gven blushed and paused for a moment, then rushed on. “I sense that her father and mother have barricaded her from everyone else. They are strict with Maria Dolores and sometimes she wishes she could go out to dances as the other girls do. But she is not sad for long, and goes to gather flowers for the dinner table. She sets them in long silver dishes, that reflect the pink and red glow of the sunset slanting through the window. This pleases Maria Dolores and she stands watching for a long time.”


  Gven would have said more, but all at once Corven, the cultural researcher, interrupted, looking at me. “Noven, what have you brought upon us by your curiosity? We are being buried in an avalanche of poetic fancies.”


  After this, Gven sat silent, his face burning, and the rest of us began to talk of the relation between the sites of mines and the locations of proving grounds.


  For many days, I watched Gven covertly. He no longer seemed to care about our rebuffs, nor did he show any desire to ask us questions. He only sat by the panels, his expression withdrawn and intent, while the rest of us hustled busily and a little self-consciously around him. I came to notice a certain perplexity in his face after a time, and felt that I should ask if he needed any assistance. But I was awkward and unsure of myself, so I only watched him and said nothing. At last he came to me, having built up a powerful reserve of feeling that overflowed with the more violence for having been repressed so long.


  “There is something that is to happen in the life of my Maria Dolores,” Gven began directly.


  Unaccountably, I tensed and tried to suppress the warmth I felt toward him. “Well, what is it then?” I answered.


  He seemed not to notice the strain I was under. “They have told her she is to be married to a young man whom they have chosen for her. She is unhappy, but cannot tell them. Now they are making many preparations. Maria Dolores spends her time with her mother, sewing dresses and packing them away. Then her mother speaks to her of things that frighten her and me, things that seem to happen when men and women are alone at night. She does not understand and lies awake when her mother has gone, afraid and wondering. We are uneasy, Maria Dolores and I.”


  Here, Novna, I must attempt to explain the marriage of Earth people. While with us marriage is the spiritualized union of masculine and feminine natures in one soul, it is to them a more concrete thing. Their junction is not only one of minds, but one of bodies as well.


  The union seems not to be unpleasant for those who take part in it, but for us, who so jealously guard our bodies from another’s touch, the marriage of Earth people is difficult to contemplate without revulsion.


  I was rescued from having to answer Gven by the laughter of Corven, who had overheard the last of the poet’s words. “Well then, poet, if she is unhappy, you must take her away, mustn’t you? That’s what you want, it seems, to take her away to Hainos and make her your Gvna.”


  Gven stood up and glared angrily at Corven. “Would it be so bad a thing to carry back one person of Earth? Why shouldn’t we?” he flung at the other man.


  Corven turned away in disgust. “You know we have no authority to intervene in their affairs. This is what comes of letting a poet-priest meddle in the concerns of science.”


  A sullenness came over Gven’s face, and he withdrew from us again, turning back to the panels. I knew he was with Maria Dolores. Though I was uneasy over his ignorance, I could not help feeling relieved that I had not been forced to enlighten him.


  My anxiety proved to be well-founded. It was only a few weeks later that we reaped the results of our long-cultivated conspiracy of silence against the poet-priest. We were deeply engrossed in our work at the computing tables when our nerves were shattered by a cry of anguish from the mind of Gven. In a moment we were standing around him, avoiding each other’s eyes and scarcely daring to look at the man shuddering before us, his face in his hands.


  “It is done.” Gven cast his anger at us like a stone. “It is as though she had been killed. Why couldn’t you tell me? You, Noven, I asked you. Why couldn’t you have spared me this?”


  The men looked uneasily at me and back at Gven. Shaken, they drifted away, back to their work, still ashamed to meet each other’s eyes. Gven sat there, grinding his fist into his palm, staring straight ahead.


  He has been gone for some time now. At his request, a long-ship stopped for him on its homeward cruise. I have not tried to reach another subject, nor have any of the others. At least, if they have, they do not speak of it. We are reluctant to attempt any communion with these creatures whose alien nature has been so strikingly demonstrated to us. The game of Observation itself has become less a game, and we go about our work with a vague sense of unrest, as though the descent of catastrophe upon us were imminent.


  Gven gave us one last gift before he left. He sang us a song that made us want to bend our heads to the ground in shame. If his songs are bitter now, and if there is no innocence in them, one needs not look far to find the reason.


  IN THE ABYSS OF TIME


  Stephen Baxter


  St John Elstead’s cosmological time machine was a hole in the ground . . .


  I was choppered in from LA. We flew maybe sixty kilometres north, skimmed across the Mojave, and descended close to the town of Edwards. From the air Elstead’s facility was a ring of blocky white buildings that might have spanned a couple of kilometres, set out over the desert. The hub of the facility was a huddle of buildings at the rim of the circle towards the south west, like a diamond on a wedding ring.


  We landed on a helipad, an uncompromising square of black tarmac. A gaggle of technicians in orange jumpsuits, some of them carrying lightweight cameras and sound gear, stood at the edge of the pad. I climbed down with my backpack. This was the Mojave, in July. I had just flown out from a rainy London, and jet lag and furnace heat made me reel.


  A tall, spare figure came striding towards me, smiling. He wore a jumpsuit like the rest, with a nametag on his chest and some kind of mission patch on his arm. His coiffure was expensive, his skin toned, and though I knew he was in his fifties he had the easy physical grace of a man with the time to play squash.


  He grabbed my hand. ‘Ms Oram. Susie?’


  ‘Yes—’


  ‘Glad you could make it. You know who I am.’


  What arrogance! But as Time’s Man of the Year of the previous year, 2023, St John Elstead, founder and life president of Cristal Industries, was unmistakeable. I was tempted to mispronounce his name—‘Saint John’ rather than the correct ‘Sin-junn’—but that would have been petty.


  He turned on his heel and marched back to his technicians. I hurried to follow, my pack heavy on my sweating back. Over his shoulder he asked me, ‘Do you know why you’re here?’


  ‘Because you’re paying me half a million euros.’


  He laughed. ‘Fair enough. But you don’t know anything else? And it doesn’t bother you?’


  I decided to be blunt. ‘I’m just back from covering the efforts of Christian peacekeepers to broker an armistice in the Iraqi civil war. Writing up some businessman’s latest vanity project does not frighten me, no.’


  He glanced at me. ‘A bit of spirit. That’s what I detected in your work for the Guardian.’ His accent was the strangulated Bostonian familiar from a hundred ads and a dozen high-profile self-publicising stunts: ballooning, swimming with the sharks, a circumlunar jaunt on a rented Soyuz. ‘Full briefing later. But for now, two words: cosmological exploration.’ He grinned, but it meant nothing to me.


  The technicians stood around a hole in the ground. It was maybe a metre across and covered by a heavy metal hatch, like a submarine’s. As we walked up two heavy-set techs turned the hatch’s wheel and hauled it open. A shaft led into the ground, filled with a silvery light, and I felt an unaccountable thrill.


  ‘Down we go,’ Elstead said to me.


  ‘Now? Just like that?’


  He shrugged. ‘We’re ready to go.’


  ‘Go where?’


  ‘We’ve just been waiting for you. There’s nothing to be gained by delaying. And besides, it’s air-conditioned down there. You first. Look, there are rungs inset into the wall of the shaft.’


  The shaft was generously wide, plenty of room for me and my pack, and maybe three metres deep, an easy climb down. At the bottom I stood with Elstead and looked up at a circle of washed-out Mojave sky, and sweating, silhouetted faces. When the hatch closed over it was like an eclipse of the sun.


  Elstead watched me. ‘I hope you’re not claustrophobic.’


  ‘It’s just that things are moving a little rapidly.’


  ‘That’s how I like it. This way.’


  We were off again. He led me through a door, a big oval metal affair opened by spinning a wheel, then along another short passageway, brightly lit. The air was fresh and cool, but it smelled faintly metallic; obviously we were in a sealed system. It was like a nuclear bunker. And there were oddities: Velcro pads on the walls, bright colour schemes with floors and ceilings clearly distinguished from walls, even doors that looked as if they had been fitted sideways.


  We reached a small cabin, and Elstead gave me some privacy for a few minutes. It wasn’t much more than a pod-hotel room in Tokyo, but it had a softscreen, its own tiny bathroom facilities, and even a little coffee machine. The bunk had seatbelt-like straps over it, oddly.


  A single jumpsuit hung on a peg. It had a nametag stitched onto it—ORAM—and a mission patch, like an astronaut’s, which showed a kind of funnel shape like a cartoon black hole, and a slogan: SPACETIME BATHYSCAPHE I. How cheesy, I thought. I did wonder, though, what kind of bathyscaphe could be buried in the Mojave.


  I used the facilities quickly, trying to wash off the grit of a transatlantic flight and to wake myself up. The jumpsuit was a perfect fit. I left my London clothes in a locker.


  Elstead had waited for me outside. ‘The suit is okay? It’s smart fabric, self-cleaning, temperature control.’


  It was cool and snug, and moved with me as I walked. ‘I want one.’


  He laughed. ‘Keep it.’


  Through another hatch in the floor we descended to a lower level, and came to a larger chamber, which Elstead called the bridge. It was a roughly cylindrical space, with its curving walls, floor and even the ceiling coated with softscreens. Right now these were full of readouts, graphical and digital. Three couches, like heavy-built airline seats with harnesses, were suspended in the centre of the room. You reached them by crossing a catwalk of white-painted metal. The couches had trays laden with more softscreens that you could pull into your lap.


  The central couch was already occupied, by a thin, intent-looking man of around forty. He was busy, peering at the wall displays, working at his lap tray. When we walked in he started to get up, but Elstead waved him back. ‘That’s Teutonic manners for you, but the three of us are going to be working together for the next few days, and I don’t think we need stand on ceremony.’


  The man shook my hand. ‘My name is Walter Junge.’ Vall-tair. His accent was clipped, precise; I thought he was Prussian.


  Elstead clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Walter is my evil genius—my Igor. All this, the Bathyscaphe and the facility that sustains it, is his design.’


  Junge nodded. ‘But your vision, Elstead.’


  Elstead laughed. ‘And my money. Not the first time American money and German know-how have combined to make history, eh, Susie? So our motley crew is assembled. Sit down, Susie—your seat is the right-hand one. Strap in tight.’


  The buckles were straightforward. As I strapped in Junge continued to work, and a low hum filled our spherical chamber. I sensed huge energies gathering. The proceedings had the atmosphere of a space launch; I had a fantasy of this whole facility bursting out of the ground like a Minuteman missile from its silo. The preparations for this event must have been going on for hours; it was a showman’s touch to have me landed and thrown down here at the crucial moment.


  It was all as corny as hell, and I still didn’t know what was going on. But again, I couldn’t help feeling thrilled.


  Elstead smiled at me. ‘Susie, a favour. Do you have a pendant? A locket, maybe . . . ’


  I had a small crucifix on a gold chain, a gift from my mother when I was five; I’d worn it ever since.


  ‘Would you mind taking it off, and hanging it from your monitor tray?’


  I shrugged and complied. The little trinket dangled, glittering in LED light. ‘I still don’t have the faintest idea what we’re all doing here.’


  ‘You’ll find out in five minutes,’ Elstead said.


  ‘Actually a little more than three,’ Junge said. ‘The five-minute count started when you closed the door to the bridge.’


  ‘Three, then. I did give you a clue, Susie—’


  ‘Cosmological exploration. That means nothing to me.’ I remembered old Discovery Channel shows about giant orbital telescopes peering into space. Cosmology was a matter of observing; its subject was the universe, its theories concerned the ancient past and deep future. How could you explore it?


  But I had picked up other clues. ‘We’re in the Mojave. Close to Edwards Air Force Base? A good place to be if you want isolation, but with access to technicians from LA, and maybe help from the Air Force with heavy lifting.’ I thought about that circle of blockhouses, spread over kilometres. ‘Have you built a particle accelerator out here, Mr Elstead?’


  ‘Just Elstead, please. Good guess, Susie. But the accelerator is only a means to an end.’


  ‘And I don’t see why you would put a bathyscaphe in the middle of the desert.’


  ‘One minute,’ Junge said.


  Elstead said, ‘So why do you think I asked you here?’


  I shrugged. ‘With respect, your ego is everything. I’m here as, what, an unbiased witness? My job will be to write up this chapter in your hagiography.’


  He laughed, evidently not offended. ‘I couldn’t have put it better. And, aside from the money, what made you come?’


  ‘If you succeed, fine. If you don’t, this monumental folly will make an even better story.’


  ‘Fair enough. Let’s hope we both get what we want.’


  ‘Fifteen seconds,’ Junge said. ‘Everything is nominal. Ten. Nine . . . ’


  ‘I don’t think we need a count,’ Elstead said.


  So we sat in silence. Elstead seemed relaxed, unbearably confident. Junge was focussed on his machinery, the born technician. Only I grew tense.


  There was a kind of jolt. I felt as if I was falling; my chest pushed up against my harness. Startled, I asked, ‘What is this, some kind of elevator?’


  ‘Look at your pendant,’ Elstead said. ‘Old trick I learned from the Soyuz cosmonauts . . . ’


  The crucifix was floating, the chain twisted.


  ‘We’re in free fall,’ Elstead said.


  ‘Why? How? We’re buried in the dirt.’


  ‘Not any more,’ Junge said. ‘Elstead, the external monitors are working.’


  ‘Cameras on the outer hull,’ Elstead explained to me. ‘Walter, let’s see out.’


  Junge tapped a control. The wall displays cleared of their read-outs, to show what was now beyond the hull of the Bathyscaphe.


  Stars.


  ‘We have fallen away from the Earth,’ Elstead said, his grin demoniacal in the starlight. ‘And, far more importantly, Susie, we have fallen into time . . . ’


  I threw up.


  Elstead and Junge had both been prepared. Elstead had his boy-astronaut experience on the Soyuz, of course, and he had sent poor Junge for flights on a Vomit Comet. For me, spacesickness pills stopped the hurling, but I was fragile for the first hours of our journey—for such I now, tentatively, accepted it to be, though I still didn’t understand where we were going or how we were getting there.


  I spent much of that time away from the bridge, exploring the Bathyscaphe. Some kind of displacement activity, no doubt, focussing on the fixtures and fittings rather than what lay beyond the walls. But I did need to learn to get around in free fall.


  The core of the Bathyscaphe was a cylinder ten metres tall, maybe five wide. It was divided into three levels. The middle deck was the bridge, centred on our three couches. The upper deck, through which Elstead had led me from the surface, was a living space—cabins, a galley, washrooms. The lower deck was sealed off; it contained computer banks, a closed-system life support, and our power supply, a small nuclear plant. The decks were connected by ladders that were just as easy to navigate without weight. Elstead had borrowed Space Station design elements—the Velcro pads on the walls to which you could stick pens or handhelds, the strong colour scheme to give you a sense of orientation.


  Our cylindrical hab was contained inside an outer hull, a sphere of hardened steel. The space between the hab and the hull was filled with—well, something strange.


  I did try to sleep that night, in my bunk (now I found out what the straps were for). I kept dreaming I was falling, for so I was. I had a fantasy that we were plummeting down some vast shaft into the centre of the Earth.


  But Junge showed me some of the raw feed from the hull cameras. If he swivelled the viewpoint I could see the curving hull itself, adorned with the Stars and Stripes, and the logos of Elstead’s companies, and bits of Mojave dirt clinging to the metal. And whenever the cameras tipped away from the ship, they filled up with stars.


  Twenty hours after the ‘launch’, Elstead summoned me by intercom. ‘We’re approaching our first milestone. You will want to see this.’


  Reluctant, fearful, I hauled my way to the bridge. The three couches on their spindly catwalk were suspended in a star field. I pulled myself over the catwalk and strapped myself into my seat. There was no sense of motion, but it made me feel more secure.


  It seemed to me that the stars swam, constellations morphing like dreams. And behind the sprinkling of stars was something new, a cloudy veil; I thought I could make out colours, gold and brown. That too shifted, like a cloud seen through raindrops. I had no real understanding of what I saw.


  Junge was locked into his machinery, but he was actually more empathetic than Elstead, who wanted only to dazzle and impress me, and he tried to explain. ‘Everything you see is processed. For one thing the light that falls on the ship’s hull is blueshifted—that is, Doppler-shifted. We have to render the hard rain of photons into something palatable to the eye.’


  I knew from speed-trap technology that Doppler shift had something to do with relative velocities. ‘Blueshifted by what? Are we moving so rapidly?’


  ‘No,’ Elstead smoothly. ‘The blueshift comes from our falling through time. And our, umm, velocity is increasing. Maybe you can tell that from the way the nearby stars are swimming around the sky. Sol is one of a crowd of stars swarming around the giant black hole at the heart of the Galaxy. But beyond you can see another galaxy altogether—Andromeda. Two million light years away, the most distant object you can see with the naked eye. It’s just a faint smudge. In our day.’


  The spangled cloud I saw was no faint smudge.


  Junge pointed to one star, the brightest. ‘There is our sun. We haven’t come so far, really.’ Again he was trying to orient me, to comfort me. But I thought the sun’s light was red-tinged.


  Elstead called, ‘I guess it’s time you started asking your questions, Susie. The two most basic must be—how are we journeying through time, and why?’


  ‘Or maybe, how are you pulling off this monumental hoax?’


  Elstead just laughed. Nothing I said ever seemed to offend him. ‘Where do you want to start?’


  ‘All right. How?’


  Elstead nodded at Junge. ‘That’s the engineer’s department.’


  Junge said, ‘The details are somewhat intricate. The principle is simple. Buoyancy . . . ’


  We delved into particle physics.


  The universe is made up of several kinds of stuff. The visible matter, the ‘baryonic’ of which you and I are composed, is a mere trace, far outweighed by ‘dark matter’, mysterious stuff so evanescent it passes through the light stuff as if it wasn’t there, and interacts with it only through gravity. It’s so wispy in fact that not a single particle of it was detected until hypersensitive facilities came online in the late 2010s. But both kinds of matter are overwhelmed by a third sort of stuff called ‘dark energy’.


  ‘Dark energy is a kind of antigravity field,’ Elstead said. ‘It is driving the expansion of the universe. And we know, since 1990s observations of distant supernovae, that about six billion years ago the expansion, having slowed since the Big Bang, began to accelerate. Hence we know the dark energy field is becoming dominant.’


  Junge said, ‘At any moment any volume in the universe—like this ship, Susie, or your own body—contains a mixture of these substances, dark and light matter, dark energy. But as time goes on, the dark energy component increases. And what we have done, with the facility under the Mojave—’


  ‘The particle accelerator.’


  ‘– is to find a way to increase the strength of the dark energy field in a specified volume. Specifically, in the Bathyscaphe’s interhull space.’


  ‘How?’ I asked, suspicious. ‘I thought dark energy is still little understood.’


  Elstead said, ‘You don’t have to understand something to exploit it. My Cristal Industries cell phones work almost entirely on quantum mechanical principles, and nobody understands that after a century of trying. But as to the details—commercial confidentiality. Sorry, Susie.’


  ‘And when you’ve flooded the interhull space with dark energy?’


  ‘Buoyancy,’ Junge said. ‘Susie, our Bathyscaphe has been given the fundamental composition of an object from the far future—a time when dark energy will be by far the dominant component of the cosmos. And so the Bathyscaphe, umm, comes untethered in space and time. It’s exactly as a submarine floods its buoyancy tanks to dive. The Bathyscaphe is sinking towards its natural place in spacetime—and that place is the very deep future.’


  ‘But,’ I said, half believing, half alarmed, ‘I suppose we do have a way to blow the tanks.’


  ‘Oh, yes,’ Elstead said. He showed me panic buttons, big red slabs mounted on his and Junge’s consoles (though not mine). ‘Pressing these would lift us home immediately. I have no ambition to die in a spacetime hole.’


  ‘I suppose you have tested all this out?’


  ‘With unmanned drones,’ Junge said. ‘This is the first voyage of the Bathyscaphe itself.’


  ‘Call it a test flight,’ Elstead said. ‘Thrilling, isn’t it?’


  Junge was peering at the wall monitors. ‘The merger is due.’


  Elstead checked his lap display. ‘Right on cue. Susie, perhaps you know that our Galaxy and the Andromeda spiral are the two big beasts of our local group of galaxies. And they’ve been heading towards each other since they were formed. Some day in the far future they will collide—but we are in the far future, aren’t we? Enjoy the show . . . ’


  A band of light cut across the cloudy disc that spanned the sky. I saw sparks: huge stars, forming, blazing and dying. Millions of years passed with each heartbeat.


  ‘We’re sitting in the disc of one galaxy,’ Elstead murmured, ‘as it intersects the disc of another. The loose gas in both galaxies is being compressed to form new stars—it’s the greatest star-birthing event in either galaxy’s history. Tough on any life forms around, however.’


  The stars around us swam, agitated, like bees pitched out of a hive. Only Sol burned firm, reddish, immovable; perhaps we orbited it. The delicate structure of Andromeda, only just discernible as a spiral, began to break up. What looked like gas fountained outwards, away from me, multi-coloured—but that ‘gas’, brilliantly lit, was made up of stars, clouds and streamers of stars. But the streamers quickly dispersed.


  ‘Show’s already over,’ Elstead said. ‘For a while the collision has created a brilliant, elaborate hybrid. But it is quickly settling down into a huge composite galaxy, a plain elliptical, with the delicate spiral structures of the originals broken up. And most of the star-making gases used up too. An expensive firework display.’


  It could have been a simulation. I had sat through much more elaborate VR adventures than this. But still . . . ‘Elstead, when is this collision due to happen?’


  ‘Round numbers?’


  ‘Just tell me.’


  ‘Three billion years after our time.’


  I looked for the sun, the one constant in the firmament. But its colour had changed, becoming fiery, and I thought I saw a disc. ‘Is something wrong with the sun?’


  ‘Walter, I thought the red giant phase wasn’t due until six billion years?’


  Junge checked figures, and shrugged. ‘The astrophysicists could only give us predictions. Maybe the galactic collision disrupted solar physics, somehow.’


  Elstead snorted. ‘Bullshit. Make sure you record this, Junge. I’ll enjoy showing this to old MacNerny at Cornell and make that pompous pedant eat his words . . . ’


  The sun ballooned, quite suddenly, to became a crimson wall that covered half the sky; black forms like monstrous sunspots crawled across it. Then it popped, flinging out material. For a second the space around us was laced by streamers of glowing gas, green and gold and blue, lit up by the solar remnant. But the nebula dispersed in an eyeblink.


  ‘So that’s that.’ Elstead said, matter-of-fact.


  I asked, ‘What about Earth?’


  ‘If it wasn’t swallowed by the red giant, by now it will be a ball of hardened slag under a thin shell of frozen nitrogen. What do you think of that, Susie? London, New York, Bethlehem, Mecca—all gone. But our ‘scopes don’t have the resolving power to find it.’


  ‘Three billion years,’ I said. ‘How much further will we go? Ten billion? A hundred?’


  ‘Oh, further than that.’ Elstead smiled. I was coming to hate his mind games.


  I noticed my gold crucifix still floating in the air. I grabbed it and hung it around my neck, and began to unbuckle. ‘I think I’ll go to my cabin—’


  Junge touched my arm. ‘No. Wait. Brace.’


  The ship shuddered, and a cold light flickered behind the stars.


  ‘Gravity waves,’ Junge muttered. ‘The merging of the big black holes from the centres of the two colliding galaxies. Brace for aftershock . . . ’


  Again the Bathyscaphe rocked and bucked, its hull metal groaning, as we fell deeper into time.


  I was on the bridge in the middle of the next day, our third, when we passed the next milestone.


  Elstead had served up lunch, in ceramic trays piping-hot from the microwave oven. We ate at our stations with the trays clipped to our laps. My choice was a pasta bake. The galley mostly served up ‘astronaut food’, as I thought of it, dried food like biscuits, or dinners bound to the plate by glue-like gravies and sauces. I’m told the Russians do it better.


  Around us the stars of our new elliptical galaxy swarmed, nameless, slowly fading as the aeons ticked away.


  ‘Depth, twenty-five billion years,’ Junge called. ‘The Big Crunch. Here we go . . . ’


  I was alarmed enough to stop eating. ‘The Big Crunch—a reverse of the Big Bang, right?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Elstead.


  ‘When all matter, all space and time, will be crushed out of existence.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Including us?’


  ‘It’s a possibility—’


  Junge held up a hand.


  I stopped breathing. I clutched at my couch’s armrests, as if that was going to help.


  Nothing happened. The stars continued to shine, fading gently.


  ‘We’re through it,’ Junge said. ‘Next destination the Big Rip, in another fifteen billion years.’ He glanced at his timers. ‘Maybe an hour.’ He turned back to his food.


  ‘So no Big Crunch,’ I said.


  ‘No Big Crunch,’ Elstead said. ‘And, please note, resident journalist, we have made our first significant cosmological discovery. Susie, I think you need to ask me the second of your big questions.’


  I nodded. ‘Why, then? Why make this journey?’


  ‘Simple. To learn the answer to the most fundamental question of all: what is to become of us, in the end?’ He began to lecture me, and through me posterity. ‘Susie, when I was a kid the universe looked pretty straightforward. The dominant force was gravity: everybody agreed on that. We knew the universe had come barrelling out of the Big Bang, and gravity controlled the future. If the mass density of the universe was too high, if gravity was too strong, then the universe would reach some maximum radius and start to fall back on itself. Otherwise the universe would expand forever. Big Crunch, or endless dissipation. But that simple picture fell apart when those anomalous distant-supernova results turned up in the 1990s. And now the answer to that epochal question about the universe’s ultimate fate depends on the properties of dark energy, which are unknown.


  ‘In the most extreme scenario, suppose the density of the dark energy is decreasing with time. Suppose it even goes negative. If that happens it will become attractive, like gravity. The universal expansion will slow quickly, and then reverse. A Big Crunch, soon. But we have already descended through the most likely epoch for a dark energy crunch. In the process we’ve proven something about the properties of the dark energy too, do you see? This is an exploration not just of cosmology but of fundamental physics.’


  I glanced uneasily at Junge, who quietly watched his timers. ‘And the Big Rip?’


  This was predicated on a different theoretical model for dark energy, and was still more spectacular. Perhaps the dark energy could become stronger with time. A positive feedback effect could cut in. The final expansion would be sudden and catastrophic.


  ‘Five minutes to the Rip,’ Junge said.


  Again I gripped my couch.


  ‘Now you know my objective,’ Elstead said. ‘To observe directly our cosmological future—to see which of many possible outcomes we must endure—and thereby, incidentally, to confirm various models of fundamental physics by direct inspection of their far-future consequences. What a goal it is! You know, I made an awful lot of money through doing awfully little. A slightly different kind of implanted cell phone, just good enough to beat out its competitors: I made billions, but it’s an achievement that will be forgotten in a century. This, though, will live in the imagination forever. I know people call me grandiose. But I’ve had my kids, made them all implausibly rich. What else should I spend my money on . . .?’


  And as Elstead talked about himself we lived through the five-minute barrier, and survived a sixth minute, and a seventh. No Big Rip; more dark energy models eliminated.


  I went to my cabin, and threw up all I had eaten.


  The fourth day of our journey was dull by comparison. We sat on the bridge, chewing on half-cooked TV dinners, watching the show.


  We were sinking into a deep future of possible cosmic outcomes. We now seemed to be faced by a set of models of the dark energy in which its density remained constant, neither growing nor falling. According to Elstead, all we could do was wait; even at the gathering rate of our descent, there were many slow processes to be worked out before the cosmos came to its next decision point.


  Thus we reached a time, a hundred billion years deep, when the cosmic expansion carried other galaxies ‘beyond our cosmological horizon’, as Junge put it, their light no longer able to reach us. Our elliptical galaxy was left alone, hanging in space like a single candle in a cathedral.


  It was an increasingly shabby galaxy at that. The galaxies’ merger had wasted much of the material needed to make new stars. In time, all that was left was a population of small, miserly stars, eking out their paltry stores of hydrogen. Even they were dying, of course.


  I wondered about life. ‘Civilisations like our own could be rising and falling all around us and we’d never see them.’ It was true; we rushed by too quickly.


  Elstead picked on that. ‘If there is life out there, do you imagine there could still be people? Even if humanity survives, could our descendants still be anything like us?’ He glanced at my crucifix, which floated in the air before my throat. ‘Are you a practicing Christian, Susie?’


  ‘Sort of.’ I was brought up Catholic; I attended Mass with my parents. I welcomed the social glue of the Church, and I liked to think I had an open mind about the rest. ‘You?’


  He snorted. ‘No, but my parents were, as you can tell from my first name. Consider this. In our day Christianity was only, only, a couple of thousands of years old. Some gods have been around longer—but many more have been forgotten. We have no idea to what gods Stonehenge was dedicated, for example. Human culture seems incapable of keeping its gods alive for more than a few millennia.


  ‘But suppose humanity survives a million years—or ten million. Most mammalian species go extinct on such timescales. How will time change mankind? Is it even conceivable that the memory of any god could survive such a stupendous interval? Because that’s what you have to believe, you see, if you follow Christ, or Allah, a One True God.’


  I thought about that. ‘Either possibility—the abandonment of Christianity, or its enduring for a million years—is hard to get my head around.’


  ‘Yes, it is. But go even further. What happens if humanity goes extinct? Could the last man baptise an octopoid creature from Alpha Centauri? Can the flame be kept alive in alien heads? And what happens if intelligence fails altogether? Is there room for Christ in a universe altogether without mind, even without life? Because that is what you must believe. Or if you can’t believe it, then what is the purpose of your faith? . . . ’


  He went on in this hectoring way for some time. Junge shot me sympathetic glances, but I wasn’t troubled; my residual faith isn’t deep enough for that.


  Anyhow I understood that Elstead was just picking on me because he was bored by this long day—bored, as he waited for the end of the universe.


  On the fifth day the stars went out.


  For a while the sky was full of their remains. There were black holes and neutron stars, the remnants of giants, while stars like our sun became white dwarfs, slowly fading to black. Occasionally a flare would light up the dark, as an unlucky dead star fell into a black hole, or dwarfs collided and ignited. But these were rare, chance events. Junge said that in the end our sun would collapse to a single, immense crystal of carbon, a diamond cool enough to touch. It was a wonderful image, but we weren’t able to see it.


  On the sixth day we watched the galaxy disintegrate. Chance encounters threw one star after another out of the galaxy’s gravity well, a relentless evaporation that turned our black sky even blacker. Junge said that the galaxy was dispersed utterly after some hundred billion billion years.


  That long day I spent some time trying to make such numbers meaningful. Such was the expansion of scales that as a single year was to the lifetime of the universe in my day, so the entire epoch from Big Bang to humans was to this new age. But any such comparisons, fleetingly grasped, were soon overwhelmed by our continued plummeting into ever more outlandish depths of time.


  And still the expansion continued, still the universe’s dreary physical processes unfolded. There was no sound in the Bathyscaphe but our own breathing and the whir of the air scrubbers.


  On the seventh day the ghosts of the last stars, mere infra-red traces, faded out one by one. The cosmic expansion, having long ago separated galaxies from each other, now plunged its hands deep into stellar neighbourhoods. There came a point when the remnant of the sun was left isolated within its cosmological horizon: the sun, alone in its own universe.


  And as the day wore on, even the diamond sun began to break up.


  Junge had a set of particle detectors mounted on the hull of the Bathyscaphe. He passed their signals through a speaker, and we heard soft pings from the cosmic dark.


  ‘Protons,’ Elstead breathed. ‘The decay of protons into their constituent quarks—on the very longest of terms, even solid matter is unstable. Another theory vindicated! They ought to give me the Nobel Prize for this.’


  ‘So what happens now?’


  ‘That all depends, Susie. On what we find tomorrow.’


  None of us went to bed that night. We brought blankets from the cabins and sat in our couches, side by side, the only light in the universe shining on our faces. Nobody slept, I don’t think. Yet nobody had the nerve to suggest that we shut off the softscreens and exclude that terrible, unending night. I watched the clock. There wasn’t anything else to do.


  At last, the eighth day began.


  At the time we understood nothing of what happened to us. Later we reconstructed it as best we could.


  We stayed together that night because we thought we were alone in the universe. We were wrong. Humans had never been alone.


  From a hundred centres, life and mind spread across the face of the Galaxy. Gaudy empires sprawled; hideous wars were fought; glittering civilisations rose and fell. Yet what survived each fire was stronger than what had gone before.


  Humanity, born early, did not survive to participate in this adventure. But the wreckage of Earth was discovered; humans were remembered.


  Then came the collision with Andromeda, a ship of stars carrying its own freight of history and civilisation. The vast disruption inflicted deep wounds on two galactic cultures—wounds made worse by the wars of the dark days that followed.


  Yet out of these conflicts came a new mixing. Minds rose up from the swarming stars like birds from a shaken tree, and then flocked into a culture stronger and more brilliant than those which had preceded it—but a more sober one.


  In the long ages that followed, civilisation turned from conquest to consolidation, from acquisition to preservation. Vast libraries were constructed, and knowledge was guarded fiercely.


  But the universe wound down.


  As the galaxy evaporated, its unified culture disintegrated into fiefdoms. Worse, as the stars receded from each other, the universe shed its complexity, and it became impossible for the ancient catalogues to be maintained. Information was lost, whole histories deleted.


  Nobody even noticed when the last traces of humanity were expunged.


  The last cultures pooled resources and eventually identities, so that, within the cosmological horizon of the sun, in the end there was only a single consciousness, a single point of awareness, hoarding a meagre store of memory.


  And still the universe congealed. Elstead’s final cosmological discovery was that there could be no relief from the relentless expansion. The proton decay reduced all matter to a cloud of photons, electrons, positrons and neutrinos—and at last the cosmic expansion would draw apart even these remnants. In the end, each particle would be alone within its own cosmological horizon. And at that point, when no complexity of any kind was possible, consciousness would cease at last.


  Think of it! There you lie, the last solar mind, trapped in spacetime like a human immersed in thickening ice. Dimly you remember what you once were, how you cupped stars in your hands. Now you can barely move. And the constant expansion of the universe bit by bit shreds your memories, your very identity, a process that can only end in utter oblivion. You have nothing left but resentment and bitterness, and envy for those who went before you.


  And yet there is, just occasionally, a moment of relief.


  In Earth’s oceans, life teemed close to the surface, where green plankton grew thick on sunlight, a minuscule forest that underpinned food chains. But as one fish ate another, scraps or droppings would fall into the deeper dark beneath. Here swam strange fish of the deep, with huge mouths and enlarged eyes and viper-like teeth. There were whole pallid ecologies down here, surviving on the half-digested morsels that rained down from the shell of sunlit richness above.


  So it was in the ocean of time. In the bright, energy-rich ages of the past, time travel had been invented and reinvented many times. And wary travellers would venture into the far future, beyond the death of the suns . . .


  You are trapped in the cold and the dark. But, just occasionally, a morsel from the bright warm past falls down the ages to you, bringing with it a freight of mass and energy and, above all, complexity. Just for a while, you can live again—or at least, allow yourself the luxury of completing a thought.


  Elstead’s Bathyscaphe, this unwary time machine, is like a fresh strawberry in the mouth of a starving man. You bite. And yet the taste is bitter . . .


  The Bathysphere rolled and shuddered. The walls lit up with red alert signals. Junge and Elstead were shouting at each other. It was far worse than the gravity-wave wash of the galactic collision.


  But it wasn’t the condition of the ship that concerned me, but the state of my own head.


  I could feel it in me, another awareness, like a hand rummaging inside my skull. It fed on my memories, my personality, my life—it tried to consume all I had. And at the same time I sensed it, a huge intelligence towering over me, a roomy mind like an abandoned museum, and as desolate. I sensed envy. I sensed pity. I sensed regret. I wept, for myself, and for it.


  And then it backed away. But my head was still cut open, my mind cold and exposed to the air.


  I saw Junge’s fist slam down on his panic button. Then I blacked out.


  We sat in blankets under an intense Mojave sun. After the Cristal Industries medics had pulled us from the half-wrecked Bathyscaphe they wanted to move us into a blockhouse hospital, but none of us would leave the light, the warmth of the young sky. The medics and techs fussed around us, but it was as if only the three of us sat there, still alone in the universe.


  Except we hadn’t been alone.


  All through the eight-day ascent back to the present we had been trying to piece together what had happened, trying to assemble our fragmentary impressions into a coherent whole. We were still arguing.


  ‘It could have destroyed us,’ Elstead said. ‘The time shark. But it didn’t. Why not?’


  ‘Because it pitied us,’ I said. ‘That’s all. It consumes time machines. But ours was early—as primitive as a hot-air balloon, perhaps—maybe even the first of all to get so far. It saw something in us it has lost in itself. Potential. Hope, even. It couldn’t destroy us, any more than a bitter old man could kill a newborn baby.’


  ‘That’s quite something,’ Elstead murmured. ‘To be the first.’


  ‘But it is us,’ Junge said. ‘It is the confluence of all the minds in two galaxies—or a fragment of that confluence anyhow.’


  ‘Not us,’ I said flatly. ‘Couldn’t you feel it? There was nothing of the human in it, nothing left of us.’


  We had been arguing about this all the way home. For all he had goaded me about it, Elstead just hadn’t wanted to believe humanity had had an end. ‘Maybe that’s so, maybe not.’ He was as beat-looking as any of us. But, under his blanket, he rubbed his hands. ‘What we have to do now is make sure it doesn’t turn out like that.’


  Junge and I peered at him. I asked, ‘What are you talking about?’


  ‘We brought back a hell of a lot of data. Maybe we can figure out what went wrong for humanity. And then make sure it doesn’t happen.’


  I said, ‘But even if you achieve that—what about the ultimate end? When the expansion scatters the last particles, all complexity is lost—’


  ‘Does it have to turn out that way?’ And he began to talk of other theories of physics. The dark energy field could have decreased in strength, just enough to slow the expansion. Or an even more eerie force called quintessence could stop the expansion when the last fundamental particles were still in contact with each other—and life, and consciousness, could continue, though at a terribly slow rate. ‘But the story wouldn’t end,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t end.’


  ‘Elstead—’ After all we had been through I wanted to be gentle. ‘The universe isn’t like that. Cosmology doesn’t accord with that model. We saw it for ourselves.’


  He wasn’t daunted. ‘Then we have to find a way to fix it so it does accord. Or else ship out to another universe more to our liking. We’ve plenty of time to figure out the details. It’s always been my belief that however the future works out, Big Crunch or Rip or endless expansion, there has to be a way to preserve information through the terminal catastrophe—there has to be a way for life to survive. Anyhow, that’s my plan.’ He looked at us, his eyes huge in his gaunt face. ‘Are you with me?’


  All this was two years ago.


  I didn’t go back to England. I can no longer bear the dark and the cold—or the ocean. I took a house on a mountain-top in Colorado, a place bathed in light where I could hardly be further from the sea. I’m close enough to the summit that I can walk around it, and, every morning, I do.


  I wrote up our story. I earned my euros.


  I’ve found a partner. We’re planning kids. That way I can postpone the death of the universe, just a little, I guess. I’ve kept in touch with Walter Junge; I hope his kids will get on with ours.


  I’ve started attending Mass again. I don’t quite know what I’m feeling when I listen to the ancient lessons. But Elstead was surely right that the monumental existence of deep time, and the erasure of all things, is the ultimate challenge to any faith. I suspect that in a few million years we’ll be smart enough it figure it out, and I’m content to wait.


  As everybody knows, St John Elstead built a new vessel—Spacetime Bathyscaphe II—bigger and more capable than the first, and stocked it with people of a like mind to himself. I turned down the invitation to join him, but I did send him my crucifix pendant.


  Elstead descended once more into the abyss of time, to challenge the destiny he found so unsatisfactory. He has yet to return.


  THE SHAPE OF THINGS THAT CAME


  Richard Deming


  Had George Blade been a scientist like his Uncle Zeke, who invented the time-nightshirt, instead of merely a writer, he would have submitted to the College of Physicists an impersonal report on his trip fifty years into the future. And though in the year 1900 he was but twenty-three and possessed none of the literary fame he was destined to acquire, he probably would have been believed. Not because he was a writer, of course, but because he was the nephew of the late Dr. Ezekiel Herkheimer, the mere mention of whose name was enough to obtain audience with any scientist in the world.


  But since he was a professional writer, strange experiences to George were material for fictional stories. It never even occurred to him he should report his trip as fact. He made it a love story about a man from 1900 and a girl from 1950.


  He was rather proud of the story. As he waited in the outer office of Mr. Thomas Grayson, his editor, in response to a note from that gentleman, he anticipated nothing but friendly congratulations and a substantial check. When the secretary finally told him he could go in, he smoothed the long sideburns which added so much dash to his appearance, gave his heavy mustache a final tweak and opened the door with a smile of confidence on his face.


  The smile died the moment he saw the editor’s expression.


  “You didn’t like it,” George said flatly, without waiting to be told.


  “Sit down, Mr. Blade,” Thomas Grayson invited.


  George seated himself on the edge of a chair, leaned forward to grip the head of his stick and resigned himself to the bad news.


  Thomas Grayson was a round, cherubic man who looked too kindly to be an editor. As a matter of fact he was kindly, a quality he found a handicap in his work, for it caused him to waste much valuable time explaining in detail to disappointed authors just why their manuscripts were unacceptable.


  “You obviously put a lot of work into this story, Mr. Blade,” the editor said. “And you have quite a fanciful imagination. But, to put it bluntly, your background is entirely implausible.”


  “Implausible!” George echoed, having expected Mr. Grayson’s criticism to center around the story’s plot, or perhaps a defective style. “But, sir, I assure you the background is authentic to the last detail.”


  Mr. Grayson looked puzzled. “We must be talking about two different scripts. I refer to The Time-Nightshirt, which I have here before me.” He emphasized his statement by rapping the manuscript with his knuckles. “And so do I, sir.”


  The editor narrowed his eyes, cleared his throat and said with a touch of impatience, “If you mean that the scientific wonders you describe are theoretically possible, I won’t argue with you, for my scientific background is too limited to judge. I am concerned solely with potential reader reaction. The average reader simply won’t believe in your year 1950.”


  George said, “But Mr. Grayson, I meant it literally when I said the background was authentic. I was there.”


  Mr. Grayson’s head snapped up and he stared at the young author in astonishment. Realizing the strange effect of his remarkable statement, George hastened to explain.


  “You see, sir, my Uncle Zeke . . . Dr. Ezekiel Herkheimer, the physicist, that is . . . died January twelfth last, and since he died intestate, I inherited his entire belongings. Among them, in one of the trunksful of laboratory equipment, I found the time-nightshirt described in my story.”


  “You mean,” Mr. Grayson asked incredulously, “there actually is such a piece of equipment?”


  “Exactly as described, sir. In shape it is a common enough nightshirt, the head opening having the regulation two buttons to hold it snugly against the throat and keep out the night air. But the material seems to be some kind of odd metal . . . a metal so soft and pliable, the garment folds into a bundle small enough to fit a coat pocket. And the two buttons are not merely buttons, but movable dials. I do not understand the pages of technical notes I found with it, explaining my late uncle’s theory of time-space travel, but the operation of the nightshirt is very simple. The top dial projects you fifty years into the future, and the bottom dial returns you again.”


  For a long time Mr. Grayson examined George without saying anything. When he finally spoke, it was in the unnaturally calm voice of a man humoring a maniac. “Why fifty years, particularly?”


  George shrugged. “I don’t know why. But it has only one speed forward and is entirely incapable of penetrating the past. Something to do with ‘areas of limitation’ as nearly as I can make out from my uncle’s notes. I was rather disappointed when I discovered this, for at first I had visualized trips millions of years into the future and millions of years into the past. But even with its limits, you have to admit it’s a remarkable invention.”


  “Yes, it is that,” the editor said nervously. “But now if you will excuse me, Mr. Blade . . .”


  It suddenly registered on George that the man did not believe him.


  Nettled, he said coldly, “I assure you I am in full possession of my faculties, Mr. Grayson. Nor am I trying to play a practical joke. I actually have the time-nigh tshirt, and I actually leaped from the year 1900 to the year 1950. I was gone nearly two weeks.”


  “I’m sure you were,” the editor said hastily.


  George eyed him with suspicion. In a belligerent tone he said, “It was the most amazing two weeks I ever spent.” He added with less belligerence and more reflectiveness, “And the most embarrassing, in a sense.”


  “Embarrassing?” Mr. Grayson asked cautiously.


  “Embarrassing,” George repeated. “In the first place, Uncle Zeke’s notes contained no provisions for taking along anything but myself and the nightshirt. Consequently I arrived in the year 1950 a pauper and suitably attired only for bed.”


  Mr. Grayson emitted a strained laugh.


  “Fortunately I was able to remedy this situation almost immediately. But my embarrassment persisted during my entire stay for a different reason.”


  “What was that?” Mr. Grayson asked, apparently deciding George was a harmless lunatic, and beginning to become interested.


  George said, “I have what is supposed to be an excellent education, and always imagined that if I got up against it, I could make a living in any number of genteel ways. But in the year 1950 I was fitted to perform only the most menial tasks. In order to live I had to work, and the only work I could find which I was capable of performing was as a common laborer digging a sewer line.”


  This time Mr. Grayson’s laugh, while still unbelieving, was not even strained. “How did you manage to clothe yourself on arrival?” he asked.


  “I’m afraid I stooped to theft,” George admitted. “You see, I live in a suite at the Chelsea, and since it is a relatively new building, I assumed it would still be standing in fifty years. I therefore made the time leap in my own bedroom, picking midnight as the best hour to arrive in 1950. Fortunately the tenant occupying the suite which had been mine fifty years before was out when I materialized. Finding his clothing an approximate fit, I shamelessly appropriated what I required. Probably the man is still puzzled, for I returned the clothing two weeks later, when I transmitted myself back to 1900. Incidentally, my second impression of the year 1950 was amazement that aside from boots, trouser widths and cravats, men’s styles had remained unchanged for fifty years.”


  “Your second impression?” Mr. Grayson said. “What was your first?”


  “Also a feeling of amazement. The room was dark when I arrived, and I automatically felt for the gas mantle near the door. Instead my hand encountered a flat metal plate from which a tiny switch handle protruded. Experimentally I pushed it, and light sprang into the room.”


  The editor looked at him blankly.


  “They had perfected the incandescent lamp,” George explained.


  The lamp over Mr. Grayson’s desk began to sputter at that moment, distracting the attention of both men until the flow of gas again became even.


  “How did you manage to live until you obtained your sewer-digging job?” Mr. Grayson asked finally.


  “For the first day I was on charity . . . under false pretenses, I am afraid. After stealing the clothing, I sallied right out into the street. Or rather I ‘sallied’ as far as the front door of the Hotel Chelsea, after which my mode of progress is perhaps better described as a stagger. The impact of New York City in 1950 was so tremendous on a mind conditioned to 1900 that I could later recall nothing that happened from midnight, when I passed through the hotel’s front door, until two A.M., when I stumbled into a Salvation Army Hotel in a state of shock and was shown to bed by a kindly captain who apparently mistook my condition for alcoholism.”


  A series of small explosions from the street outside interrupted George’s story. At the same moment the door flew open and the secretary excitedly burst into the room. She beat the two men to the window.


  Along the cobblestoned street rolled an astonishing vehicle. Open-carriaged and high-seated, it was piloted by a creature so begoggled and so encased in a dust-wrapper that its sex was indeterminate. At ten miles an hour it roared past the building, the noise of its exhaust drowning all other sound in the area except the voice of a watching pedestrian who yelled, “Get a horse!”


  Long after it had disappeared from sight, the secretary continued to lean out the window and peer after it. Finally she withdrew her head with reluctance.


  “That’s the third one I’ve seen,” she said in an awed voice.


  Shooing her from his office, Mr. Grayson resumed his chair and waved George back to his.


  “Frankly, Mr. Blade,” he said, “I find your story of visiting 1950 as implausible as the script which you based on it. But I have to admit I find it interesting. What caused the state of shock you were describing when we were interrupted?”


  “The same thing that excited your secretary, Mr. Grayson. Suppose when we rushed to the window a moment ago, instead of a single horseless vehicle, we had seen thousands travelling at five times the speed. Wouldn’t your eyes bug out?”


  “They probably would,” Mr. Grayson admitted.


  “I have a vague recollection of thousands of glittering metal and glass vehicles roaring along streets on which I was accustomed to seeing only sedately trotting horses; of strident voices, clanging bells, screaming horns, and mingled with all these noises a strange overtone which I can only describe as the drone of a million cogs moving in the complicated machinery of a mechanical city.”


  “You used that same description in your story,” Mr. Grayson remarked. George said, “After the initial shock, I gradually became sufficiently acclimated to exist in this strange environment, but for the full two weeks of my visit I remained in a constant state of amazement. Some of the mechanical wonders I saw are described in my story, but not nearly all. There seemed to be no end to them. In 1950 nothing was done by people anymore . . . except the digging of sewers . . . even the theater having substituted for actors a huge screen upon which by some kind of electrical lighting effect the illusion of real performers was produced, complete with color and sound. But the progress in transportation was the most astounding. I rode great trains through tunnels under the earth, and travelled in horseless carriages at incredible speeds. I even took a ride in one of the streamlined flying machines described in my story.”


  Mr. Grayson, still obviously unbelieving, brought the conversation back to its original subject.


  “This is all very entertaining, Mr. Blade. But even if I conceded your background is based on authentic observation, that is hardly enough to satisfy the reader. Your story has to sound plausible. But what have you given us? An incredibly advanced civilization where nearly everything is done by machine. A civilization which travels between continents in spaceships at hundreds of miles an hour, and has warships which move at nearly the speed of sound. The homes of your hyper-civilization are a mass of implausible gadgets run by buttons. Buttons are pushed to bring light, clean rugs, wash clothes, and even to squeeze juice from fruit. Every home has built-in entertainment which picks music, talk and pictures from the air. Heat comes from the walls instead of from stoves, and water, both hot and cold, comes in unlimited amounts from spigots which merely have to have their handles twisted instead of being pumped. And the warfare you describe! A single bomb disintegrates an entire city! Don’t you see how implausible it all sounds?”


  “But it actually was that way,” George said sullenly.


  The editor smiled indulgently. “Perhaps life will be as you describe it in one million A.D. But no reader would accept such tremendous scientific advance in a mere fifty years. What you seem to have overlooked, Mr. Blade, is that the children of today will be the leaders of your fantastic future world. You yourself may quite likely still be alive. The whole world has fresh in its mind Andree’s balloon attempt, yet you expect your readers to believe such enormous air progress as you describe will take place during their own lifetimes! And your war weapons! Warfare has advanced tremendously in the past few decades—the revolver, the automatic rifle, the ironclad warship—but a Napoleonic marshal could almost instantly master these modern developments. Are we to expect that in fifty years war should take on a shape that Napoleon himself could not comprehend?”


  Mr. Grayson’s smile became more gentle. “But your worst error in plausibility is related to the first I mentioned. Your leaders of 1950 are living now. Yet in your story they are adjusted to their incredibly mechanized life as though it had always existed. They are not even surprised at civilization’s progress. It simply isn’t plausible that people would take such a life for granted.”


  BULLARD REFLECTS


  Malcolm Jameson


  “Whee! yippee! yow!”


  The crowd went crazy. Staid, gold-braided captains and commanders jumped up and down on their seats and yelled themselves hoarse. Even the admirals present dropped their dignified hand clapping for unrestrained shouting. Spacemen of all ratings tossed their hats away, hugged whoever was next to them, and behaved generally like wild men. Alan MacKay had scored his tenth successive goal!


  “Castor Beans, Castor Beans—waw! waw! waw!” went the Pollux bleachers derisively.


  “Polliwogs, Polliwogs—yah, yah, yah!” came the prompt response from the space cruiser Castor’s side of the arena. But it was a weak and disheartened chorus. 850 to 25 the wrong way at the end of the first half was not the sort of score to inspire a cheering section. The Pollux’s Dazzle Dart team was mopping up—and how!


  Captain Bullard of the Pollux was no exception to the rest. He flopped back into his seat red of face and utterly exhausted. His vocal cords had gone long since, and now he could only gasp and speak in weak whispers. Captain Ellington, commander of the mine division, leaned over and congratulated him.


  “You’ve got the General Excellence Trophy in the bag,” he said. “That is the third time in a row, isn’t it? That means you keep it.”


  “Yes,” said Bullard, feebly. “But, oh, boy, who would have dreamed of picking up a player like this MacKay! I asked for him on account of the way he handled that Jovian surrender, but I had no idea he was such a whiz at Dazzle Dart—”


  Then Bullard’s husky voice failed him altogether, and he turned to watch the parades between halves.


  The interfleet athletic meet, held for the first time since the Jovian armistice, had been a howling success from his point of view from first to last. The hand-picked, well-trained skymen of the Pollux had taken every major sport. The meteor-ball contest had been a pushover; they earned over eight hundred of the possible thousand points at saltation—that grueling competition of leaping from a stand at all gravities from zero to two and a half. They had outswum, outrun and outplayed their competitors in practically every one of the events. And now, in the most critical test of all, they had a walkaway. He had expected it, of course, but not by such a tremendous margin.


  In the meantime the crowd milled and whooped on the plain at the bottom of Luna’s well-dome crater Ashtaroth which was the athletic field of the great Lunar Base. Captain Bullard regained his breath and sat watching. Good boys, his, he was thinking, all of them—whether at war or at play. Then there came another touch at his elbow and Lieutenant Commander Bissel was there, aide to the commandant.


  “I hate to inject a serious note into the festivities,” he apologized, “but there’s something hot coming in over the transether. Remember Egon Ziffler, chief of secret police of the Jovian Empire—the Torturer, they called him?”


  Bullard nodded.


  “He’s been located, and at Titania, of all places. He appeared in a Callistan cruiser and took the place by surprise. Apparently he massacred the entire garrison in the most fiendish manner; the admiral is talking now with the sole survivor who, somehow, manage to escape to Oberon. The worst of it is he is in possession of our experimental arsenal and proving grounds—”


  “Yes?” said Bullard.


  “Yes. It has not been released yet, but that deadly new electron gun worked perfectly and there are hundreds of them there. With those in their hands they will be almost invulnerable. Only the screens of a star-class cruiser can resist the hand-size model, and I doubt if those could stand up to the heavier Mark II we planned to build.”


  “That’s bad,” remarked Bullard, with a sigh. It seemed that no matter how much clean-up work they did, there was always trouble.


  “Yes,” agreed Bissel, soberly, “it is bad. But I’ll toddle along and get the latest. By the time this is over maybe I can give you the full dope.”


  He slid out of the box, and Bullard turned his attention once more to the field, only now his thoughts were inside the Pollux, parked in her launching rack over at the sky yard. Swiftly he surveyed mentally every compartment in her, then he permitted himself to relax. He could find no fault. She was ready to soar. Just let them give the word.


  By that time the playing field was empty. A whistle blew. The second half was about to begin. It seemed a useless waste of time, but the rules were unchangeable. A fleet championship game could not be conceded; it must be played out to the last second.


  The Castoreans came onto the field in a somewhat more cheerful frame of mind. In this half they would have the advantage. They had the offensive. Then the Polliwogs tramped in, still jubilant. There was an enormous margin to their credit. They could hardly lose.


  The game, essentially, was a simple one. But it called for the utmost a man could develop in alertness, agility and dexterity. Moreover, to get the best results, there must be instant teamwork, secured by long practice, for there was scant time to interpret and act upon the sharply barked code signals that demanded various degrees of co-operation.


  The elements of it were these: it was played on a court not much different in layout from that required by basketball, football or jai-alai. There were two opposite goals, set high in backstops. The goals were six-inch black holes in which were selenium units. A semicircular wall, four feet high, guarded a forbidden area at the foot of each backstop. The quarterback of the offensive team had a flashlight—a superflashlight—which was loaded for each half with exactly one hundred ten-second flashes of light. The light was delivered in a thin pencil of one centimeter in diameter, and the inner mechanism of it was so designed that the operator could deliver it flash at a time by simply pointing it and pressing a button. But once the button was pressed, the light stayed on for a full ten seconds and then went out abruptly, counting as one serve. The idea was to cast the ray into the opposite goal hole. If the bell rang, the quarterback scored twenty-five points.


  The defenders’ aim was to intercept and deflect the light—into the other goal, if possible. Should they succeed, their score would be double. To effect this, they were equipped with as many slightly convex mirrors as they thought they could handle. The mirrors were not dissimilar from the type worn on the brow of a throat specialist. Players usually wore them strapped to their wrists, but stars could not only manage those, but also ones strapped at their waists and on the head as well. A good jumper was a distinct asset to a team, and the Pollux’s five saltatory champs had been of invaluable assistance.


  They took their positions. Weems, captain of the Castor team, had the torch. His twenty guards were ranged about him. The Polliwogs scattered out at the other end of the court, tense and waiting. Tackling, holding or slugging was barred, but a man could drop on all fours and make an on-rushing opponent stumble over him. There was no more to the game than that.


  Weems maneuvered for position, then leaped unexpectedly into the air, and it was a goodly leap, as they were playing on strictly Lunar gravity. At near the top of his flight his hand darted forth and he sent a beam of light at his goal. It struck the backstop not a foot from the goal, but before the eagle-eyed Weems could shift his hand, a Polliwog player was in the air and had caught it with one of his reflectors. A twist of the wrist sent it hurtling back to the other side, a narrow miss. The source of it—Weems—was falling now, and he jerked his arm, throwing the light sharply downward, where one of his own teammates caught it and shot it up at a steep angle under the hovering Polliwog guards. A bull’s-eye! And not an instant too soon, for at that moment the light went out. Twenty-five points for the attackers.


  So it went—so swiftly the eye could hardly follow. Despite the fact that it was customary to fill the arena dome with humid air and spray dust in it so as to illuminate the darting beam throughout its length, it took the glance of an eagle to keep pace with it. A battery of cameras, of course, recorded the play constantly, and the selenium-cell-operated bell bonged from time to time as the light ray hit it.


  The second half was full of brilliant double and triple plays, where often the quarterback would turn and flash his light directly behind him to a confederate who relayed it across the court, who in his turn shot it into a momentarily undefended goal. The ultimate score, though, was against the Castoreans. Their defeat was so decisive as to admit no quibbling.


  The cheering lasted for minutes, but hardly had the final goal bell rung before Bullard was aware that the grand admiral himself had entered his box and was sitting beside him.


  “Congratulations,” said he, then addressed himself to serious business. “You have already heard a little of what is going on on Titania? I sent Bissel. It is a scurvy trick to recall your crew and send you out on a desperate mission at an hour like this, but there is no other ship ready. Since the armistice it seems that there has been a letdown in discipline. Can you blast off in four hours?”


  “I can blast off in one hour if you’ll give me an all-Moon hookup on the public-address system,” said Bullard, without batting an eye. He had not only been expecting the detail, but hoping for it. Ziffler was a creature he loathed from the bottom of his heart—treacherous, cruel and unprincipled, of a breed that extermination is the only cure for.


  Within five minutes Bullard was making his appeal to his skymen.


  “On the double!” were his last words, and he slammed down the transmitter.


  The burned and looted fortress of Caliban lay directly under. Bullard pushed his navigator aside and took the controls himself. He set the antigravs at half strength and slowly lost altitude, constantly searching. At last he found them. There was a parked cruiser of the Dernfug class, and a horde of men camped outside alongside it. Phosphorescent flares burned, and he saw they were celebrating. Kegs of the type used as containers for the potent snahger liquor rolled all about, and the thickest of the rioting throng were gathered about others yet upright.


  “The ship, first,” said Bullard, grimly, and his gunnery officer—Fraser—said only, “Aye, aye, sir.”


  The searing, blinding beam of incredible power leaped downward, played a moment on the cruiser, then flickered out. On the ground there was left only a mass of running molten metal, sputtering a valedictory of brilliant sparks.


  “Cease firing!” was Bullard’s next crisp order. “The grand admiral wants them brought in alive, if possible.” He reached for the antigrav control and pushed the deflectors on hard swing.


  The Pollux came down a mile away to an easy landing on the dark plain. The people in her could plainly see the floodlamps of the rollicking bandits and the sharp reflections that glinted on the smooth terrain between. There was nothing to impede the progress of the landing force.


  But by the time the landing force was ready for its trip, the lookout reported a new development. A party of men was approaching, and they were stretching their arms over their heads in gesture of surrender. A close scrutiny of them could discover no arms worth worrying about. The new electron projectors were said to be quite heavy, each requiring two men to carry and operate. Any less potent weapon the veterans of the Pollux could deal with, and deal with well.


  “Find out who they are and what is their proposition,” ordered Bullard. “If it sounds reasonable, let three in for a parley. No more. He is full of slimy tricks, that Ziffler. I wouldn’t trust his words under any circumstances.”


  It was not Ziffler, but Skul Drosno, former vice premier of the Jovian regime, together with two high aides. They wanted to arrange terms of surrender, they said. Their story was that they had revolted against the atrocities of Ziffler and had him a prisoner in their camp. They would trade him—trussed up as he was—for personal immunity and a general pardon for their followers. They would willingly submit to trial, knowing now how they had been hoodwinked.


  “Let them in,” said Bullard, though he was still a trifle doubtful. “I will talk with them.”


  Skul Drosno began his appeal. Bullard recognized it at once as rank sophistry, but he continued to listen. Then, to his astonishment, Drosno suddenly slumped in his chair. His eyes were crossed to a painful degree, and his hands wavered uncertainly in the air. The next moment he pitched forward onto the deck and sprawled, apparently unconscious. One of his aides looked sick, and staggered to his feet, weaving about ridiculously.


  “What an act!” thought Bullard, and sprang to his own feet, alert. He shot a glance to his side and saw that his executive, Moore, who had been with him, was an inert heap. And at that moment things began to blur before his own eyes. His knees wobbled, and he heard a harsh, metallic ringing in his ears. He fought for air, then choked. The floor plates rushed upward and struck him squarely in the face. After that Bullard remembered no more.


  The next voice he heard was the high-pitched cackling of the unspeakable Ziffler.


  “Can such things be!” crowed the vile Callistan. “A great personage, no less. I find as my prisoner the inimitable, the invincible, the incorruptible Bullard—hero of the nine planets!”


  Bullard opened his eyes, ignoring the pounding in the back of his head. He was seated in a chair, strapped hand and foot, and the swaggering expolice chief who had terrorized the Jovian satellites was standing before him, exulting.


  “Perhaps he is not so invincible,” pursued his tormentor, calmly lighting a cigarette and seating himself. “We have never seen him outside his formidable Pollux. But now that he is in our hands, I am curious to see how good he is. Hagstund! Come here!”


  A big brute of a former convict strode forward.


  “What do you say? Shall we have a little sport? Why not put these men in spacesuits and turn them loose for twenty-four hours? Then we can have a hunt. This man, in particular, has a gr-r-reat reputation for cleverness. Let’s see what he can do on a barren and resourceless planet. We have counted them, so we know their numbers. I will give a prize, prizes. Ten thousand sols for this one, to whoever brings him down. Another ten thousand for the last man of the lot and another five for the next to the last. It’ll be good fun, eh?”


  Ziffler took a swig of snahger and delivered himself of an elaborate wink. Bullard did not believe for a moment he was drunk. Ziffler was too clever a scoundrel for that. It was a gesture meant to raise false hopes. Bullard knew all too well what the wastes of Titania were. He had been there before. Except for the port of Caliban, the arsenal and a few scattered stations which no doubt had been plundered by now, there was nothing but bleak, frozen plains, broken by rugged meteor craters.


  “Swell, chief,” agreed the henchman. “What about the ship?”


  “Leave her lie as she is. They’ll not send another for days. I don’t want you baboons monkeying around inside her. Let’s give these guys a run, then we’ll get down to business. There’s plenty of time.”


  Rough hands pulled Bullard to his feet, and at the point of one of the new and deadly electron guns they made him put on an ordinary spacesuit. As the mists cleared away in his throbbing head, he saw that he was in a large hall, and that other men and officers of his crew were being similarly treated.


  “Oh, by the way,” remarked Ziffler, offhandedly. “They say I am unkind. I’ll save you one bit of mental torture. What got you down was our new hypnotic dust. It’s very clever, really. Powder a coat with it, for example, then expose it to air. It vaporizes and puts everyone to sleep. My emissaries went out, too—naturally. All but one, that is, who had been heavily doped with an antidote beforehand. He survived long enough to open the door for us, then, unfortunately, died. It was regrettable, but in my business I find it necessary to do such things.”


  Bullard said not a word. He was ready. The outlook was black, but he had seen other outlooks that were quite as black.


  “I’ll be seeing you, Ziffler,” he said, and hoped it was not mere braggadocio. Ziffler had a reputation for sadism, but not for courage. There was the bare chance that the single psychological shot in the dark might in time be digested and unsettle him. “Let’s go. I prefer anything to your presence.”


  “Yeah?” said Ziffler, but he beckoned to his strong-arm squad.


  The entire crew of the Pollux was there. They were pushed out through the portal of the dome in squads of four and told to get going. Bullard was let out last of all. Their captors promised tauntingly that they had a full Earth day before pursuit.


  “Stay together, men,” called Bullard into his helmet microphone, the moment the portal closed behind him. “All officers come up close to me.”


  The light on Titania is dim, even in full daytime. But it was good enough for his officers to read the swift manipulations of his fingers. Their skipper was using the sign language all trained Space Guards men used when they feared their words might be overheard.


  “Poleward from here,” Bullard told them, “some thirty miles, is a meteorite crater. For several years we have maintained a secret laboratory there and it is possible that these ruffians have not discovered it. That will be our destination. Under this gravity we should reach it within a few hours, though I am uncertain of its exact direction. Have the men spread out and hunt. There should be flares there, and the first man in should light one. The last time I visited the place it had a staff of eight or ten scientists, and an excellent interplanetary radio. They may have weapons, but at least we can flash an alarm.”


  Rapidly waved arms acknowledged, and the Polliwogs dispersed in the semidarkness.


  It was Lieutenant Alan MacKay who reached the spot first. He had trouble in finding a flare, but eventually he found one and lit it. The laboratory was a shambles. The vandals had found the place, despite his captain’s hopes to the contrary, and turned it upside down. The bodies of the physicists and chemists lay all about, and the unhappy director’s corpse was discovered nailed to the wall, crucifix style. Tom papers, broken glass and tangled wire littered the floor. The radio had been smashed almost out of recognition. MacKay, a newcomer to the service, shuddered, but he carried out his orders.


  Bullard arrived shortly after, and his face was not pretty to see as he viewed the wreckage. Now he regretted the flare. They undoubtedly had seen it, too. He had hoped to warn these people, send a message to the System in general, then have his forces scatter. A few of them might have hoped to survive the ruthless man hunt that was to follow.


  But the situation was changed, and since any alternative seemed as hopeless as any other, he let the flare continue to burn. By keeping together, some resistance might be improvised. While he was waiting for the stragglers to come up, he busied himself with reassembling the torn pages of the notebooks and journals strewn about the floor.


  Much of them dealt with routine analysis, but on a page written in red ink and numbered “97” he found a fragment that brought him to eager attention.


  Unlike most meteorites, the one that made this crater failed to disintegrate upon impact—or rather, not all of it disintegrated. We have discovered a number of fragments, slightly curved, that indicate it was stratified, and that the stratum of radius, of about thirty meters and of one and a fraction inches in thickness, simply broke into bits instead of molecules. In the storehouse in the crater bottom there are more than a hundred of these fragments, running up to as high as twenty centimeters across. They are of a jadelike substance, subject to abrasion by ordinary methods and can be drilled by steel drills, and are not hard and ultradense as might have been expected. The curious thing about these fragments is that they defy X-ray analysis. For some odd reason they wreck every tube that is brought to bear upon them. They backfire, so to speak. Can it be that—


  The page was at an end. Bullard sought frantically for page 98, but he could not find it. He called the trusty Benton.


  “Take a gang of men and go down and search the crater. You ought to find a storehouse and in it a bunch of junky-looking rock fragments that look like jade. If you do, bring a flock of them up here. Quick!”


  To the others standing around, he said:


  “Clear out the wreckage in the workshop and see if those breast drills can be made to work. Strip the boots off of those dead men and cut them up into straps. As soon as you have done that, take off your own and cut them up, too. We haven’t got time to lose.”


  Presently Lieutenant Benton came back, and a number of men were with him. They all bore armfuls of slightly curved pieces of a moss-colored, glasslike substance. Each was fairly large, but all had irregular and jagged edges. Bullard examined one hurriedly, hefting it critically.


  “Get MacKay up here—quickly,” he barked, suddenly. Then he wheeled on Benton. “Take all of these and drill two pairs of holes through each—here and here”—and he showed him. “Then affix straps, just as you would to those mirrors you use in the Dazzle Dart game.”


  Benton looked at him wonderingly, but he had learned a long time before to put his trust in his remarkable commander. He piled the shiny fragments of meteor stuff together and went out to call in his men.


  Bullard felt better. What he was about to attempt was a wild gamble, but it was immeasurably better than waiting like a sheep for the slaughter or fleeing hopelessly across the cold wastes of Titania. He was very thankful, too, that on the occasion of his last visit to that satellite he had cut the governor general’s party and ball and visited this secluded laboratory instead. For the day he had been there was shortly after the experiments described on the isolated page he now held in his hand. At that time nothing had been definitely determined as to the structure of the mysterious crystalline substance salvaged from the crater, but he recalled the speculations of the now dead scientists concerning it.


  Lieutenant MacKay reported.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Tell Commander Moore to have all the members of the Dazzle Dart team report to you here at once, and that means the men on the second team and the scrubs as well. Tell him to have everyone else find pits in the crater bottom and take shelter there until further orders. Clear?”


  The ruffians of the Ziffler gang did not play entirely fair, as was to be expected. They beat the gun by several hours. It was Benton, in charge of the lookout, who sighted the mob advancing across the plain. They were in fairly close formation, as if by direction finders or some other means they already knew that the Pollux men were not scattered, but together at that so-called “Mystery Crater.”


  “Take stations,” ordered Bullard, crisply. He was standing in the semidarkness on the crater rim, some distance away from the damaged laboratory. To the right and left of him his victorious Dazzle Dart team were lying behind the irregular parapet made by the crater wall.


  “Benton!” he called. “Scatter your squad both ways from me. When that gang of hoodlums is halfway up the hill, let ’em have your flame-gun blast. Then duck and beat it for the bottom of the crater and hide out until I call ‘all clear.’ ”


  Benton had found eight old flame guns in a work shed. They had been obsolete as fighting weapons for many years, but could deliver a nasty burn.


  Captain Bullard had another look at the advancing hunting party. He saw that they had brought along a number of the new electron guns and were beginning to struggle up to the talus with them. The yelling mob reached a sort of ledge and waited for the guns to be brought up. A jeering voice, louder than the rest, called up:


  “Will you come down and take it, you lice, or do we have to come up there and get you?”


  “Now!” said Bullard softly into his microphone.


  Eight feeble heat machines spat their ruddy blasts, then went out with a jerk as their operators let go of them and slid down the inner wall to safety. It was well that Bullard had foreseen the reply they would get, for the counterblast came almost instantaneously. A score of bright stars flamed out downhill and from them thin streams of almost invisible violet fire lashed upward and played along the crater rim. The rock sprang into incandescence and inches of it melted and flowed as bubbling, sparkling slag down the slope, where it quickly dulled to red and congealed.


  “Now?” asked MacKay, anxiously. He was crouched beside the skipper.


  “Not yet. Wait until they are closer.”


  The assault went on for a moment, then stopped. Bullard took a cautious peep and saw the Callistans had resumed their climb.


  “What’s the dirtiest thing you can call a Callistan?” whispered Bullard, grinning unseen in the dark. “You know the lingo.”


  “Froahbortlen,” replied MacKay without hesitation. The Callistan language was rich in epithets, but that one was the most comprehensive and unequivocal ever coined in any language. Even a depraved criminal of the lowest grade would resent it.


  “Invite them up,” said Bullard, grimly. “When they answer, do your stuff.”


  “On your toes, men,” MacKay warned his teammates. Then he opened his mike wide and issued his sizzling, triple-barreled, insulting invitation.


  Bullard involuntarily caught his breath. The die was cast. For an instant one of the qualms of uncertainty that rarely came to him held him in its grip. Was he right, or would they fail? Which side would be the victims of the massacre about to begin? Well, in a couple of seconds he would know.


  The properties of the strange meteor substance was still unknown. It stopped Gamma and other hard rays. It wrecked the X-ray tubes focused upon it. How could that be, unless it also possessed that long-hunted, but never found, property of being able to deflect and reflect the high-pressure beams?


  MacKay’s helmet still vibrated with the last vile words of his superb taunt when the answering salvo of electric fire came. But that time there was more than inert rock to receive it. A row of alert young men stood on the crest, and a weird-looking crew they were. Glistening bits of rock were strapped to their wrists, to their foreheads, their belts, and even their ankles. In an instant they were leaping, dancing and twisting like mad dervishes, deftly parrying every violet pencil that struck above the rock at their feet. The devastating power was being hurled back whence it came.


  The ruffians must have been amazed at the swift return of fire from men they thought to be totally disarmed, but they hung on doggedly for a few seconds more. Then their fire ceased altogether, and all that the observers on the rim could see were a few scared survivors scrambling down the way they had come.


  “Too bad we haven’t a weapon,” sighed Bullard. “We could make a clean sweep.”


  He whipped out a flashlight and strode down to the ledge. There were many of the abandoned electron guns standing about on tripods, or overturned by the fleeing gangsters. Something soft gave under Bullard’s boot. He played his light along the ground and saw a sight that under other circumstances would have been revolting. Loose hands and feet, attached to charred stumps of arm or leg, were strewn widely. Other and less readily identifiable fragments of disintegrated humanity lay among them. Ziffler’s strong-arm squad, once the terror of the outer planets, had been dispersed in the fullest sense of the word.


  Bullard turned on his amplifier.


  “O.K., Moore. Round up the men and bring them down. We’re going back.”


  The trek back across the icy waste seemed infinitely shorter and easier than it had on the outward journey. Men’s hearts were light now, and not leaden as before. To the Polliwogs, the knowledge they had lost their ship had been as dispiriting as the seeming certainty of their impending doom. Now all that was changed. A mile ahead of them lay the Pollux, just as they had left her.


  The search for Ziffler and the stragglers took some time, but they found them, cowering and whimpering behind a boulder.


  “Iron them well and thrown them into the brig,” snapped Bullard, and went into his ship.


  He grabbed a signal pad and wrote a brief report.


  A little later the grand admiral at Lunar Base stretched out his hand for the flimsy bit of yellow paper his orderly had brought him. He read it, then read it again. He frowned a little and scratched his head.


  “Has Bullard gone highbrow on us, or what the hell?” he asked, tossing the message over to Bissel. Bissel picked it up and read:


  After reflection, the enemy succumbed.


  Bullard.


  [Untitled]


  Tommaso Landolfi


  Dear, oh dear. These breasts of mine aren’t a woman’s breasts, they’re too tiny, too tender, I don’t know . . . And the tips, they’re just like a little girl’s . . .


  —Oh, come now, they’re beautiful!


  —And what about my hips? I don’t have any, almost; you might say I’m nearly square from here down. Oh dear, oh dear, it’s hopeless.


  —What are you talking about? You look fine. Don’t get such ideas into your head. Stop fussing.


  —Why, just look at this face; I’ve even got a kind of mustache. And my hair, it’s so bushy . . .


  —Now, listen, why don’t you cut it out? Just relax, for God’s sake. You’re making me nervous, too.


  —Sure, it’s easy for you to talk, you’re as hard as a pearl.


  . . . And my thighs are a little hairy, too. Oh dear, dear, there’s no hope, none.


  —Say, you down there! Why don’t you start getting undressed?


  —Sir, please . . . how far ahead are they?


  —Well, they’re going pretty fast. It’ll soon be your turn.


  —Are we supposed to line up here?


  —Yes, stand on this side—and as soon as you’re called . . . In fact, there’s one coming out right now.


  —Miss, miss, how did it go? Are they very strict?


  —No, not really. I mean, they are strict, but anyway I got through. Don’t be so scared and above all try to act natural. Lots of luck.


  —Well, get moving. Actually, it isn’t your turn yet, but since these women over there keep dawdling . . . Go ahead. Hey, not both though, just one.


  —So, kiss me good-bye.


  —Yes, yes, I’ll kiss you good-bye, but what about me? . . . Don’t leave me here all by myself.


  —Don’t act like a child: a nice way to encourage me.


  —Yes, you’re right, I’m sorry. Lots of luck, but you’ve got nothing to worry about . . . Oh dear, dear. Sir, am I next?


  —Yes.


  —Oh dear, dear. Sir, sir . . . tell me, what do they do if . . . if you don’t get through?


  —Why think about that now? Forget it.


  —No, no, tell me. Please. I think I won’t be as scared if you tell me. First of all, where?


  —Why . . . here in this courtyard. No, don’t try, you can’t see anything from these windows.


  —And . . . how?


  —Well . . . it doesn’t hurt. You’d think God knows what, but it doesn’t hurt at all.


  —Oh, now you might as well tell me everything; afterwards I’ll be less upset.


  —Well, it’s like a big wheel, that is, half of a wheel, made of steel, it’s very sharp and it turns: the girl lies on a board, naked, and . . . I’m telling you, it doesn’t hurt at all . . . Oh, there’s your girl friend coming out.


  —Oh, you’re back, my dear. Well?


  —Let’s not waste any time: they’re waiting.


  —But let her at least tell me . . .


  —Come, come, that’s enough now, go on in. IT’S YOUR TURN.


  AN UNEVEN EVENING


  Steve Herbst


  Peter’s back had been bothering him again; when he reached for the newspaper on a nearby table, he stiffened. There was no crick of pain this time. I am swiftly becoming an old man, he told himself.


  “Peter, how’s your back feeling?”


  “It’s all right.”


  Nancy read her McCall’s on the sofa, ignoring the television set, which she had turned on to play the early evening news. She seemed content to keep her body still and move only her eyes. The magazine’s pastel advertisements held her attention completely.


  My wife is a boring woman, Peter thought. See how her fat face never alters its expression. See how her body rests slackly against the cushions and how her arms lie at her sides. See how the magazine on her lap is her evening plaything. See how I am left to fill a chair silently and become boring also.


  And how boring I feel, he thought. What an incapable person I am. A dead weight suited to living-room chairs. On Wednesday nights I hit pool halls and drink beer, for of that am I capable. That is, when I ride in the car with Teague and Marvin Sapello. With Marvin and Teague I am a functioning organism, but when I am home I fill chairs.


  Peter filled his chair and read his paper until the doorbell rang, to his great relief. Teague and Marvin came into the living room after wiping their feet on the floor mat.


  “You look bored, old buddy,” said Marvin jovially and lowered himself into a chair.


  “Hey, hey,” Teague said at the same time, sagging against a wall and hanging his jaw. “Ready to go?”


  My evening of boredom, Peter thought, is giving way to one of virile entertainment. I now reject studied inactivity and uneasy introspection for the security of my friends, old games, and a more forceful and satisfying social role. An escape from air-conditioned purgatory into culturally competitive paradise.


  “Mellow,” he said. He hit Teague in the arm. “Let’s get out of here.”


  They were in Teague’s small Plymouth, Teague and Peter in front and Marvin in the back. Peter looked out the window. He kept his lips pressed tightly together as usual, betraying a minimum of emotion.


  “How many games we gonna play tonight, eh?” Teague smiled, looking straight ahead into traffic.


  “We can play until the owner throws us out,” Marvin answered, his cheeks bulging when he talked. “Wear us out a pool table, ain’t that right?”


  “Yup,” said Peter.


  Teague drove, impatiently, barely avoiding the night people in the streets, watching his headlight beams play on storefronts when he turned corners. His big arms rested fully on the steering wheel most of the time; he seemed to be embracing the car and the power it gave him.


  “I told Willie Amberay and Sam Orr I’d pick them up. We’re gonna fill the car tonight, hey,” said Teague.


  So he pulled up at Sam Orr’s house and ran up to ring the doorbell. Sam and Willie were outside immediately, loping down the stairs side by side. They got into the back seat, craning their necks and darting their eyes about.


  “Hi, Pete. Marvin.”


  “What’s up?” said Peter.


  Sam pulled the door closed and Teague pulled away abruptly. Willie lit a cigarette, scenting the inside of the car.


  “Hey, Teague, guess what we found out today,” Sam began.


  “Yeah?”


  “Get this, there’s a new torming hall just opened on East Andrew Street, they got twenty-five tubes and strong alignment. What do you think of that?”


  “Twenty-five, huh? Pretty neat, y’know?”


  “Listen, Teague, if you and everybody wants to go there tonight instead of the same old pool game? Huh?”


  Peter wasn’t at all sure that he had heard that exchange correctly. What was Sam talking about, “torming”? What kind of term was that?


  But Teague seemed to know.


  “That’s fine with me,” Marvin said. “I haven’t shot rings in, oh, a long time. Are they full-sized fields, do you know?”


  “Yeah, right,” said Willie. “Ten rings, oh, maybe sixty degrees up and down. That’s what I heard.”


  “Man,” said Sam. “It’s been so long. So long. Get the old form back, long dives, everything. Jesus!” He waved his arms in the air, grinning. “Jesus, such a long time.”


  Peter began to worry. What in hell was torming? He considered asking and admitting his stupidity.


  “Hey, Pete,” called Teague. “A good torm okay with you? We’ll let the pool go tonight.”


  Peter decided to play it cool. “Yeah, great. How far is the place?”


  “Oh, a few blocks down Andrew. I think fourteen hundred east.”


  Peter nodded and turned his gaze back out the window. He was just the least bit worried.


  The outside of the torming hall was a storefront with a small sign—”Torming/25 Tubes”-printed in neon. Then an unobtrusive doorway, and then a long escalator going down. Peter and his friends filed in neatly and descended to the front lobby.


  The lobby was surprisingly big and modem. Gleaming metal arches spaced every twenty feet around the ellipsoidal room soared upward to a ceiling maybe fifty feet high. Carpeting on the floor and on walls between the arches was light-green and very thick. The pattern of metal and green was unbroken on all sides, except for washroom portals and a food concession at one end of the ellipse, and a counter set in the wall at the other end. The carpeting helped to absorb the noise made by the hall’s patrons and by a powerful air-conditioning system. A fragrant odor filled the place, and bright fluorescents overhead illuminated every square inch evenly.


  Peter and his friends were standing in front of a long, polished desk in the center of the room behind which were banks of tiny lights, knob controls, and two receptionists. Teague murmured, “I’ve gotta use the john; get us a tube, okay?” Teague and Sam left.


  Peter tried to hang back, hoping that either Marvin or Willie would take care of any arrangements. But, unfortunately, he found himself up against the desk, and one of the receptionists asked him, “Yes?”


  He thought fast. If this place was anything like a bowling alley, then he was supposed to reserve a lane. Or, in this case, a tube.


  “A tube?” he said casually, and the receptionist handed him a bulky plastic key with number 5 embossed on it. Peter wasn’t sure whether there was anything else to ask for, but the girl said, “Get belts over there,” and she pointed with her arm toward the opposite end of the lobby.


  Belts?


  Marvin and Willie were already at the belts counter, and Peter watched the man behind the counter select their sizes and hand them belts. So he went to the man and asked for a belt, got a belt, and put the belt around his waist.


  The belt was heavy plastic half a foot wide and it had weights built into it. Three weights, evenly spaced around him.


  What could the belt be for? A handicap of some sort? A thing to hold equipment? Peter walked as easily as possible under the added weight, trying to look as if nothing was new to him.


  “What number, Pete?” asked Marvin.


  Peter announced the number and said, “Where do you suppose that would be, eh?”


  Marvin pointed toward the back side of the lobby and said, “Over there, probably.”


  At least Marvin didn’t know everything for sure.


  When they had walked behind the lobby, what Peter saw completely took his breath from him.


  “Oh, no. Oh, no.”


  They were standing on a balcony. In front of them the floor dropped a hundred and fifty feet in a long, slow curve. Fluorescent lights at the top of the huge torming room illuminated the smoke-filled air and set off dramatically the distance between balcony and floor, between balcony and opposite wall. Along this distance, down a seventy-three-degree angle, stretched the tubes.


  “What was that, Pete?”


  “Oh, uh, they’re small, that’s what. Don’t you think?”


  “Regulation size, I dunno,” said Willie.


  The tubes were rows of ten soft plastic hoops about six feet across, and looking through them, one could see the far diagonal end of the chamber. The tubes were a couple of hundred feet long.


  But that wasn’t the worst of it, Peter saw.


  People were torming in the tubes.


  All down the line, men, women, children were leaping with abandon head first into the upper ends of the tubes and with their arms pressed against their sides, they were falling through the hoops. As they fell they collided with the hoops and glanced off. On and on, fast, ricocheting down and disappearing at the bottom.


  “Did you get an egg, Pete?” Willie said, examining knob controls by the side of tube number 5.


  Peter looked wildly about the room, back into the lobby, to find a place to get eggs. He couldn’t see any counter besides the one for belts, nor anything that should be called an egg. What was an egg?


  “Here, these guys have one,” said Marvin, and he walked over to the tube numbered 7 where three small children and their parents were torming. The children jumped into the rings fearlessly, touched several times, and disappeared at the bottom of the tubes, while a conspicuous green display registered a number from zero to ten beside the topmost ring.


  The “egg” was resting on the floor behind them. Marvin asked the father of the family, and then he stooped to pick up the egg. The egg was a light, foot-long metal ellipsoid, perfectly featureless except for a hole in one end. After turning the tube on with the numbered key, Willie took the egg and centered it in the topmost ring; a magnetic field drew it to the exact center and held it there. When Willie reversed a switch, the egg dropped slickly down the tube.


  “A little too far to the left, I think,” said Willie.


  “Aligned pretty well, I’d say. Just a touch off.”


  “Too far to the left,” Peter said with conviction.


  So Willie played with two knobs until the path of the egg satisfied him. Then he said quickly, “Who wants to go first?”


  Peter nearly panicked when he thought about jumping into the rings and practically free-falling two hundred feet head down. Very nearly panicked. He couldn’t see what was down at the bottom of the huge room, but he did see the tormers come up each time through doors in the floor. He tried to assure himself that if he were to jump into the tube, he too would come up through a door in the floor.


  “Wait for Teague and Sam,” he said.


  “Is it aligned?” Teague asked when he came back.


  “Fairly well,” said Willie.


  “Well then, go ahead.”


  Willie stepped up to the tube without a word, tossed his watch and car keys to Teague, and leaped gracefully down the tube. He touched four times and then they lost sight of him. The exhibition took a little under two seconds. Then it was Marvin’s turn.


  Marvin slicked back his hair, waved his meaty arms, and dove in. He collided right away with the third ring, which event threw him off-balance and caused him to touch five more times on the way down. At this point Willie came up through the floor.


  Now it was Peter’s turn.


  My friends are unafraid, thought Peter. That, at least, has been proved to my satisfaction. Also, this is a fancy establishment. I think it is amazingly strange, but definitely fancy. Also there are children falling down the tubes, and none of them is getting hurt, and no one is worrying about them. Therefore, in all probability, I am perfectly safe.


  What I must be concerned with, then, is being skillful. The score is based on the number of rings touched, that much is clear. If a person’s aim is accurate initially, he will touch fewer rings. If his corrections are adequate when he touches a ring, he will touch fewer rings afterward. What I must do is . . .


  “Go, Pete,” said Sam. “It looks to be aligned all right from the way Willie went.”


  Skill, Peter realized, should not concern him in the least until he had satisfied himself about the matter of safety. He realized also that he wasn’t satisfied. He was still scared to death.


  “Don’t you want to take your watch off?”


  He took off his watch.


  He held his breath involuntarily and jumped into the tube.


  The dive was a bad one. He hit the second ring at the top of its curve, solidly, and it bounced him off and sent him spinning. The tube’s magnetic field swung him around and he found himself soaring up into space, outside the rings. He flew straight up, head over heels, terror-stricken, until a secondary field caught him and fastened him on the ceiling.


  “No!” he cried, trying to sound as annoyed as possible instead of scared. He looked down dizzily at the floor below.


  “Grab a hand rail!” Sam called. Teague was coming up through the floor and when he saw Peter on the ceiling, he burst out laughing.


  “Hey, that’s pretty neat,” he chuckled.


  Peter found a railing and pulled himself back to the balcony. He dropped down to the carpeted floor. “Yeah,” he smiled, checking his heavy breathing. His miscalculation had been an honest one, he realized, one for which he would not be ostracized.


  “Try again, man.”


  No, not again, he thought. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah.” He grinned.


  No, no. He hopped in more gingerly this time, plummeted into the third ring, and clung to it for dear life. Below him seven more rings hovered vertiginously against the pale-green background of carpet a hundred feet down. He crawled along the rim of the ring, then, to face toward the middle. Stretching his hands in front of him and letting go with his feet, he fell, and hit every remaining ring on the way down.


  A long curved ramp and a magnetic field stopped him at the bottom. As he lay sprawled on the wide, smooth floor, he saw a series of conveyors curving upward and disappearing into the walls. He stepped onto one. The ride was quick. At the top, a trap door opened and he was lifted onto the main-floor balcony in time to see Teague drop off into a three-touch fall.


  “You okay, Pete?”


  “Yeah, Marvin. What’s wrong?”


  “An eight-point!” said Sam. “Outa practice, huh?”


  “Yeah, maybe,” he answered. “Field isn’t, uh, very strong, is it?”


  “Strongest field I’ve been in, myself.”


  “Yeah.”


  Peter made a seven-touch the next time and flew around the outside of two rings on the way. He came up through the door in the floor and wrote “7” on his score sheet. Willie caught his error and explained to him: “You went outside on the way down, Pete. Twice.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  “That’s an extra two points, you know. Tryin’ to cheat yourself?”


  Peter made the correction, and Willie asked, “You ever do a torm before, Pete? Honest now.”


  “You think I’m trying to impress somebody or something?” He grinned, slapping Willie on the back.


  “I know,” said Willie in a low voice, “that you tend to do that.”


  Peter lined up his next jump carefully, sighting all the way down and then listing forward in what he thought was a professional-looking posture. He swung his arms to take off, and a muscle went in his back.


  He went tense from the momentary cramp, stiffened from head to foot, and fell seven rings without touching.


  When he hit bottom he turned over once and stopped short on his knees, still tensed. An older man lay near him on the floor, and before he could get up the man called to him.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “No, I’m all right.” Peter smiled coolly.


  “Well, I’m hurt,” the man said, and propped himself up on one knee.


  Peter helped the man to the up conveyor while the man explained. “I’ve got a trick knee, see, and I got it locked up on the way down. No fault of the equipment, understand. The equipment’s perfectly safe.”


  Peter remembered that afterward. The equipment’s perfectly safe.


  The man thanked him when they reached the torming balcony above and a place to sit down. Peter said, “It’s all right,” and left to get his wristwatch from tube 5’s scoring desk.


  I am a very misdirected person, he thought. I waste my energies. I find no joy in social paradise.


  He said good night to all his friends, gave them some money for the torming, returned his belt, and took the bus home.


  He found his wife still reading McCall’s on the sofa. The television was still on, and the late evening news was playing. He waited for a greeting from her; anything, but she ignored him and continued to read the magazine.


  Finally, he volunteered: “It was okay, we had fun.”


  She turned a page and continued to read.


  “Nan?”


  “Yes, Peter?” She looked up.


  “Are you watching television? I’m going to shut it off.”


  “Go right ahead, I’m not watching.” She returned to the page.


  Peter watched her in the silent room for a long time, thinking about boring evenings and dull purgatories and culturally competitive paradises and wives.


  And then his face brightened up all at once. He went over to Nancy on the sofa, bent over her from behind with his hands on her shoulders and his face close to hers.


  He said, “Hey, honey, tomorrow night I’m going to take you torming.”


  She looked up this time.


  “Oh. Great,” she said. “Strong alignment?”


  ORNITHANTHROPUS


  B. Alan Burhoe


  Schadow was awakened by his woman.


  He sat up from the blankets of marsh cotton, stretching his wings above his head until they touched the low ceiling of woven reeds.


  “The skyhunter is dying,” she said. “We must leave.”


  His heart twisted. “Dying? Are you sure?”


  “See for yourself.” She turned to gather their meager possessions in her thin arms.


  He left their cabin and knew the truth of her words even before he had reached the forward opening. He felt the skyhunter’s fading life in the uneasy quivering that shook the wood framework of the gondola. He cursed. Anger flared, turning to rage, fading to a sinking feeling of impotence.


  A pale yellow tentacle curled through the opening. The amber eye at its tip regarded him.


  “Ah, my ponderous friend. What is the matter?” Schadow asked soothingly.


  The tentacle wrapped about his waist, reassuring, sad.


  On reaching the opening, he looked out and up. The hydrogen-filled balloon-bladder that kept the skyhunter airborne had turned from a healthy crimson to a dusky brown, run with streaks of copper. The airpaddles were clenched as if in pain. The cartilage ribs to which the-framework of the gondola was fastened sagged, hardly capable of holding it or the hundred and seven human members of the Seacliff Clan. The sixty green and crimson fishing tentacles hung lifeless toward the glittering sea a half-kilometer below. The single foretentacle that had greeted him snaked away and moved listlessly in the air. He wanted to say something, to reassure the animal, the living dirigible that had been his home and friend and protector all his life, to let his calm voice—


  “Schadow.”


  He turned, recognized the old man who stood behind him. “Grandfather?”


  “There is little time. You must move fast.”


  “And you?”


  “You know my duty. We have lived as one, the skybeast and I—we will die as one. You are now Clan Elder. You know what you must do.”


  Schadow nodded. For a moment they clasped hands, Schadow studying the patriarch’s tired, rawhide face. Then he went back to his cabin. Behind him, Grandfather jumped into the air and fluttered up to the head of the skyhunter. It tried to push him away but the ancient one found power in his wings and stayed close, patting the head and talking softly of yesteryear.


  Schadow gathered the clan at the aft opening and, when he was sure that he had missed no one ordered his people into the sky. One by one they jumped, arms tightly grasping children or belongings. Their wings flapped until they hit an upcurrent: then they glided into formation, armed men taking the vulnerable positions. Last to leave was Schadow. He threw himself from the gondola, falling toward the distant water, stretched his wings, flew.


  Together, silent, they headed toward the land until Schadow judged they had reached a safe distance.


  He looked back at the skyhunter.


  The bladder was now almost totally copper. The three hydrogen bags were scarcely visible through the once transparent hide. As the wind pivoted the derelict sky beast Schadow saw Grandfather flying close to its head. He saw the creature give one last attempt to push the old man away with its tentacle, saw it fail, saw them grasp one another one last time, enemies once, now brothers.


  “It’s going to suicide,” said one warrior.


  Before he had spoken the last word a spark flared in the depths of the bladder. The skyhunter was enveloped in a savage burst of fire that reflected softly off the wispy clouds above and more fiercely off the sea below. Man, beast and gondola became a single inferno that twisted in the air and tumbled into the waves.


  The thunder struck at the Seacliff Clan, enveloped and passed it.


  For a few moments the fliers were given increased lift. They took advantage of it and glided in silence toward the granite shore.


  A pack of winged amphibians, like tiny pale dragons, soared out from the cliffs to meet them, screaming their challenge and bravado, voicing them all the louder when they were ignored.


  “Where do we go now?” asked his woman as Schadow glided in next to her.


  “Give me my harness,” he said, partly answering her query.


  He took the harness of leather straps and silver buckles and dressed himself in midair, fitting the fastenings around his chest and placing the scabbard along his spine. He pulled out the sword of strong white bone and tested its edges, honed over the years to razor sharpness.


  “You must go to Starport,” he called to his people. “Wait there for five days. If I have not returned by that time you will know that I have failed to tame a skyhunter and that you must choose a new Clan Elder from among you.”


  He said nothing more. Nothing else was left to say.


  They flew away, a few lifting their spirits from the depths of the tragedy enough to wish him luck. He watched them until they seemed no larger than insects against the brightening blue of the post-dawn horizon. Then he banked, caught the thermal that swept up from the coastal cliffs, dropped into an easy glide to conserve his energy for the ordeal ahead.


  They had called the colony world Pishkun, from an ancient Sioux word that meant cliff, for indeed it was a land of cliffs as well as rift valleys, crevices and faults—a granite world of eternal upheaval where the thunder of earthquakes was as common as the roar of the ocean. When the colonists had first reached and named Pishkun they had taken its unfriendly nature as a challenge. Thus, after a million years of frustrated dreams that had begun when early man had first looked at the eagle and felt envy, Ornithanthropus had finally been born, for only in the air could life be sustained with any permanency on this world.


  Esthetics had played a greater part in the design of the birdfolk than functional engineering. The wings had been placed at the shoulder blades and were powered by a complex system of muscles that started at the keel-like breastbone, joined the trapezius and ran up the lower part of each wing. The bones were hollow for lightness and the lower eyelids, which were transparent, could cover the eyes to protect them from windblast. To a basicform human, the birdfolk were the symbol of beauty in motion.


  Schadow, who was of the fiftieth generation of his kind, cared little for the history of his people. He knew it—the basicforms at Starport had told it to him when he had visited that antigrav trading station in his adolescence—but he had found the story only of peripheral interest. Only life, health, the sky, his woman and the skyhunter he must tame meant anything to him.


  The day passed into early afternoon without tiring him as he skimmed along the updrafts and climbed for a wider view. Over the sea almost a kilometer away he saw a young skyhunter, shining like a blood jewel over the silver-streaked greenness of the waves. But it was already fishing. It would be too strong for him to outlast. He looked inland.


  The nostrils of his knife-blade nose flared. The muscles in his sunken cheeks tightened like braided rawhide. His eyes slitted and the greasy black hair lifted from his scalp. Unsteadily he moved the sword in his hands. What he saw was barely a dot on the horizon but every instinct in him identified it. It was a skyhunter heading for the sea and therefore hungry, therefore weakened.


  For a scant moment he debated falling toward the land and foraging for something to eat, then tossed the idea aside. The beast would know by his smell whether or not he had a full belly and it had best sense that he was as hungry as it, unarmed except for the sword, naked except for the harness-equal with it in all respects including courage.


  He studied every facet of the land and air around him. The ground was a tumbled mess of bare rock, strewn boulders, cascades, bogs and patches of brown and green where simple land plants had eked out a living despite the endless assaults upon them by the planet’s ever-changing crust. He looked away from the tortured land. With a sense ingrained into him through generations of running upon the winds he looked at the air mass around him and mapped every current in his mind. He saw the draft that swept up from the sea cliffs below him like a sun-warmed glass curtain to touch the inversion layer four kilometers above; saw a large thermal off to his right, marked where it started on the ground near a dust devil, a huge cylinder of moving bubbles of heated air that rose to reach the cumulus clouds that dotted the sky; saw a second curtainlike current rise from cliffs of red granite to his left, but this one bent and rushed dangerously across the jagged top; saw the bulk of dead air that sat ahead of him, shimmering now and then in the form of a seaward breeze.


  He couldn’t have picked a better place to meet the skybeast, he told himself.


  It would not retreat inland or go to the left because of the cliffs. It could only attempt to go over him or to his right-or through him.


  It came on without evidencing the slightest concern. As it drew closer Schadow was awed at its size—it was bigger than any he had ever seen.


  The massive bladder, shining dull crimson in the sunlight, must have been fully forty meters across and almost a hundred long. The three hydrogen sacs inside fluttered larger and smaller as it adjusted its buoyancy in the weak on-sea winds. Sixteen airpaddles, eight along each side, swept forward like closed fists, opened to reveal strong black membranes, pushed back to provide thrust. Fishing tentacles were coiled close to the cartilage ribbing that protected two-thirds of its underside from leaping sea carnivores. The poison-celled foretentacle that flipped about the bladder to watch for predators or parasites was set just behind the head which took up the other third. And its eyes—they looked across at him—were twin pools of molten amber, the black pupils expanding and contracting to the beat of the aerial super-coelenterate’s savage life systems. They revealed a brooding intelligence that at once terrified and exhilarated Schadow.


  He hovered as best he could in the skyhunter’s path.


  The creature slowed, watching him. Schadow gave challenge.


  “Ho! Skyhunter! I have come to tame you, to form the bond of brotherhood between us for the good of my people—or die trying.”


  The eyes burned into his.


  The foretentacle streaked for him.


  Schadow swung his sword as he had practiced since he had first taken to wing as a boy, slashing the air in front of him in a series of hissing sweeps. He wanted the beast to know that he could cut the tentacle in two if it threatened him but that he didn’t want to.


  The tentacle retreated. The eyes studied him, their look now unreadable. For an instant something flashed in those eyes. Then the creature was moving.


  At first he thought it was retreating and the concept shocked him, for every skyhunter he had ever known or heard of would rather have suicided than run from an attacker, especially such a little attacker as a man. Then a gulping sound came to his ears. He smiled. It was increasing its buoyancy. It was going to attempt to go over him.


  Schadow pushed at the almost still air with his wings and began to climb. The skybeast, airpaddles sweeping lazily to maintain equilibrium, began to ascend in front of him.


  They went up and up until the clouds seemed to disappear as they melded into them and ice crystals danced about them, flickering brilliantly as they caught and broke the sunlight. Schadow’s exhaled breath began to form into puffs of frost. The tentacle again darted toward him and again he created a protective shield around him with his sword.


  “Ho! You will have to do better than that, great one.”


  He watched the tentacle retreat and snap in the air as if in anger.


  With a mutter the coelenterate began to descend, its hydrogen already cooling and decreasing its lift. Schadow paralleled it.


  The clouds re-formed above. The atmosphere became warmer.


  Schadow flexed his wings to spoil his descent and was amazed to discover that this adversary was picking up downward speed. He allowed himself to fall with it until he was forced to brake.


  Surely the thing wasn’t going to dash itself into the ground! He felt himself go cold in a way the high frost couldn’t have affected him.


  It was indeed throwing itself at the twisted rock country. Shaken, the birdman watched it drop until it was falling away from him like a plummeting boulder. It hit the earth, narrowly missing a jagged outcropping. Dust billowed from the impact site. The crimson bladder shook, flattened, appeared to burst. Then it was rebounding back up at him.


  Schadow would have laughed in relief and admiration for the creature if it had not been lofting directly at him with tremendous speed. He wheeled, pushing the air in desperation. It rushed past him. The foretentacle narrowly missed him and one of the fishing tentacles touched his left leg. He cried out in pain.


  Stubbornly he wheeled again and chased it until it leveled off at four hundred meters.


  He checked his leg. A thin welt was forming across his calf. Luckily he hadn’t been hooked on one of the barbs or touched by a poison capsule.


  “Ho-eee!” he shouted, making the traditional sign of admiration for one’s enemy in the air with his sword. In turn, the skyhunter whipped its tentacle about in a remarkable mimicry of the sign.


  They settled down to eyeing one another again.


  Now perhaps the skybeast realized that it and Schadow must face each other, that each must prove to the other his courage and powers of endurance. And while they strained to endure the ordeal perhaps a bond would form between them.


  The huge eyes suddenly shifted and focused behind his right shoulder.


  Schadow looked around.


  Seven armed men stared at him.


  Their wings fluttered feebly, their weight being supported by antigrav units strapped to their chests. They gripped swords of the best alloy metal. On their bodies they wore glittering collections of useless ornaments and gadgets.


  Fangs! Schadow remembered seeing packs of them when he had visited Starbase and he had heard many tales of their bloody raids. While they were adapted forms, the fangs preferred the sanctuary of the floating plastic city, venturing forth only for murder or pillage.


  One flew slightly ahead of the others. Setting a dial on his antigrav, he hovered about ten meters from Schadow, alternately watching the lone warrior and the skyhunter.


  “I am Garp,” he said.


  “So?” Schadow hefted his sword and tentatively tested its edge with his thumb. He looked over his shoulder to check the beast. Though he acted calmly, he strained all the while to maintain his hovering position without appearing to tire.


  “I am leader of our pack.” Garp had an artificially bronzed skin, a fat belly and shining bald head. He reminded Schadow of a Buddha idol—perhaps ancient religions were the latest fashion among the basicforms, whom the fangs always emulated, body sculpture being the dominant art form among the non-adapted men of the Confederacy.


  “Then it is up to you to lead your men-if they deserve that title-away. You should know that the ordeal with a skyhunter is a private matter. You have no right here.”


  Garp laughed.


  “But we have come such a long way to find you. Ven here”—he swept his empty hand toward a thinner version of himself who grinned and bowed awkwardly in the air—“saw your people arrive at the base and overheard them talking about you.” Now it was Garp’s turn to test his sword edge with his thumb, though Schadow saw sky between flesh and metal. “Having nothing better to do, we decided that we should come out and help you. I mean, all that talk that you people keep giving us about living with nature and not against it to the contrary, we thought that you’d like the power of civilization behind you in this affair.” He looked at the beast, briefly meeting its eyes. His voice went softer. “I’ve never seen a man killed by one of those before.” Garp looked at his sword, then shouted. “Ven!”


  “Ho?”


  “The triplets will stay with me. You take the other two and go behind the thing to keep it from getting away.”


  “Understood.” The three adjusted their antigravs and pushed themselves into position.


  Garp looked at Schadow. “You.”


  Schadow felt his jaw muscles tighten in anger.


  “In my wide experience in dealing with men of action, I have usually found that even the bravest need a little push in the right direction on occasion. We watched you fighting the thing and it is our considered opinion that you keep too far from it. Right, men?”


  The trio that moved in behind him answered in chorus, “Right.”


  “So let’s give him the courage he needs.” Garp waited until the three were even with him before moving slowly toward the warrior, sword held out ahead of him like a lance.


  Schadow held his position. Garp had slowed so that two others were the first to reach him. Folding his wings, Schadow fell. He outstretched them again and regained altitude, slashing at one fang who had just set his antigrav to dive and had left the top of his head vulnerable. He felt his sword crack through the skull. The man screamed and floated away from the contestants.


  He slashed at the second man, missing him by millimeters.


  Garp screamed in rage. “Kill him,” he ordered.


  The other two didn’t need encouraging. They rushed at Schadow.


  He parried the lunging weapon of the first, ducked the second and looked for Garp. The latter proved to be a greater danger than Schadow had guessed. The fang leader held his sword before him, elbow locked, and maneuvered himself by twisting the dials on his antigrav. He flashed in and out with extreme accuracy and Schadow learned respect for the antigrav as he desperately put up a defense. The other two pressed beside him, forcing him to fall back toward the skyhunter.


  “Ven,” shouted Garp. “Drive the thing this way.”


  Schadow looked behind him. Ven and his companions were efficiently moving the skybeast toward him. Not that he feared the skyhunter so much—though he knew what his fate would be if it caught him—but he felt concern that the flashing blades would soon cripple the animal. It was battling with a ferocity it had not shown earlier. Its fishing tentacles lashed out as it rocked in the air. Its foretentacle hung poised to strike. Its paddles sent it spinning on an axis, making it harder to predict its next attack or parry. Even so, it didn’t have a chance against this pack. The fact that its fiery suicide—when it accepted defeat—would take its tormentors with it was little consolation.


  Something nagged at the back of Schadow’s mind but the fangs gave him no time to find out what it was. His keel muscles were blazing with pain as he was forced to beat his wings to hold his position. He could feel himself weakening. For the first time in his life he envied the power the antigrav gave a flier, as his attackers pressed themselves more keenly against him. His sword of bloodied bone took the full force of a downward stroke from above and was chipped. He stabbed at Garp, who replied by smashing Schadow’s sword with a jarring blow that broke the point. Cursing, Schadow put his full fury into an offense, momentarily driving the three back. Garp lost his temper and for the first time truly led the attack. They came at him at once.


  The wind shimmered and the birdman saw a brief updraft roll up to them like a pearl-gray bubble. He flexed his wings. The warm bubble enveloped them, jostling the fangs and lifting their intended victim above them. Spitting monosyllables, the trio adjusted their antigravs and shot toward him.


  Schadow, momentarily relieved from battle and able to rest his burning muscles, was amazed. Had they been so busy that they hadn’t seen the thermal? But surely they must have. No matter how involved you were, you always watched the air about you. You had to if you wanted to fly.


  Garp and the others were at him again. His weapon rendered useless as a foil, he was forced to slash and chop at them. He scratched Garp’s bronze belly, forcing him behind the other two.


  He saw a second thermal bubble coming up at them. Winging over, he dived. The fangs fell beside him. When he leveled off, they leveled beside him, prepared to continue the fight. The thermal hit and again he was carried away from them.


  They couldn’t see! It was a hard fact to understand but there was the proof. Any child of Schadow’s clan would have seen that bubble and yet these winged adults had looked right at it without noticing it. Was it possible? He watched them coming up at him, playing with the knobs on their antigravs.


  He saw the truth and with it a possibility. These men, adapted for the air though they were, were creatures of the Starbase, where no man ever did what a mechanism could more easily do. Even though they had flown the skies all their lives, they had never really flown. Using their wings only as stabilizers, they let their antigravs do their flying for them. Not having the need to know the currents of the atmosphere, they had lost, if they had ever had, the ability to see them. In a very important way they were blind.


  Again Schadow dived. This time he looped low and under the trailing tentacles of the skyhunter. The fangs reset their equipment and gave easy chase.


  “Ven—” shouted Garp.


  Ven looked down and peeled away from the troubled skyhunter, followed by his comrades.


  The six formed a rough flock behind Schadow.


  Banking to his left, he put his last dregs of energy into flying for the red cliffs.


  As his pursuers closed the distance between them he regarded the bleak cliffs and the wispy blanket of air that rose up and over it. Every instinct cried out to him to veer away. .


  He reached the outer edge of the blanket and soared upward, the wind brushing his face gently and with no hint of where it would take him if he stayed with it. The pack adjusted and rose behind him. Ven was leading and only five meters below, his teeth showing in a tight grin.


  Ven overtook him as they reached the summit and Schadow was carried across the rough top. With one hand on his antigrav Ven threw himself at the birdman.


  Schadow met sword with sword. As Ven pulled back to make a second stab, Schadow somersaulted beneath him and slashed upward. Blood spurted past his face. Ven screamed and twisted in the air, held aloft by his device.


  The second attacker was luckier. His sword caught Schadow’s at an angle, breaking it just above the guard. Schadow tossed the handle into the man’s face.


  Shouting in victory, Garp moved in ahead of the others for the kill.


  “Die, you—” he yelled, raising his weapon. His eyes burned.


  The blow never came.


  They were past the cliff.


  Schadow saw the draftfall as a glimmering mass of air that spilled over the lip of the cliff and tumbled toward the broken land. He had often seen such sights from afar but this was the first time he had been in one. Like every winged creature on every world, he normally knew better than to fly into the currents on the lee side of a mountain.


  The downdraft caught him and Garp in its grip and threw them violently at the rocks. Garp howled, dropping his sword, which spun into a fang below him. Each member of the pack played frantically with his antigrav. But the air tossed them about like wood chips in a raging river. The downfall was too powerful to be beaten by the puny devices of man.


  Schadow made no attempt to outfly the draft. Putting his arms next to his body in a swept-back position, straightening his legs, hitching forward at the waist and angling his aching wings close to his sides, he formed his body into an elementary airfoil, skidding through the air at an angle.


  He closed his lower lids against the vicious winds and through them saw the fangs, the whole scene faded by the protective tissue so that it seemed that it happened in the depths of a faintly pink sea.


  Ven’s corpse was first to hit, smashing spread-eagled atop an altar of rock not two meters from the base of the cliff. Two others hit farther out. Silently, explosively they touched the ground, their screams and the crashes coming weakly through the winds after the fact. A fourth hit a shallow pool, sending up a shower of scummed water and insects. A fifth had slowed himself a bit with his antigrav and it seemed to Schadow that his screams must have continued for a second after he had hit.


  Garp was a fast learner. On seeing Schadow he had copied the airfoil design, getting added spoiling from his antigrav. But he was too late and too low. The false Buddha smashed into a jagged outcropping of volcanic glass, beheading himself.


  The pink-tinted ground was getting dangerously close. Schadow felt the skeletal claws of oblivion drag along his spine.


  Then he was out of the draftfall and in a turbulent but strong wave lift beyond. Extending his wings, he soared into the sky and opened his lids to its eternal blue.


  He looked down. Scattered on the ground were the twisted and broken forms of the fangs. Somehow an antigrav unit had been torn loose from a corpse and, free of its weight, clattered along under the force of the draftfall until clear and then shot through the air toward the base, perhaps on a homing signal. Three of the corpses, he noticed, were also beginning to move across the rocks, being pulled by devices that had outlasted their owners.


  The skyhunter still floated where he had left it.


  Did he dare to hope?


  Though he was unarmed, he settled into a straightaway glide toward the beast.


  It was obviously as near exhaustion as he but appeared unhurt. There was no reason for it to stay away from its sea hunting—unless it was waiting for him. It could be purposely baiting him, he told himself. Vengeance was not solely a human passion.


  He slowed and circled before its massive head.


  The amber eyes watched him.


  Slowly, carefully the tentacle moved toward him. He stayed in his tight orbit, not moving away. The auxiliary eye at the tip of the tentacle opened—the tentacle itself touched his arm.


  No poison cells opened to destroy him. The tentacle remained soft and gentle.


  Laughing, Schadow grabbed the tentacle and the skybeast, tender as he remembered another of its kind, grabbed him.


  It placed Schadow atop its bladder, where he could sit and rest. He didn’t mind the fact that the skin was almost unbearably hot from the sun. He laughed again. The beast moved its tentacle joyfully and the dragon-amphibians that guarded the seacliffs screamed at them as they moved through the sky and over the sea, once-enemies, now-brothers.


  TALENT


  Robert Bloch


  It is perhaps a pity that nothing is known of Andrew Benson’s parents.


  The same reasons which prompted them to leave him as a foundling on the steps of the St. Andrews Orphanage also caused them to maintain a discreet anonymity. The event occurred on the morning of March 3rd, 1943—the war era, as you probably recall—so in a way the child may be regarded as a wartime casualty. Similar occurrences were by no means rare during those days, even in Pasadena, where the Orphanage was located.


  After the usual tentative and fruitless inquiries, the good Sisters took him in. It was there that he acquired his first name, from the patron and patronymic saint of the establishment. The “Benson” was added some years later, by the couple who eventually adopted him.


  It is difficult, at this late date, to determine what sort of a child Andrew was; orphanage records are sketchy, at best, and Sister Rosemarie, who acted as supervisor of the boys’ dormitory, is long since dead. Sister Albertine, the primary grades teacher of the Orphanage School, is now—to put it as delicately as possible—in her senility, and her testimony is necessarily colored by knowledge of subsequent events.


  That Andrew never learned to talk until he was nearly seven years old seems almost incredible; the forced gregarity and the conspicuous lack of individual attention characteristic of orphanage upbringing would make it appear as though the ability to speak is necessary for actual survival in such an environment from infancy onward. Scarcely more credible is Sister Albertine’s theory that Andrew knew how to talk but merely refused to do so until he was well into his seventh year.


  For what it is worth, she now remembers him as an unusually precocious youngster, who appeared to possess an intelligence and understanding far beyond his years. Instead of employing speech, however, he relied on pantomime, an art at which he was so brilliantly adept (if Sister Albertine is to be believed) that his continuing silence seemed scarcely noticeable.


  “He could imitate anybody,” she declares. “The other children, the Sisters, even the Mother Superior. Of course I had to punish him for that. But it was remarkable, the way he was able to pick up all the little mannerisms and facial expressions of another person, just at a glance. And that’s all it took for Andrew—just a mere glance.


  “Visitors’ Day was Sunday. Naturally, Andrew never had any visitors, but he liked to hang around the corridor and watch them come in. And afterwards, in the dormitory at night, he’d put in a regular performance for the other boys. He could impersonate every single man, woman or child who’d come to the Orphanage that day—the way they walked, the way they moved, every action and gesture. Even though he never said a word, nobody made the mistake of thinking Andrew was mentally deficient. For a while, Dr. Clement had the idea he might be a mute.”


  Dr. Roger Clement is one of the few persons who might be able to furnish more objective data concerning Andrew Benson’s early years. Unfortunately, he passed away in 1954, a victim of a fire which also destroyed his home and his office files.


  It was Dr. Clement who attended Andrew on the night that he saw his first motion picture.


  The date was 1949, some Saturday evening in the late fall of the year. The Orphanage received and showed one film a week, and only children of school age were permitted to attend. Andrew’s inability—or unwillingness—to speak had caused some difficulty when he entered primary grades that September, and several months went by before he was allowed to join his classmates in the auditorium for the Saturday night screenings. But it is known that he eventually did so.


  The picture was the last (and probably the least) of the Marx Brothers movies. Its title was Love Happy, and if it is remembered by the general public at all today, that is due to the fact that the film contained a brief walk-on appearance by a then-unknown blonde bit player named Marilyn Monroe.


  But the Orphanage audience had other reasons for regarding it as memorable. Because Love Happy was the picture that sent Andrew Benson into his trance.


  Long after the lights came up again in the auditorium the child sat there, immobile, his eyes staring glassily at the blank screen. When his companions noticed and sought to arouse him he did not respond; one of the Sisters (possibly Sister Rosemarie) shook him, and he promptly collapsed in a dead faint. Dr. Clement was summoned, and he administered to the patient. Andrew Benson did not recover consciousness until the following morning.


  And it was then that he talked.


  He talked immediately, he talked perfectly, he talked fluently—but not in the manner of a six-year-old child. The voice that issued from his lips was that of a middle-aged man. It was a nasal, rasping voice, and even without the accompanying grimaces and facial expressions it was instantaneously and unmistakably recognizable as the voice of Groucho Marx.


  Andrew Benson mimicked Groucho in his Sam Grunion role to perfection, word for word. Then he “did” Chico Marx. After that he relapsed into silence again, and for a moment it was thought he had reverted to his mute phase. But it was an eloquent silence, and soon it became evident that he was imitating Harpo. In rapid succession, Andrew created recognizable vocal and visual portraits of Raymond Burr, Melville Cooper, Eric Blore and the other actors who played small roles in the picture. His impersonations seemed uncanny to his companions, and the Sisters were not unimpressed.


  “Why, he even looked like Groucho,” Sister Albertine insists.


  Ignoring the question of how a towheaded moppet of six can achieve a physical resemblance to Groucho Marx without benefit (or detriment of make-up. it is nevertheless an established fact that Andrew Benson gained immediate celebrity as a mimic within the small confines of the Orphanage,


  And from that moment on, he talked regularly, if not freely. That is to say, he replied to direct questions, he recited his lessons in the classroom, and responded with the outward forms of politeness required by Orphanage discipline. But he was never loquacious, or even communicative, in the ordinary sense, The only time he became spontaneously articulate was immediately following the showing of a weekly movie.


  There was no recurrence of his initial seizure, but each Saturday night screening brought in its wake a complete dramatic recapitulation by the gifted youngster. During the fall of 49 and the winter of 50, Andrew Benson saw many movies. There was Sorroicful Jones, with Bob Hope: Tarzan’s Magic Fountain: The Fighting O’Flynn; The Lite of Riley: Little Women, and a number of other films, current and older. Naturally, these pictures were subject to approval by the Sisters before being shown, and as a result movies depicting or emphasizing violence were not included. Still, several Westerns reached the Orphanage screen, and it is significant that Andrew Benson reacted in what was to become a characteristic fashion.


  “Funny thing,” declares Albert Dominguez, who attended the Orphanage during the same period as Andrew Benson and is one of the few persons located who is willing to admit, let alone discuss, the fact. ‘At first Andy imitated everybody—all the men, that is. He never imitated none of the women. But after he started to see Westerns, it got so he was choosey, like. He just imitated the villains. I don t mean like when us guys was playing cowboys—you know, when one guv is the Sheriff and one is a gunslinger. I mean he imitated villains all the time. He could talk like ’em, he could even look like ’em. We used to razz hell out of him, you know?”


  It is probably as a result of the “razzing” that Andrew Benson, on the evening of May 17th, 1950, attempted to slit the throat of Frank Phillips with a table-knife. Probably—although Albert Dominguez claims that the older boy offered no provocation, and that Andrew Benson was exactly duplicating the screen role of a western desperado in an old Charles Starrett movie.


  The incident was hushed up, apparently, and no action taken; we have little information on Andrew Benson’s growth and development between the summer of 1950 and the autumn of 1955. Dominguez left the orphanage, nobody else appears willing to testify, and Sister Albertine had retired to a rest-home. As a result, there is nothing available concerning what may well have been Andrew’s crucial, formative years. The meager records of his classwork seem satisfactory enough, and there is nothing to indicate that he was a disciplinary problem to his instructors. In June of 1955 he was photographed with the rest of his classmates upon the occasion of graduation from eighth grade. His face is a mere blur, an almost blank smudge in a sea of preadolescent countenances. What he actually looked like at that age is hard to tell.


  The Bensons thought that he resembled their son, David.


  Little David Benson had died of polio in 1953, and two years later his parents came to St. Andrews Orphanage seeking to adopt a boy. They had David’s picture with them, and they were frank to state that they sought a physical resemblance as a guide to making their choice.


  Did Andrew Benson see that photograph? Did—as has been subsequently theorized by certain irresponsible alarmists—he see certain home movies which the Bensons had taken of their child?


  We must confine ourselves to the known facts, which are, simply, that Mr. and Mrs. Louis Benson, of Pasadena, California, legally adopted Andrew Benson, aged 12, on December 9th, 1955.


  And Andrew Benson went to live in their home, as their son. He entered the public high school. He became the owner of a bicycle. He received an allowance of one dollar a week. And he went to the movies.


  Andrew Benson went to the movies, and there were no restrictions. No restrictions at all. For several months, that is. During this period he saw comedies, dramas, Westerns, musicals, melodramas. He must have seen melodramas. Was there a film, released early in 1956, in which an actor played the role of a gangster who pushed a victim out of a second-story window?


  Knowing what we do today, we must suspect that there must have been. But at the time, when the actual incident occurred, Andrew Benson was virtually exonerated. He and the other boy had been “scuffling” in a classroom after school, and the boy had “accidentally fallen.” At least, this is the official version of the affair. The boy—now Pvt. Raymond Schuyler, USMG—maintains to this day that Benson deliberately tried to kill him.


  “He was spooky, that kid,” Schuyler insists. “None of us ever really got close to him. It was like there was nothing to get close to, you know? I mean, he kept changing off so. From one day to the next you could never figure out what he was going to be like. Of course we all knew he imitated these movie actors—he was only a freshman but already he was a big shot in the dramatic club—but it was as though he imitated all the time. One minute he’d be real quiet, and the next, wham! You know that story, the one about Jekyll and Hyde? Well, that was Andrew Benson. Afternoon he grabbed me, we weren’t even talking to each other. He just came up to me at the window and I swear to God he changed right before my eyes. It was as if he all of a sudden got about a foot taller and fifty pounds heavier, and his face was real wild. He pushed me out of the window, without one word. Of course I was scared spitless, and maybe I just thought he changed. I mean, nobody can actually do a thing like that, can they?”


  This question, if it arose at all at the time, remained unanswered. We do know that Andrew Benson was brought to the attention of Dr. Max Fahringer, child psychiatrist and part-time guidance counselor at the school, and that his initial examination disclosed no apparent abnormalities of personality or behavior patterns. Dr. Fahringer did, however, have several long talks with the Bensons, and as a result Andrew was forbidden to attend motion pictures. The following year, Dr. Fahringer voluntarily offered to examine young Andrew—undoubtedly his interest had been aroused by the amazing dramatic abilities the boy was showing in his extracurricular activities at the school.


  Only one such interview ever took place, and it is to be regretted that Dr. Fahringer neither committed his findings to paper nor communicated them to the Bensons before his sudden, shocking death at the hands of an unknown assailant. It is believed (or was believed by the police, at the time) that one of his former patients, committed to an institution as a psychotic, may have been guilty of the crime.


  All that we know is that it occurred some short while following a local re-run of the film, Man in the Attic, in which Jack Palance essayed the role of Jack the Ripper.


  It is interesting, today, to examine some of the so-called “horror movies” of those years, including the re-runs of earlier vehicles starring Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Peter Lorre and a number of other actors.


  We cannot say with any certainty, of course, that Andrew Benson was violating the wishes of his foster parents and secretly attending motion pictures. But if he did, it was quite likely that he would frequent the smaller neighborhood houses, many of which specialized in re-runs. And we do know, from the remarks of fellow classmates during these high school years, that “Andy” was familiar—almost omnisciently so—with the mannerisms of these performers.


  The evidence is oftentimes conflicting. Joan Charters, for example, is willing to “swear on a stack of Bibles” that Andrew Benson, at the age of fifteen, was “a dead ringer for Peter Lorre—the same bug eyes and everything.” Whereas Nick Dossinger, who attended classes with Benson a year later, insists that he “looked just like Boris Karloff.”


  Granted that adolescence may bring about a considerable increase in height during the period of a year, it is nevertheless difficult to imagine how a “dead ringer for Peter Lorre” could metamorphose into an asthenic Karloff type.


  A mass of testimony is available concerning Andrew Benson during those years, but almost all of it deals with his phenomenal histrionic talent and his startling skill at “ad lib” impersonations of motion picture actors. Apparently he had given up mimicking his associates and contemporaries almost entirely.


  “He said he liked to do actors better, because they were bigger,” says Don Brady, who appeared with him in the senior play. “I asked him what he meant by ‘bigger’ and he said it was just that—actors were bigger on the screen, sometimes twenty feet tall. He said, ‘Why bother, with little people when you can be big?’ Oh, he was a real offbeat character, that one.”


  The phrases recur. “Oddball,” and “screwball,” and “real gone” are picturesque, but hardly enlightening. And there seems to be little recollection of Andrew Benson as a friend or classmate, in the ordinary role of adolescence. It’s the imitator who is remembered, with admiration and, frequently, with distaste bordering on actual apprehension.


  “He was so good he scared you. But that’s when he was doing those impersonations, of course. The rest of the time, you scarcely knew he was around.”


  “Classes? I guess he did all right. I didn’t notice him much.”


  “Andrew was a fair student. He could recite when called upon, but he never volunteered. His marks were average. I got the impression he was rather withdrawn.”


  “No, he never dated much. Come to think of it, I don’t think he went out with girls at all. I never paid much attention to him, except when he was on stage, of course.”


  “I wasn’t really what you call close to Andy. I don’t know anybody who seemed to be friends with him. He was so quiet, outside of the dramatics. And when he got up there, it was like he was a different person—he was real great, you know? We all figured he’d end up at the Pasadena Playhouse.”


  The reminiscences of his contemporaries are frequently apt to touch upon matters which did not directly involve Andrew Benson. The years 1956 and 1957 are still remembered, by high school students of the area in particular, as the years of the curfew. It was a voluntary curfew, of course, but it was nevertheless strictly observed by most of the female students during the period of the “werewolf murders”—that series of savage, still-unsolved crimes which terrorized the community for well over a year. Certain cannibalistic aspects of the slaying of the five young women led to the “werewolf” appellation on the part of the sensation-mongering press. The Wolf Alan series made by Universal had been revived, and perhaps this had something to do with the association.


  But to return to Andrew Benson; he grew up, went to school, and lived the normal life of a dutiful stepson. If his foster parents were a bit strict, he made no complaints. If they punished him because they suspected he sometimes slipped out of his room at night, he made no complaint or denials. If they seemed apprehensive lest he be disobeying their set injunctions not to attend the movies, he offered no overt defiance.


  The only known clash between Andrew Benson and his family came about as a result of their flat refusal to allow a television set in their home. Whether or not they were concerned about the possible encouragement of Andrew’s mimicry or whether they had merely developed an allergy to Lawrence Welk and his ilk is difficult to determine. Nevertheless, they balked at the acquisition of a TV set. Andrew begged and pleaded, pointed out that he “needed” television as an aid to a future dramatic career. His argument had some justification, for in his senior year, Andrew had indeed been “scouted” by the famous Pasadena Playhouse, and there was even some talk of a future professional career without the necessity of formal training.


  But the Bensons were adamant on the television question; as far as we can determine, they remained adamant right up to the day of their death.


  The unfortunate circumstances occurred at Balboa, where the Bensons owned a small cottage and maintained a little cabin cruiser. The elder Bensons and Andrew were heading for Catalina Channel when the cruiser overturned in choppy waters. Andrew managed to cling to the craft until rescued, but his foster parents were gone. It was a common enough accident; you’ve probably seen something just like it in the movies a dozen times.


  Andrew, just turned eighteen, was left an orphan once more—but an orphan in full possession of a lovely home, and with the expectation of coming into a sizeable inheritance when he reached twenty-one. The Benson estate was administered by the family attorney, Justin L. Fowler, and he placed young Andrew on an allowance of forty dollars a week—an amount sufficient for a recent graduate of high school to survive on, but hardly enough to maintain him in luxury.


  It is to be feared that violent scenes were precipitated between the young man and his attorney. There is no point in recapitulating them here, or in condemning Fowler for what may seem—on the surface of it—to be the development of a fixation.


  But up until the night that he was struck down by a hit-and-run driver in the street before his house, Attorney Fowler seemed almost obsessed with the desire to prove that the Benson lad was legally incompetent, or worse. Indeed, it was his investigation which led to the uncovering of what few facts are presently available concerning the life of Andrew Benson.


  Certain other hypotheses—one hesitates to dignify them with the term “conclusions”—he apparently extrapolated from these meager findings, or fabricated them out of thin air. Unless, of course, he did manage to discover details which he never actually disclosed. Without the support of such details there is no way of authenticating what seem to be a series of fantastic conjectures.


  A random sampling, as remembered from various conversations Fowler had with the authorities, will suffice.


  “I don’t think the kid is even human, for that matter. Just because he showed up on those orphanage steps, you call him a foundling. Changeling might be a better word for it. Yes, I know they don’t believe in such things any more. And if you talk about life-forms from other planets, they laugh at you and tell you to join the Fortean Society. So happens, I’m a member.


  “Changeling? It’s probably a more accurate term than the narrow meaning implies. I’m talking about the way he changes when he sees these movies. No, don’t take my word for it—ask anyone who’s ever seen him act. Better still, ask those who never saw him on a stage, but just watched him imitate movie performers in private. You’ll find out he did a lot more than just imitate. He becomes the actor. Yes, I mean he undergoes an actual physical transformation. Chameleon. Or some other form of life. Who can say?


  “No, I don’t pretend to understand it. I know it’s not ‘scientific’ according to the way you define science. But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. There are a lot of life-forms in the universe, and we can only guess at some of them. Why shouldn’t there be one that’s abnormally sensitive to mimicry?


  “You know what effect the movies can have on so-called ‘normal’ human beings, under certain conditions. It’s a hypnotic state, for this movie-viewing, and you can ask the psychologists for confirmation. Darkness, concentration, suggestion—all the elements are present. And there’s posthypnotic suggestion, too. Again, psychiatrists will back me up on that. Most people tend to identify with various characters on the screen. That’s where our hero worship comes in, that’s why we have western-movie fans, and detective fans, and all the rest. Supposedly ordinary people come out of the theater and fantasy themselves as the heroes and heroines they saw up there on the screen; imitate them, too.


  “That’s what Andrew Benson did of course. Only suppose he could carry it one step further? Suppose he was capable of being what he saw portrayed? And he chose to be the villains? I tell you, it’s time to investigate those killings of a few years back, all of them. Not just the murder of those girls, but the murder of the two doctors who examined Benson when he was a child, and the death of his foster parents, too. I don’t think any of these things were accidents. I think some people got too close to the secret, and Benson put them out of the way.


  “Why? How should I know why? Any more than I know what he’s looking for when he watches the movies. But he’s looking for something, I can guarantee that. Who knows what purpose such a life-form can have, or what he intends to do with his power? All I can do is warn you.”


  It is easy to dismiss Attorney Fowler as a paranoid type, though perhaps unfair, in that we cannot evaluate the reasons for his outburst. That he knew (or believed he knew) something is self-evident. As a matter of fact, on the very evening of his death he was apparently about to put his findings on paper.


  Deplorably, all that he ever set down was a preamble, in the form of a quotation from Eric Voegelin, concerning rigid pragmatic attitudes of “scientism,” so-called:


  “(1) the assumption that the mathematized science of natural phenomena is a model science to which all other sciences ought to conform; (2) that all realms of being are accessible to the methods of the sciences of phenomena; and (3) that all reality which is not accessible to sciences of phenomena is either irrelevant or, in the more radical form of the dogma, illusionary.”


  But Attorney Fowler is dead, and we deal with the living; with Max Schick, for example, the motion-picture and television agent who visited Andrew Benson at his home shortly after the death of the elder Bensons, and offered him an immediate contract.


  “You’re a natural,” Schick declared. “Never mind with the Pasadena Playhouse bit. I can spot you right now, believe me! With what you got, we’ll back Brando right off the map! Of course, we gotta start small, but I know just the gimmick. Main thing is to establish you in a starring slot right away. None of this stock-con tract jazz, get me? The studios aren’t handing ’em out any more in the first place, and even if you landed one, you’d end up on Cloud Nowhere. No, the deal is to get you a lead and billing right off the bat. And like I said, I got the angle.


  “We go to a small independent producer, get it? Must be a dozen of ’em operating right now, and all of ’em making the same thing. Only one kind of picture that combines low budgets with big grosses, and that’s a science fiction movie.


  “Yeah, you heard me, a science fiction movie. Whaddya mean, you never saw one? Are you kidding? How about that? You mean you never saw any science fiction pictures at all?


  “Oh, your folks, eh? Had to sneak out? And they only show that kind of stuff at the downtown houses?


  “Well look, kid, it’s about time, that’s all I can say. It’s about time! Hey, just so’s you know what we’re talking about, you better get on the ball and take in one right away. Sure, I’m positive, there must be one playing a downtown first run now. Why don’t you go this afternoon? I got some work to finish up here at the office—run you down in my car and you can go on to the show, meet me back there when you get out.


  “Sure, you can take the car after you drop me off. Be my guest.”


  So Andrew Benson saw his first science fiction movie. He drove there and back in Max Schick’s car (coincidentally enough, it was the late afternoon of the day when Attorney Fowler became a hit-and-run victim) and Schick has good reason to remember Andrew Benson’s reappearance at his office just after dusk.


  “He had a look on his face that was out of this world,” Schick says.


  “ ‘How’d you like the picture?’ I ask him.


  “ ‘It was wonderful,’ he tells me. ‘Just what I’ve been looking for all these years. And to think I didn’t know.’


  “ ‘Didn’t know what?’ I ask. But he isn’t talking to me any more. You can see that. He’s talking to himself.


  “ ‘I thought there must be something like that,’ he says. ‘Something better than Dracula, or Frankenstein’s Monsters, or all the rest. Something bigger, more powerful. Something I could really be. And now I know. And now I’m going to.’ ”


  Max Schick is unable to maintain coherency from this point on. But his direct account is not necessary. We are, unfortunately, all too well aware of what happened next.


  Max Schick sat there in his chair and watched Andrew Benson change.


  He watched him grow. He watched him put forth the eyes, the stalks, the writhing tentacles. He watched him twist and tower, filling the room and then overflowing until the flimsy stucco walls collapsed and there was nothing but the green, gigantic horror, the sixty-foot-high monstrosity that may have been born in a screenwriter’s brain or may have been spawned beyond the stars, but certainly existed and drew nourishment from realms far from a three-dimensional world or three-dimensional concepts of sanity.


  Max Schick will never forget that night and neither, of course, will anybody else.


  That was the night the monster destroyed Los Angeles . . .


  THE INVISIBLE MAN MURDER CASE


  Henry Slesar


  When you come right down to it, Tm a pretty nice guy. I’m not so homely that you couldn’t face me across a luncheon table, and not so handsome that you wouldn’t mind bringing your girl along. I make pleasant small talk, and know how to listen sympathetically. I’m relatively modest about my accomplishments, even if I am a sort of celebrity (my last book sold one million four hundred thousand copies in the paperback edition). So, being fully aware of the general niceness of me, Jeff Oswald, it came as a rude shock to realize that there was somebody in this world who hated my guts. Someone who despised me.


  I got my first hint of this alarming fact when the Mystery Authors Association extended me an invitation to take their podium for half an hour. It was a big moment for me, being asked to speak before such an auspicious gathering. I had just published my first novel (Kill Me Quietly, Wharton Publishers, S2.95) and the ink hadn’t dried on my second contract. As you might know, the book became something of an instantaneous best-seller, and there was a public clamor for further adventures of my private-eye hero, Rufe Armlock. Always alert to public demand, I’ve since responded with nine more novels, each slightly gorier (and more successful) than the last.


  Anyway, the MAA slipped me a nice note, asking me to lecture, and I willingly obliged. I don’t believe my speech made any great impression, but I think the membership was amused to get a look at me. After reading about Rufe Armlock, they must have expected something different. (His face was like a granite slab, chiseled on by a bad sculptor. His shoulders were too wide for most doorways. When he smiled, he could chill a hood’s blood or boil a woman’s.) Actually, my face is more the kind you see in graduation-class photos, the big-eared kid in the back row with the pink cheeks and silly grin. I guess I didn’t look like the author of Kill Me Quietly at all.


  It was after the lecture that I met the man who hated me. I didn’t realize the enmity at first; I was too flattered just to be introduced to Kirk Evander. Evander had been a kind of hero of my childhood, when I discovered his intricate detective novels after exhausting the output of Conan Doyle, S. S. Van Dine, John Dickson Carr, Ellery Queen, and the rest. Once I had thought that an Evander novel was the epitome of the classic mystery yam, but his most recent efforts hadn’t held the old magic. He was past sixty now; he was beginning to plagiarize himself.


  “Gee, Mr. Evander,” I said, in a voice that sounded boyish to my own ears, “this is a great pleasure for me.”


  He was a small, wispy man with mournful features, but there was a lot of incandescence in his eyes and he shook hands as if we were trading fish.


  “Thank you,” he said dryly. “This book of yours, Mr. Oswald. Did you say it was called Kill Me Quickly?”


  “Quietly,” I corrected. “I’m afraid it’s one of these hard-boiled novels, Mr. Evander. Nothing like the things you write.”


  “I imagine not.” He pursed his lips. “And do you seriously classify this work as a mystery?”


  “I don’t classify it at all. You see, I have this private-detective character called Rufe Armlock. He’s a sort of tough—”


  “Spare me,” Evander said, shutting his eyes. “I’ve heard quite enough about private detectives, Mr. Oswald. The occupation has been an excuse for the worst offenses against good taste that I have ever known. You will pardon me if I am not amused.”


  I admit I was disappointed. Not because Evander didn’t like my book; I expected that. But my picture of the author was shattered by meeting him. He looked like a dissipated college professor, and talked like a refugee from a bad English play. I shifted uncomfortably, and began to eye the crowd in search of interesting females.


  But Evander wasn’t through with me yet.


  “Do you know something, Mr. Oswald? Young men like yourself, with their Freudian nightmares translated into violent images of ‘private eyes’ and ‘naked blondes’ and assorted cruelties, are primarily responsible for the decline of the detective story.”


  “Gee, I’m sorry, Mr. Evander—”


  “Sorry? If you were truly sorry, Mr. Oswald, you would do the world a favor. You would chop off your hands before they ever touched a typewriter again. Or, if that cure seems too drastic, you would bum every manuscript you write before the world ever sees it.”


  I still didn’t get upset. I told you I was nice.


  “Well, Mr. Evander, I don’t think I could do that. You see, I write for money.”


  “Why?”


  “To eat, I guess.”


  “Why?”


  I began to get the idea that Mr. Evander wasn’t partial to me. I took the hint and wandered off in search of the before-mentioned females. Luckily, I found one. Her name was Eileen, and she turned out to be an admirer of mine. It was nice to talk to her, especially since she was a lot prettier than Kirk Evander. After the meeting, we went to her apartment in Greenwich Village. Eileen was an Associate Member of the Mystery Authors, which meant she hadn’t sold anything yet. She read me the first chapter of a suspense novel called Black Night at Bennington. It was terrible. Unfortunately, I said so, and the evening ended badly.


  It was almost six months before I saw Kirk Evander again, and by that time, my second novel (A Fistful of Blood) had become the bestselling paperback on the stands. I went to another MAA meeting, with the vague hope of running into Eileen again. I had already forgotten Evander’s acid comments, and even if I hadn’t, I was too swelled with my own success to let them worry me. When I saw the little guy, looking as if he had worn the same rumpled suit from the last meeting to this, I greeted him cheerfully.


  “How’s everything?” I asked. “Got a new book on the fire, Mr. Evander?”


  The man standing next to the writer, a snooty-looking guy that worked for Wharton Publishing, the outfit that produced my books and Evander’s, coughed and moved away. Evander turned on me and smiled without humor.


  “My new book,” he said bitingly, “is, indeed, on the fire. As I’m sure you’ve heard.”


  I batted my eyes. “Huh?”


  “It seems the public doesn’t want crime literature any more. It wants filth. It wants garbage! Unfortunately, there are people like you, Mr. Oswald, to provide it in ready supply.”


  He whirled on his heel and stalked away. Just then, Eileen appeared out of the crowd and pulled me to one side.


  “For heavens’ sake!” she said, tapping her foot. “Are you still shooting off your mouth, Jeff Oswald?”


  “Gosh, it’s nice to see you again, Eileen.” It was nice. She was a remarkably pretty girl, with Oriental eyes and auburn hair.


  “I guess you’ll never learn,” she sighed. “Why must you be so tactless?”


  I shifted my feet guiltily. “I’m sorry about that. I wouldn’t have told you that about your novel, but you begged me for an honest opinion—”


  “I don’t mean that. I mean Kirk Evander. Didn’t you know about his last book?”


  “No.”


  “Well, it was the flop of the year. He considered it his masterpiece, but the reviewers called it a pompous bore. One of these real period pieces. A locked-room murder in the family mansion, with millions of obscure clues.”


  “Gee, that’s too bad. I used to admire that guy.”


  “He’s nothing but an old fool. And maybe something else . . .” She looked into the crowd thoughtfully. Then she bit her lip, and added: “And how he hates you”


  “Hates me?”


  “I’ve heard him carry on about you in other meetings. He thinks you’re the sole reason for his failure. He practically has a stroke when your name is mentioned.”


  “Gosh! I hardly even know the guy.”


  “That doesn’t matter. You’re some kind of symbol to him. All the hate that’s been building up in him for the last few years—he’s directing it at you.”


  I frowned. I didn’t like being hated.


  “Ah, the heck with it,” I said, trying to be bright. “You and me need a drink.”


  “You and I,” she said primly. “Some writer you are.”


  So we had a drink. As a matter of fact, we had several. That was my mistake.


  Around eleven o’clock, I was carrying seven or eight martinis in my pouch, and my head felt like a sputnik, revolving slowly around the meeting room. I wasn’t used to so much alcohol, even if my hero, Rufe Armlock, was. (He cracked the cap on a bottle of bourbon and tilted the neck into his mouth. He didn’t lower it until the brown stuff was below the plimsoll line, but when he put it down, his steely eyes hadn’t changed in focus or alertness.) As a matter of fact, I was pie-eyed, and saying a lot of stupid things. Like telling Kirk Evander just what I thought of him and his “classic” detective novels.


  “You’re a bore,” I said, poking a finger into his chest. “Thash what you are. A bore. And you know what your novels are? Impopable. I mean improbable. All those locked-room murders and junk like that. That kind of thing never happens. Never!”


  Evander remained calm while I lectured him. But out of my drunken fog, his eyes shone like yellow lanterns.


  “Never happens,” I said again. “People don’t get bumped off that way. Unnerstand, Mister Evander?”


  “Of course,” he said bowing slightly. “Thank you for the opinion, Mr. Oswald.”


  “S’all right,” I grinned. “Nice to help. You jus’ listen to ol’ Rufe Armlock. I mean Jeff Oswald. The public does not believe that stuff any more. They want action. Not that ol’ locked-room junk. Unnerstand?”


  “Perfectly,” Kirk Evander told me.


  By this time, Eileen had the good sense to pull me away. She coaxed me out of the meeting hall and took me to her apartment, where I made one slobbering attempt to kiss her. It failed miserably, and she thrust me out the door like a cat. Somehow, I got myself home.


  In the morning, an air-raid siren woke me up. After a while, I realized it was only the doorbell. I got up and let my visitor in. It was Aaron Snow, my agent.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he said.


  “What time’s it?” I groaned.


  “Three.” Aaron frowned at me, in his fatherly way. He was a year older and fifty years wiser, and he looked like an aging quiz kid. “I’ve been trying to reach you, but your phone’s off the hook. I wanted to report on that Wharton meeting this morning.”


  “What meeting?”


  “I guess you didn’t know. Kirk Evander stormed in there this mom-mg, and gave ’em an ultimatum. Either they strike you from their list, or him.”


  “What?”


  “That’s the truth. He must have been crazy to do it; his last book sold about eight hundred copies, and I suspect he bought ’em all himself. He should have known they wouldn’t drop a hot-rock like you.”


  “So what happened?”


  “They tried to placate him, of course. He was once important to their Mystery Division. And who knows? He might come through with a big book yet. But Evander stood his ground. Either you go—or he does.”


  “What did Wharton say?”


  “What could they say? They simply refused to accept. He stormed out again, promising never to darken their door.” Aaron sighed. “Feel sorry for the old guy. He was really a great writer. He’ll never get lined up with a first-grade publisher now.”


  “Gee, that’s rough.”


  “Don’t let it worry you. Just concentrate on that next opus of yours. Got a title yet?”


  “Yeah, tentatively. To Kiss A Corpse. Like it?”


  Aaron grimaced. “No. That must mean it’s good.”


  It took me four months to reach the last chapter of that novel. One night, hammering away on my old Remington, the doorbell sounded. I cursed at the interruption, because I had just reached a very crucial moment. (She swayed toward him, her arms reaching out for the unfinished caress, the shreds of her clothing waving in the breeze from the opened window. But Rufe Armlock wasn’t interested; he raised the automatic in his hand and tenderly squeezed the trigger. The bullet ripped into her soft white—)


  “All right, all right!” I shouted, as the ringing persisted.


  I flung open the door, and there was Kirk Evander.


  For a moment, I was frightened. To tell you the truth, I scare easily. Even the stories I write sort of scare me sometimes, and the realization that my visitor was a man who hated me intensely was disturbing.


  But he was smiling.


  “Good evening,” he said cordially. “I wonder if I could come in, Mr. Oswald?”


  “Sure,” I gulped.


  When he got inside, he took off his shabby homburg and peeled off a pair of gray suede gloves. There was a large hole in the right index finger.


  “I hope you’ll pardon this intrusion. But I discovered something very interesting in the evening paper, and I thought you’d like to see it.” I blinked at him.


  “It relates to our conversation at the MAA meeting,” Evander said sweetly. “I believe you made certain statements, about the type of crimes I write about. You said they were—improbable.”


  “Listen, Mr. Evander, I’m sorry if—”


  “No, no,” he said quickly, lifting his hand. “I quite understand. But I knew you would be as intrigued as I was—to read this.”


  He handed me a newspaper clipping. I took it to the desk lamp and read:


  PUBLISHER’S AIDE


  KILLED IN LOCKED


  HOTEL ROOM


  INEXPLICABLE MURDER


  BAFFLES POLICE


  March 12, New York. A murder mystery straight out of a Kirk Evander novel took place last night at the Hotel Belmartin, where Winston Kale, 46, publisher’s assistant, met his death under mysterious circumstances. Mr. Kale, an employee of the Wharton Publishing Company, whose specialty is mystery novels, was shot and killed in a room securely locked and bolted from the inside.


  The unusual nature of the crime was noted by the police when they were called to the scene by Zora Brewster, 24, a friend of the deceased. Miss Brewster claimed that she had left Mr. Kale’s hotel-apartment at one, leaving him in “good spirits.” When she closed the door behind her, she heard Mr.


  Kale lock and bolt the door. As she was waiting outside for the elevator, she heard a shot, and rushed back to the door.


  When Mr. Kale failed to respond, she called the police. Mr. Kale’s body was discovered on the floor, a bullet having penetrated the back of his head, causing instantaneous death.


  Upon examination of the room, the police could find no trace of any intruder or weapon. The room was located on the nineteenth floor of the residential hotel, and the windows were locked.


  In an interview with Captain William Spencer, Homicide Detail, the police official stated: “The circumstances of Mr. Kale’s death are certainly unusual, but we are confident that a logical explanation will be found. We have ruled out suicide completely, due to the direction of the bullet and the lack of any weapon.”


  Miss Brewster, an actress and singer, is being held as a material witness.


  I looked up from the clipping with astonishment evident in my face, because Evander chuckled and said:


  “An ‘improbable’ murder, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Oswald?”


  “Gosh,” I said. “Winston Kale! I saw him only last week—”


  “The poor man,” Evander clucked. “But if he had to die, what a delicious way to do it. I’m sure the Wharton Publishing Company is pleased by the publicity.”


  I realized that Wharton wasn’t the only one pleased. Kirk Evander’s glowing eyes indicated that he was pretty happy himself. The news story was practically an advertisement for his novels. It was a natural promotion gimmick.


  “What about this girl?” I said. “Zora Brewster. Maybe she’s the one.”


  “Nonsense. Miss Brewster is an old—er—acquaintance of mine. She’s charming and harmless, and her brain compares in size to a pea. She wouldn’t have either motive or intellect to commit such a crime.”


  I decided to be a good sport. I grinned.


  “Well, I guess you made your point, Mr. Evander. Guess there are improbable crimes. Too bad about old Winston, though.”


  “Bah. Winston Kale’s not worth mourning. He was a sycophant, a yes-man for Douglas Wharton.”


  I scratched my head and studied the item again.


  “But how was it done? You’ve had experience with this kind of thing, Mr. Evander. In your novels, I mean. How could he get killed in a locked room?”


  “That,” and Kirk Evander smiled, “is a story I just might reveal. In my next novel, for Gorgon Press. I’ve just signed a contract with them, for a book to be called Death of a Publisher. I imagine this publicity won’t harm sales, eh? Good night, Mr. Oswald!”


  He picked up his hat and gloves, and left with an air of triumph.


  I couldn’t get back to work after that visit I felt as I had when I was a kid, puzzling over a John Dickson Carr or Kirk Evander murder mystery, trying to solve it before the author’s revelation on page umptieth. But the fact that this murder was real, and that I actually knew the dead man, made it too upsetting for logical thought. It could have been coincidental, but that seemed as improbable as the fact that such a crime had actually taken place.


  And then an even more disturbing idea intruded. The mysterious death of Winston Kale had come along as a stroke of luck for Kirk Evander. People would be talking about “locked-room” murders again, and that meant talk about Kirk Evander fiction. It seemed awfully convenient.


  Was it maybe too convenient?


  I gave a shiver, and tried to warm myself over the typewriter.


  A few weeks later, I learned that I was right about one thing, and wrong about another. People talked about the locked-room murder, all right, and Gorgon Press announced the new Kirk Evander novel with appropriate fanfare. But the publicity didn’t last. The newspapers got awfully quiet about the strange death of Winston Kale, and people started to forget.


  Then they were sharply reminded.


  Late one morning, I opened the newspaper and saw a front-page bulletin:


  ACTRESS KILLED ON STAGE;


  POLICE BAFFLED BY


  “IMPOSSIBLE” CRIME


  CHIEF WITNESS IN KALE


  MURDER STABBED DURING


  PERFORMANCE


  April 7, New York. Zora Brewster, attractive songstress in the Broadway production of “Live It Up,” was killed last night in circumstances as unusual as the death of Winston Kale on March 11.


  Miss Brewster, chief witness to the “locked-room” murder of the publishing-company executive, suddenly collapsed on stage during a musical number and was taken to her dressing room. It was later revealed that she had been stabbed to death by a blow from behind. However, Miss Brewster was the only performer on the stage of the theater at the time . . .


  The article went on for considerable more lineage, and once more the death of Winston Kale came in for examination. Kirk Evander’s name was mentioned three times, and his new novel, Death of a Publisher, was also cited. It was great publicity, all right.


  Too great.


  The thought that had troubled me some weeks ago came back. It was all too pat. Evander knew both Kale and Zora Brewster; he might not have liked either one too much. More importantly, they may have been natural victims of some nutty scheme to revive interest in the “classic” detective yarn.


  “No,” I said aloud. “That’s crazy! He wouldn’t do such a thing—”


  Then I remembered Kirk Evander’s eyes, and I began to wonder if he was more than just an embittered author. Maybe he was a mental case, a desperate man.


  If anybody could concoct such murders, Evander was the one. He’d spent his whole life thinking about them.


  And what if Zora Brewster’s death wasn’t the last? What if the murders went on, maintaining interest in Kirk Evander’s books? All he had to do was keep knocking off people he didn’t like, in some inexplicable manner. . .


  People he didn’t like?


  I swallowed the boulder that had lodged in my throat.


  If Evander killed the people he didn’t like—who was a better choice than Mrs. Oswald’s son, Jeff?


  My hand was shaking like a bongo-player’s, but I got it steady enough to pick up a phone.


  Aaron Snow’s voice had a nice quality of gruff reality.


  “I think you’re nuts,” he said, when I babbled out my suspicions. “But if it’s going to worry you, why not get in touch with Captain


  Spencer, the detective on the case? At this point, I think he’d be happy to listen to any theory.”


  “Then you really think I should?”


  “Sure. It’s about time you met a real detective, anyway.”


  I was too nervous to take offense. I hung up the phone, squared my shoulders, and called police headquarters.


  I got even more rattled when I met Captain Bill Spencer. I mean, it was a shock. He was a great big guy, with shoulders almost too wide for my apartment door. He had a strong, rugged face, like chiseled granite. He was practically a double for Rufe Armlock.


  “Okay,” Spencer frowned, taking a seat. “Let’s get down to business, Mr. Oswald. And do me one favor.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Stick to the facts. I’m not fond of fiction; particularly your kind.”


  “You’ve read my novels?”


  “If you want literary criticism, Mr. Oswald, you called the wrong guy. All I’m interested in is murder. Real murder.”


  “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” I said eagerly. “I’ve got an idea about these two crimes, and I think it makes sense.”


  “I’m listening,” Captain Spencer said.


  He leaned back and lit a cigarette while I talked. I told him everything right from the beginning. I told him about Evander and his hatred for me, and how he bemoaned the decline of the classic detective story. I told him about his fight with Wharton Publishers, and how he knew the girl, Zora Brewster. I told him all I could think of, without putting my theory into a single crisp sentence.


  He finally forced me into it.


  Spencer said: “Let’s get it straight, Mr. Oswald. Are you making an accusation?”


  I blinked.


  “I guess I am,” I said. “I don’t have any proof, of course. But I think Kirk Evander killed them both. He had plenty of motive.”


  “And did you also figure out how?”


  “No. But if anybody could, Evander could. His own books prove it.” The captain stood up.


  “Well, it’s an interesting theory, Mr. Oswald . . .”


  “But you don’t believe it?”


  “As a matter of fact, I think you may be right. I’ll follow it up at once.”


  I couldn’t help looking surprised.


  Spencer scowled. “I know what you’re thinking. You’ve read so many novels, you always think the cops never listen to anybody, and go blundering ahead on their own. Well, you’re wrong. Some of our best leads come from outside. I happen to believe your theory’s a damn good one.”


  And he went out.


  I have to admit I was flabbergasted. I had expected Spencer to scoff at my idea; I thought the cops always did. They sure did it in Rufe Armlock novels.


  About three days later, I learned that Captain Spencer had acted swiftly.


  I was hunched over the typewriter, trying to get Rufe into trouble, when I heard the pounding on the door. It was Kirk Evander, and he was too angry to use the doorbell. He burst into the room like a small tweedy cyclone and said:


  “So! I meet my accuser face to face!”


  “I don’t understand-”


  “You don’t, eh? Then you deny it? You deny that you accused me of murder? That you were responsible for having me dragged into the dirty hands of the police, like some common hoodlum?”


  I didn’t know what to say. I would have gladly invented a he, but I couldn’t think of one.


  “You thought I wouldn’t realize, eh? But I know it was you, Oswald. You couldn’t bear the fact of my success, could you? So you resort to this!”


  “Look, Mr. Evander, I’m sorry if—”


  “I don’t want your apologies!”


  He went to the door, but turned before going out.


  “All I have to say is this, Mr. Oswald. Be careful.”


  He laughed, and shut the door.


  Well, let me tell you, I was scared. Evander hadn’t actually denied, anything, and his last words sounded like a pure and simple threat.


  Even though it was only eight-thirty, I decided that the best place for me was in bed and under the covers.


  I couldn’t fall asleep until an hour later, and then my dreams weren’t the kind I liked to dream.


  About ten-fifteen, I thought I heard a sound outside. It might have been a knock on the door, so I padded out of the bedroom and opened the front door. There was nothing there but a breeze, so I went back to my comforter.


  A few minutes later, I was in the middle of a dream involving a guillotine. I didn’t care for it. I forced myself awake, but when I opened my eyes, I saw that the shreds of the dream were still clinging. There was a shining blade over my head.


  “Go ’way,” I murmured.


  But the blade didn’t go away. It started descending. Only now it wasn’t a guillotine blade any more; it was a meat chopper, and it seemed interested in the white meat on my neck.


  I froze on the bed.


  Then the doorbell rang, and just as suddenly, the meat cleaver disappeared out of sight.


  I sat up and rubbed my eyes. It had been a dream, then. But what a dream.


  I opened the door and there was Eileen, tapping her foot.


  “Well,” she said. “Is that how you usually dress for a night out?”


  “Huh?” I looked down at my pajamas.


  “It’s rather unusual, but you might start a fad. Or did you just forget about our date?”


  I slapped my forehead. “Holy cow! I was supposed to meet you at ten. I forgot—”


  “I suppose you were keeping a date with dear old Rufe Armlock. Or was it one of those blonde beauties he’s always shooting in their soft white—”


  “Gosh, I’m sorry, Eileen, it slipped my mind completely. And for good reason, believe me.”


  I pulled her inside and made her sit down. She was pretty cool towards me, but when I told her about Evander’s visit, she got all warm and solicitous.


  “You poor thing,” she said, patting my cheek. “No wonder you were upset.”


  I took advantage of her sympathetic attitude for a while, but half an hour later, the telephone’s jangle cut off any further ministrations of mercy. I picked it up, and Spencer’s rough voice said: “Oswald? This is Captain Spencer. Thought you might like to know that there’s been another murder.”


  I gasped. “Whose?” I said.


  “That’s the tough part. I decided tonight that we had enough of him to pull him in for serious questioning, so we dispatched a couple of men to bring him back. That’s when we found him.”


  “Evander?”


  “Dead, murdered, just like the others. Only maybe a little worse. Think maybe you ought to come down here.”


  “All right,” I said, trying to stop my trembling. “Where are you?”


  “At Evander’s apartment, on Central Park South. Better get here before midnight.”


  “Right,” I said.


  Eileen insisted on coming down with me, but the police barricade that had been stationed outside Evander’s apartment door declined to admit her. She waited outside while I walked in. Captain Spencer was standing by the body, and at first, all I could see was Kirk Evander’s slippered feet.


  “Just like the last time,” Spencer said quietly. “Door was locked from the inside, and so were all the windows. But this is how we found him.”


  I looked down. Nobody had to tell me that Kirk Evander was dead.


  His head was missing, neatly severed from his body.


  I didn’t get sick or anything. Not me. But when I got outside, then did I get sick! Boy!


  As you might guess, the news of Evander’s murder, the third such mysterious event in a period of less than three months, brought about a journalistic picnic. There wasn’t exactly rejoicing in the streets, but in certain circles, like Gorgon Press, there were secret smiles of satisfaction. They knew that Evander’s last book would be a best-seller, even before the galleys were made up.


  Evander’s earthly remains were put in the family vault by the author’s only living relation, a brother named Borg Evander. This Borg was quite a character, too, and here’s how I came to meet him.


  About a week after the murder, my agent, Aaron Snow, showed up at my apartment, looking enthused. Aaron doesn’t get enthused very often.


  “Great idea,” he said, tossing his hat on a chair. “I didn’t think


  Wharton’s publicity department had a good idea in them, but this time they came across.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Take a look.”


  He pulled a mimeographed sheet from his pocket. I saw it was a standard news release, with the Wharton Publishing Company masthead. I’d seen them before, but this one made me sit up. The heading read:


  MYSTERY AUTHOR VOWS


  TO DISCOVER MURDERER


  OF KIRK EVANDER


  Jeff Oswald, author of Kill Me Quietly, A Fistful of Blood, and the forthcoming To Kiss a Corpse (Wharton Pub. Co.) has vowed to find the killer of his friend, Kirk Evander, the famed mystery novelist. Evander met his death in circumstances as strange as. . .


  I stopped reading, and said:


  “This is screwy!”


  “No, it isn’t. It’s a real sweet publicity idea. I know you don’t like that ‘friendship’ bit, but it was necessary.”


  “That’s not what I mean. How can I solve these murders? Even the police don’t know where to start. I couldn’t possibly—”


  “You can make a try, just for appearance’s sake. Nobody will blame you if you fail.”


  “But we’re doing all right without phony stunts—”


  “We want it to continue, don’t we? The public’s fickle. Look at the way Kirk Evander’s old novels are selling; you couldn’t give ’em away six months ago. They could forget about Rufe Armlock in an awful hurry.”


  “But how do I go about it?”


  “Well, you know Captain Spencer pretty well. He can supply you with information. And you can pay a call on Borg Evander, for instance.”


  “Borg Evander? Who’s that?”


  “Kirk’s brother, who showed up when he was killed. He might know something. Look, I even brought you his address.” He dug into his wallet for a scrap of paper. “Dr. Borg Evander, 80 Wiffletree Road, Queens. . .”


  “All right,” I said glumly. “If I have to.”


  “You have to. Especially since I okayed the release this morning.”


  “You mean the papers will be printing this thing?”


  “I hope so.”


  “But then—what if the murderer sees it? What if he thinks I really know something?”


  “You’re not scared, are you?”


  “Who, me? Of course.”


  The next morning was bright and clear, and the sunshine helped dispel some of the murkiness that surrounded my errand. I went to pay a call on Borg Evander, who lived in a section of town I knew nothing about. After wandering about the streets, I finally found the old wood-frame house at the end of the unpaved street. It was isolated from the rest of the structures on the avenue, and from the moment I walked up to the front door, I knew it was just as well. The place smelled bad.


  I rang the doorbell, but heard no sound. Instead, a panel in the door slid open noiselessly, and a light shone in my eyes. I blinked, and swore I saw a lens staring at me. Then the panel slid shut hastily, and a voice said:


  “Please state your name and business.”


  I did, and the door opened. I started to say how-do-you-do to the man behind it, but there wasn’t any man. As the door shut behind me, I got the idea that Dr. Borg Evander was one of these gadgeteers.


  “Enter the door at the end of the hallway,” the voice said.


  I obeyed the instruction, but I gasped when I opened the door. There was nothing but air behind it, and a railed platform some four feet square.


  “Please step on the platform,” the voice told me.


  I stepped on. A motor whined, and the platform descended. It took me down about fifteen feet, to the floor of what was obviously a basement laboratory, crowded with scientific paraphernalia. It all looked very imposing and professional, but I couldn’t tell if the junk scattered around the place was intended to locate a cure for warts or repair television sets. My host was nowhere in sight.


  Then, out of a partitioned area at the end of the basement, out he came. He looked a lot like Kirk Evander, but he was easily five years older. He didn’t have Kirk’s hot-lamped eyes, either. They were brown and soft.


  “I hope you don’t mind the elevator,” he said gently. “I detest stairs. And my heart—”


  “I understand. I—er—gather you’re some kind of scientist, Dr. Evander?”


  “Ah,” was all he said.


  “Dr. Evander, I thought maybe you could help me. You see, your brother was a close friend of mine, and I’m interested in uncovering his murderer. I thought if we had a little talk—”


  “But I’ve already spoken to the police,” he said, looking bewildered. “And what did you tell them?”


  “Very little, I’m afraid. I hadn’t seen Kirk for almost eight years, until he showed up a few months ago. He was always rather distant towards me. . . Then, when I learned of his death, I came forward to claim his body. That’s really all I know.”


  It was a disappointment, but out of politeness, I chatted a few minutes longer. I was just about ready to leave when he said:


  “Would you care to look around? I’ve been working on several fascinating experiments. The police didn’t seem very interested, but you, a writer—”


  “Well,” I said, looking at my watch.


  “It won’t take very long. I don’t see people very often, Mr. Oswald. I suppose they consider me—odd.”


  “I wouldn’t say that, doctor. But you’ll have to admit. That odor—”


  “Odor? What odor?”


  “Well, frankly, Dr. Evander, there’s a smell in this house that’s a little hard to take.”


  “Oh, dear.” He put a finger on his mouth. “It’s been here so long I’ve become immune. It’s the acaphenimatin compound, probably, a new kind of plant food I’m working on. Or perhaps you’re smelling the sulfaborgonium.” He lowered his eyes shyly. “A chemical I have named after myself; a scientist’s vanity. It has a pungent odor, but only in formulation. I suppose I could stop making it, since it doesn’t seem to have any practical application.”


  “Well,” I laughed feebly, “it sure stinks, don’t it?”


  “Yes,” he answered vaguely. “Kirk used just that word. Yet he seemed infinitely more interested in the sulfaborgonium than any of my experiments.”


  I perked up at that.


  “Kirk was interested? Why?”


  “I really don’t know. He seemed utterly fascinated by its properties. As a matter of fact, he suggested a splendid use for it, if I could manufacture it in sufficient quantities. But that would be most impractical. The distillation process requires months, and produces only the smallest quantities from an exorbitant amount of raw materials.”


  “What use did he suggest?”


  “Oh, an esthetic one. Kirk was always the esthete of the family. He thought that the unsightly portions of public structures might be painted with the chemical. Bridges and things. In order to make them more attractive.”


  “I don’t think I understand.”


  “Well, since sulfaborgonium is an anti-pigment and a total barrier of light rays, it would naturally render these ugly portions invisible. However, I don’t think—”


  “Wait a minute. Would you go around that corner again, doctor?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Did you use the word invisible?”


  “Yes, of course. Once transmuted into chemical form, sulfaborgonium becomes a soluble fat, with a consistency of a—well, a facial cream, for instance.” He chuckled impetuously. “Yes, Kirk was very amusing about that. He called it Vanishing Cream.”


  I was staring at the doctor until my eyes were hurting.


  “Go on,” I said. “Tell me more.”


  “Well, because of its resistance to pigmentation, and its complete barrierization of light, the chemical renders anything it covers invisible. If I didn’t stain it with methyl blue, I wouldn’t be able to find it myself.” He chuckled again.


  My head was swimming, and I wasn’t sure if it was the odor or the wild words of Dr. Evander.


  “Let me get this straight. If you spread this stuff on something, that something can’t be seen?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Anything?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Even a human being?”


  The doctor looked puzzled.


  “I suppose so. But why would anybody want to be invisible?”


  “Dr. Evander,” I said, licking my lips, “you mean to say you can’t think of a single, solitary reason why somebody would want to be invisible? Have you ever heard of H. G. Wells? Have you ever been to the movies? Have you ever—” He wasn’t reacting, so I put it more simply. “Criminals, doctor! Just think about what an invisible criminal can accomplish! Or a spy! An army, doctor! Think of how many battles you could win with an invisible army! A plane, a tank, a ship—imagine those invisible! Big things, little things. Good men, bad men! A general or a peeping Tom or a detective . . .”


  “I never thought of it that way,” Dr. Evander murmured. “But now that you put it into words . . .” His face suddenly had more wrinkles than before. “But most of the things you mentioned are terrible things. Evil things—”


  “That’s right,” I said grimly. “Take murder, for example. It would be pretty easy to kill somebody, and not get detected—if you were invisible. In a locked room for instance. All you have to do is walk in and kill somebody, then lock all the doors and windows. When the police finally break in, you walk out. Or on a stage, in front of thousands of witnesses—you could kill someone without the fear of being detected. The perfect crime.”


  “How awful!”


  “I think your brother might have realized these potentials, doctor. I’m not saying he used your chemical to commit the murders which took place. He might have made it available to someone else, however. And that someone may be responsible for all the deaths—including the death of Kirk Evander. And he’s free to kill again.”


  “It can’t be true!”


  “It must be true, doctor. If this stuff can do what you say—”


  Something was making my ankle itch. I reached down and scratched it. My hand touched something furry.


  “What the hell,” I said.


  “Oh,” Doctor Borg said, seeing my expression. “That must be Socrates.”


  He reached down and picked up an armful of nothing. Then he stroked the nothing tenderly.


  “What are you doing?” I said.


  “It’s Socrates, my cat. I rubbed the sulfaborgonium on her last week, as an experiment. To see if the substance was harmful to animals. But she appears to be perfectly all right ”


  I put my hand out, gingerly.


  Socrates was fine. When I pulled my hand away, there were three thin scratches on the skin.


  When I got home, I sat down and stared at the typewriter and talked to it like an old friend.


  “What would Rufe Armlock do in a case like this?” I said.


  The Remington didn’t answer, but the thought of Rufe Armlock conjured up another image. Why not go right to Captain Spencer, and tell him the story? It was simple and it was direct, so that’s what I did.


  “Oh, no,” he said. “No, no, no.”


  “What do you mean, no?”


  “I mean no, and that’s all I mean. I appreciate your ideas, Mr. Oswald, don’t misunderstand. But now you’ve gotten into fantasy—”


  “But what if I could prove the story? What if I prove this sulfaborgonium stuff exists?”


  “Can you?”


  “I wanted to bring you a sample. That’s one of the first things I asked Dr. Evander, but he said it was all gone. The last drop went on his cat. But it’s my theory that either Kirk Evander or an accomplice swiped some.”


  “Then you can’t really show me this sulfawhatever-you-call it? You only have his word for it?”


  “But there’s the cat,” I said anxiously. “The cat itself is proof that things can be made invisible. Animals. People!”


  “And you seriously think that an invisible man is walking around this minute, bumping off people?”


  “I do!”


  He screwed up his face and rapped his desk.


  “All right. You bring me the cat. Then I’ll follow through.”


  “Right. I’ll see Dr. Evander again tomorrow morning, and I’ll produce Socrates. Then I’ll leave it up to you to find this invisible murderer. I don’t envy you the job.”


  I saw Eileen that evening, and despite the fact that I wanted to keep my discovery quiet, I couldn’t help shooting off my mouth. That’s a problem of mine.


  She listened to me in evident amazement, and then she said something that had us both unnerved.


  “But Jeff! If this killer’s invisible, then he could be any place. He could be right in this room!”


  We both looked around, wide-eyed. Then I took an umbrella from the rack and started to parry it around the room. Eileen did the same, with a rolled-up magazine. It became a kind of crazy game after a while, and we both started to giggle. Pretty soon we were laughing hysterically, poking into the closets and under the chairs and out the window, and we finally collapsed in helpless mirth, hugging each other like a couple of nutty kids. It wasn’t the most romantic moment of our lives, but for some reason it seemed right. We got pretty silly and tender for a few minutes, and when we got up off the floor, we were engaged to be married. Funny how a thing like that happens, but that’s the way it was with us.


  We didn’t discuss the invisible murderer much after that. We had too much else to talk about.


  In the morning, I took the subway out to Queens and whistled merrily all the way. The world seemed like a pretty nice place, even underground.


  But when I rang the front doorbell of Dr. Borg Evander’s house, the little panel in the door didn’t slide back, and the television lens didn’t pop out to examine me. There was no response at all.


  I rattled the knob, but the door was locked.


  After five minutes of useless pounding, I went around to the other side of the house and tried to find another method of entry. There wasn’t any. The back door was bolted, and all the windows were tightly shut.


  I didn’t have any reason to get panicky. I hadn’t told the doctor of my intentions to return. He could have been out. And it was only natural for someone to lock up their house when they left it.


  Still, I didn’t like it.


  There was a luncheon counter at the northwest corner. I went there in the hope of finding a telephone booth; I found one. But the call I placed to the doctor’s home wasn’t answered. I came out and spoke to the counterman. He said:


  “Old Doc Evander? Why, he must be home. Never known the Doc to leave that nutty house of his. Has everything delivered. Regular hermit.”


  That settled it. I went back to the Evander house and began to pound on the front door. I almost busted my shoulder doing it, but I finally snapped whatever screwy kind of electronic lock held it closed. When it swung open, a bell began clanging a warning throughout the house, but


  I didn’t pay it any attention. I took the elevator platform down to the basement.


  Of course, my suspicions had been right. The old man was spread-eagled on the stone floor, and the man who had wanted him dead didn’t care about being neat. His head had been struck several times with something blunt and hard, and the result was sickening.


  I called the police, and then roamed the house, calling out:


  “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty. Here, Socrates. Here kitty, kitty . . .”


  But I knew it was useless. The invisible killer had been thorough, and now every speck of evidence was gone.


  I won’t say that Captain Spencer completely disbelieved my story. After the murder of Borg Evander, it almost seemed like corroboration. But he was a practical man, too, and he knew that my fantastic explanation for the murders—without tangible evidence—would only produce raised eyebrows and embarrassed coughs if he proposed the theory himself. It was all right for me to suggest the explanation—I was a fiction writer. But he was a detective of homicide, and his stock-in-trade was fact.


  So the theory remained private, among Captain Bill Spencer and myself and the girl I wanted to marry.


  It might have stayed that way forever, if Douglas Wharton, president of the publishing company, hadn’t gone loony.


  Now, Douglas Wharton is a kind of legendary figure in publishing. As a young man, running a hand-press in the back of a stationery shop, he had established a distinguished reputation for integrity and daring. His company was one of the first to recognize the growing American hunger for mystery stories, and he also published one of the first regular series of science-fiction novels. He established the Wharton Fellowships for new authors in both fields, the first of their kind. He was one of the first truly cooperative publishers in the history of the various author’s leagues.


  He was in his sixties when I joined the list of the Wharton Publishing Company, but you’ll rarely see a better-looking or more vigorous man of forty. He was a tall, slim guy, with movie-actor distinction in his handsome features and graying temples. He looked like a retired British major, but he could talk like a retired U. S. Army First Sergeant.


  I liked Douglas Wharton. So I wasn’t happy to hear the rumors about him shifting his trolley.


  I asked Aaron Snow about it one day.


  “Seems to be some truth in it,” he said gravely. “The old man’s been acting pretty jumpy lately, and saying a lot of queer things. His friends have been trying to get him to take a vacation, but he won’t hear of it.”


  “What’s the matter with him?”


  Aaron shrugged. “I’m no psychiatrist. But from what I hear, he’s seeing things. Things nobody else sees. Hearing them, too. He gets mad as hell when the people around him deny it. Like last week . . .”


  “What happened?”


  “The way I get the story, there was a board meeting of the editors. Company policy, stuff like that. The Mystery Book Editor was making a report, when Wharton suddenly starts to curse—and if you’ve ever heard Doug Wharton curse, you know how fluent he can be. Everybody looks at him, and he accuses the man next to him of tickling his ankle.”


  “What?”


  “That’s right,” Aaron said sadly. “Raised hell about it. Swore up and down that his ankle was being tickled. The man next to him was Bosley Morse, Senior Editor of the Classical Department. White hair and whiskers, you know the guy, looks like Walt Whitman. Last guy in the world you’d accuse of tickling your ankle. But that’s what Wharton claimed.”


  I whistled.


  “Gee, that’s tough. Fine man like that.”


  “Yeah, it’s a shame, all right. Of course, he absolutely refuses to get medical attention. Some of his friends tried sneaking a headshrinker in to see him, pretending it was a social call. But Doug was too smart for ’em. Ticked off the doctor immediately, and threw him out of his house.”


  Maybe you can guess what I was thinking.


  “Listen, Aaron,” I said. “Can you get me an appointment to see Wharton?”


  “What?”


  “I’d like to see him. I only met him once, when we were signing the contracts. Maybe you could fix up a lunch date or something.”


  “What for?”


  “I’ve got an idea. It’s a nutty idea, but then most of my ideas are. I’d just like to see the man before I do anything about it.”


  “Well, if that’s what you really want. I suppose I can arrange it through the Mystery Editor.” He narrowed his eyes shrewdly. “You got something up your sleeve, Jeff?”


  “Who, me?” I said innocently.


  But when I left Aaron, I knew I did have something up my sleeve. I had an invisible man, who had killed three people and a cat, and who just might be after a fifth victim—in a slightly different manner.


  Aaron went to work quickly to make the arrangements. There was only one snag. Since his “trouble” had started, Douglas Wharton had stopped dining out at lunch time, and confined his noontime meal to a sandwich in the office. However, he didn’t mind my joining him.


  I kept the appointment promptly at twelve, walking through the impressive oak-rimmed doorway of the presidential office. Wharton was at his desk, looking older and more tired than I remembered him, but his smile was wide and cordial when he greeted me.


  “Sit down, Jeff,” he invited. “My secretary will bring the lunch in a few minutes. Ordered you a steak sandwich. Okay?”


  “Suits me fine,” I said.


  “How’s everything going? You must be working on novel number four now, eh?”


  “That’s right. It’s called The Noose Hangs High.”


  “Well, if it’s as successful as the others, we both won’t have any cause for complaint. That’s quite a character you’ve got there, that Rufe Armlock.”


  “Yes, sir. Sometimes I wish he really existed.”


  He looked up at me sharply. “Why?”


  “Oh, I dunno. He just never seems to have any trouble. If there’s a case to be solved, he just moves right in and solves it. You always know things come out all right in the end.”


  “Yes,” Wharton sighed. “I see what you mean.”


  The lunch arrived, and we ate in silence for a few minutes. I kept watching Wharton’s face, anxious to see if I could detect any signs of the looniness I’d been hearing about. He looked okay to me.


  Then it happened.


  We were sipping our coffee, and I was giving the president a rough outline of the plot of The Noose Hangs High when he seemed to stiffen and look past me towards the closed door. My blood went icy when I saw the change in him.


  “What’s wrong, Mr. Wharton?”


  He continued to stare past me, and his lips were moving soundlessly. “The knife . . he said hoarsely.


  I whirled around, but there was nothing there. When I looked back at the publisher, his hands were covering his eyes.


  “Mr. Wharton . . .”


  “I’ll be okay, Jeff. I’m sort of—tired.”


  “Mr. Wharton, you said something about a knife.”


  “It was nothing.”


  “Did you see a knife?”


  “No, no. . .”


  Then suddenly, shockingly, he was laughing, laughing wildly, uncontrollably, dancing and gyrating in the swivel chair.


  “Mr. Wharton!” I shouted, standing up.


  “Stop it, stop it!” He was shrieking in anguish, even as he laughed, and there were tears running down his cheeks.


  “Mr. Wharton, are you all right?”


  He stopped as quickly as he had started, and slumped exhausted over the desk blotter. I went to him, and he pointed feebly towards the pitcher of water. I poured him a glass and he drank it quickly, coughing.


  “What is it?” I said. “What happened to you?”


  He couldn’t answer for a moment. Then the door of the office slammed shut violently, and he said:


  “I was being tickled. So help me God, I was being tickled. It was horrible. . .”


  It sounded funny. Tickling is a funny word. But I didn’t feel funny. Only horrified.


  “Has this happened before?”


  “Yes, often. I don’t know what’s the matter with me. Maybe I’m afraid to find out. But first I see things . . . like a knife, floating in midair. Or something else. And then I know it’s going to happen, then I know the tickling will start, that awful tickling . . .”


  He broke down and sobbed. Like I said, he was a man in his sixties, but he sounded like a heartbroken child, sobbing on the impressive desk in front of me.


  “This is terrible,” I said. “Don’t you think you should get help, Mr. Wharton? A doctor?”


  He looked up at me, trying to compose himself.


  “I’ll tell you the truth. I’ve seen a doctor, my own doctor. He knows of nothing organically wrong. I have a slight heart condition, but nothing major. His only suggestion was that my trouble was mental.” His face hardened. “And I know that’s not true. I know it. No matter what insane symptoms I have, I know that my mind is sound. I’m sure most people wouldn’t believe that. . .”


  “I believe it, Mr. Wharton.”


  “What?”


  “I believe it. Because I think I know what’s happening to you.”


  He stared at me, not sure what I meant.


  “Mr. Wharton, will you let me tell you a story?” I said. “Not fiction, Mr. Wharton. What I believe is a true story.”


  He didn’t reply, but I took his silence for an affirmative.


  I told him the story of Zora Brewster, and the two Evanders. I told him about the missing cat, and the mysterious chemical called sulfaborgonium. I told him my theory about the invisible killer.


  “I don’t understand,” he said, when I was through. “What does that have to do with me?”


  “Just this, Mr. Wharton. I think this invisible madman’s decided upon you as his next victim. Only now he’s getting fancy. He must be bored with his old hit-and-run tactics. He wants something more-delicious. That’s why he’s doing what he’s doing. Making you see things. Making knives appear out of nowhere. Tickling you. Tickling you to death.”


  “It’s madness,” Wharton said hoarsely. “The worst madness I ever heard of.”


  “There’s a captain of Homicide that believes it, too. His name is Bill Spencer, and you can check with him about it if you like.”


  “But what can we do against such a man? How can we fight him?”


  “I don’t know yet. It’s a terrible power he’s got, a power that’s hard to stop. He can be anywhere, any time, and we’d never know it. The way he was here a few minutes ago. The way he may still be here.”


  “The door—” Wharton stood up.


  “Yes, the door slammed. But he could have stayed on this side, couldn’t he? And heard all we said.”


  “Then he must realize you know about him. He must realize how dangerous you are to him—”


  I swallowed, and tried to look placid.


  “He must know a lot of things. He hasn’t hurt me yet.”


  “What do you think I should do?”


  “I’m not sure. Try and stop him. Carry a gun. The next time he tries his tricks—shoot. Don’t be afraid of appearing ridiculous, Mr. Wharton. Grapple with air if you have to, but try and hold on to your man. Meanwhile, I’ll talk to Spencer about this and try to develop some more positive action.”


  I left the office, without knowing whether Douglas Wharton had been convinced by my strange theory. But at least he was warned.


  I was just about to leave the building when Greta, Mr. Wharton’s secretary, called to me.


  “Oh, Mr. Oswald,” she said. “Did you want to pick up your mail, while you’re here?”


  I nodded. Usually, I average about two dozen fan letters a week, addressed to the publishers. A lot of them are crank letters, mostly from women. Sometimes, I’d get proposals of marriage.


  Greta was looking through her files, and her face was puzzled.


  “That’s funny. I could swear there were nine letters, but I can only find eight. That smelly one is missing—”


  “Smelly one?” I grinned. “You mean a perfumed letter?”


  “I wouldn’t exactly call it perfume,” she said. “It arrived last Friday, and we practically had to fumigate the office. It smelled like rotten eggs to me.”


  “Must be somebody who doesn’t like Rufe Armlock,” I said. Then I thought it over and exclaimed: “Did you say rotten eggs?”


  “Yes. I put it in the bottom drawer of my desk, and forgot all about it. I would have forwarded it to you, but I thought it would be best to deliver it in person. I was afraid I’d get arrested if I sent that awful thing through the mails.” She chuckled.


  Rotten eggs. Sulphur. The words were stirring a memory in my brain. That was the smell which had pervaded Dr. Borg Evander’s house!


  “And you say it’s missing?”


  “Yes. I’ll keep looking for it; maybe it went to the mail room by mistake. Do you think it might be something important?”


  “Could be,” I said. “Could be very important. Keep searching for it, huh?”


  “I will, Mr. Oswald.”


  I returned to my apartment, my head aching with the thoughts that were crowding my brain. The letter must have been written by Dr. Evander, and it must have concerned our discussion. It might afford me the proof that I was looking for, the proof that was destroyed by Dr. Evander’s murder.


  I sat on the sofa, feeling suddenly exhausted. I wanted to forget the whole business, forget about murder and madness and invisible killers and locked rooms. I wanted a little peace and quiet. I wanted to marry Eileen, and head off to some corny honeymoon spot like Niagara Falls, and settle down to the simple life, have a couple of kids, take a trip to Europe now and then. Let somebody else chase around catching insane murderers. I wasn’t Rufe Armlock; I was only Jeff Oswald, and I was tired of the whole affair.


  Then all Hell broke loose.


  First it was Eileen, and her hysterical voice on my telephone sent shivers from one end of my spine to the other. It was some time before I got her to give me a coherent story.


  “It’s awful, awful,” she sobbed. “I can’t stand it another minute, Jeff, not another minute . . .”


  “But what’s happening, Eileen?”


  “It must be him. He’s been following me, doing awful things. Tearing my clothes, touching me . . .” She went off into a wave of tearful gasps. “I just can’t stand it, Jeff! You’ve got to help me!”


  “I’ll be right over!”


  I got to Greenwich Village in less than twenty minutes, and found Eileen lying on her bed. She was more than just disheveled. Her dress had been ripped and tom in a dozen places, and her hair was wildly disordered. She was still crying uncontrollably, and I had to hold her in my arms like a child before she could talk sensibly.


  “He—he must have followed me home,” she said, her voice muffled against my chest. “I suddenly felt this—touch on my leg. I jumped, and then something tore my dress. I started to scream and he stopped. I thought of calling the police, and then I realized what they would think. For a while, nothing happened, and then it started all over again. Out of nowhere, I’d feel this hand on me. And then he’d tear at my clothes again—”


  “Easy, baby,” I said, my heart pounding so hard I thought it would crack inside me.


  “Then it stopped again. For almost an hour. I heard the door open and shut, and I thought he was gone. I tried telephoning you at home, but you weren’t there. Then I called Aaron Snow, and he told me you were at Wharton. I called there, too. Then it started again—” She began to sob again quietly.


  “He’s a madman,” I said tensely. “No question of that. He’s pulling the same kind of stuff on Douglas Wharton. And he must realize that you know about him, too.” I grasped her arms. “Listen, Eileen, you’ve got to get away from here. . .”


  “But where could I go? How can you stop someone like that from finding you?”


  “We’ll figure something out. But you’ve got to get out of town before he—God knows what he’ll do!”


  “I—I’ve got an aunt who lives out in Sauter Beach. I could go there for a few weeks.”


  “Good idea. Meanwhile, I want to call Bill Spencer and tell him what’s been happening. I think we’ve got to stop playing it so safe. I think we’ve got to get some official help—even if the whole damn world thinks we’re crazy!”


  I called Police Headquarters on Eileen’s phone, but Captain Spencer was off duty. I talked the desk sergeant into giving me his home telephone number, and dialed it.


  From the moment I heard Spencer’s voice, I knew that he wasn’t alone.


  “What is it, Captain?” I said. “Is anything wrong?”


  “No,” he said tensely. “Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s just fine. Just remember this, Jeff. If I don’t report in tomorrow at the station, and they find the doors locked and bolted—he’ll still be in the room. That’s how they can trap him. Remember that!”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I think he’s with me, right now. He hasn’t done anything yet, but I feel his presence. But I’m ready for him. One noise, one movement, and m have him. . .”


  Even though Spencer’s voice was calm, I couldn’t help detecting the undercurrent of hysteria. The captain wasn’t a guy that scared easily, but there was something unearthly and horrible about an opponent you couldn’t see. . .


  “Look,” I said, “suppose we get some help? Suppose I call the police-”


  “No! I’ll take care of this myself. If he wants a fight. I’m—”


  He stopped talking.


  “Captain!” I said. “Bill!”


  There was no answer.


  “What is it?” Eileen said.


  “Bill, are you okay?”


  Eileen must have realized what was happening on the other end of the phone, because she began to sob again, fearfully.


  I slammed the receiver down and said:


  “I’ve got to get over there!”


  “Jeff, don’t leave me—”


  “I’ve got to! That thing is in Bill’s apartment. I’ve got to help him!” I burst out of the house and into the street, and almost went frantic at my failure to hail a taxi. When I finally got one, I sat in the back seat and knew that my attempt would come too late.


  I was right, of course. The door of his apartment wasn’t locked or bolted; it was flung open. But Bill Spencer was dead, a dagger wound between his wide shoulders.


  The next afternoon, I saw Eileen off at LaGuardia Airport. I hated to see her go, but I was glad, too. The plane would take her three hundred miles from New York, and three hundred miles from the invisible lunatic that was tormenting her.


  As far as I knew, now there were only two people left in the city that the killer was interested in. Douglas Wharton, and me.


  Back in the city, I called Wharton’s office and suggested a council of war. He agreed, and I went to his penthouse apartment that evening to talk things over.


  “What I can’t understand is this,” I told the publisher, as we sat in his plushly decorated living room. “This fiend has killed or tormented everybody but me. He hasn’t laid a finger on me, or made any attempts against my life. Yet if anybody can do him harm, it’s me.”


  “There was that guillotine stuff you told me about,” Wharton said. “How about that?”


  “That’s true. It must have been the killer that was hovering over my bed. But if he wanted to kill me with that meat chopper, he could have done it Yet he didn’t.”


  “Obviously, he wants you alive. He must have his reasons.”


  “But why? The only people I know who really care if I’m alive or dead are (1) Me, (2) Eileen, and (3) Aaron Snow. Why should this nut care?”


  Wharton chewed his lip thoughtfully.


  “Aaron Snow,” he repeated. “Wasn’t Snow Kirk Evander’s agent, at one time?”


  “Yes, come to think of it. It was back a few years. They had a violent disagreement over money, and Evander asked for them to cancel the arrangement.”


  “That was quite a loss for Snow, wasn’t it? At that time, Evander was a hot-selling author. Ten percent of his income was a lot of dough.”


  “Well, Aaron’s doing okay now. Thanks mostly to Rufe Armlock, to tell the truth.”


  “That’s right,” Wharton said musingly. “And that in itself would be a good reason to want you alive—”


  I stared at him.


  “Now, look. You’re not suggesting—”


  “I’m not suggesting anything.”


  He got up and mixed us a drink. I watched him, trying to digest the new thought he had planted in my mind. Then I saw him snap his fingers, as if in recollection.


  “Just thought of something. Greta gave me a letter for you. Said something about it smelling bad—”


  “What?” I shot out of the chair.


  Wharton looked surprised at my reaction. “What’s wrong? Something important?”


  “Maybe very important! Let me see it!”


  He put down his drink and went out of the room. When he returned, he was holding a long, rumpled envelope. He put it to his nose and sniffed distastefully.


  “I see what she meant,” he said. “Damn thing smells like rotten eggs.”


  I grabbed it from his hands and ripped it open.


  There were two scrawled sheets inside. The handwriting was almost indecipherable, but I finally made it out.


  
    Dear Mr. Oswald:


    I have been thinking over what you told me this morning, and have decided to reveal the entire truth. I must admit that the evil potentialities of my chemical had never occurred to me before this. But now that I realize them, I think it is better for you to know the facts.


    As I told you, I have not seen my brother Kirk for many years, despite the fact that we resided in the same city. A few months ago, he suddenly decided to renew his family ties, and called upon me. I was delighted, of course, since I have always admired my talented younger brother.


    However, I begin to suspect that his interest in me was only the result of his interest in my work. On several occasions, I have provided Kirk with scientific information which he has utilized in his novels, and some years ago, I informed him of my experiments with sulfaborgonium. It was this particular chemical which held his interest now.


    Two weeks ago, Kirk came to me and told me a very sad story. It seemed that there was a great deal of public apathy towards the kind of detective fiction which he wrote, and that apathy was costing him his livelihood. He seemed truly brokenhearted about it, and even though I know nothing of literary matters, I was deeply moved by his plight.


    Then he told me that he had an unusual plan, a plan which he believed would restore the lost interest in the classic detective novel. It was actually a hoax, he informed me, an amusing prank which he would play on the public in order to increase interest in his work. As a scientist, of course, I have little interest in practical jokery, but Kirk seemed genuinely convinced that this “joke?’ would have very practical effect upon his career.


    Reluctantly, I agreed to cooperate.


    Kirk’s plan was this. Quite recently, there had been two highly improbable murders, and he wished to create the semblance of a third—the murder of himself. He was quite delighted with the details of this hoax, for he intended to spread the sulfaborgonium over his head, giving his body the appearance of being decapitated. Then I was to supply him with a chemical means for him to appear truly dead, a method which is used for the performance of heart surgery.


    He planned to be discovered this way, and for the world to believe that he had been murdered by some impossible means, just as the victims in his novels have been killed. Then I was to claim his body for burial in the family vault. His “body” of course, would be perfectly alive and well.


    We went through the plan as outlined. There were some difficult moments (the county coroner, as you probably know, wanted to perform an autopsy; fortunately, I was able to stop it in time) but in general, everything went smoothly. When I brought Kirk’s “body” home, I promptly counteracted the heart-stoppage and he was completely restored to health and vitality. He swore me to secrecy, and told me that he planned to conceal himself in another part of the country until the proper time came to reveal the hoax.


    I have not heard from Kirk since.


    While I cannot believe the terrible idea that Kirk himself is behind the murders, I now feel that I must tell you the true circumstances of his disappearance.


    If there is anything further I can do to help, please feel free to call upon me.


    Sincerely,


    DR. BORG EVANDER

  


  I read the letter with the growing conviction that the answer to our problem was in our hands. I read the letter aloud to Douglas Wharton, whose face showed a confused mixture of bewilderment and surprise.


  “But what does it mean?” he said. “Is it really Kirk that’s playing these invisible tricks?”


  “Of course! Only Kirk would be interested in the death and torture of these victims. He killed Winston Kale as an example. He didn’t have any great grievance against Kale, but he didn’t like him much, either—especially after Wharton Publishing refused his ultimatum. Then, to keep interest alive in these puzzle murders, he killed Zora Brewster—the one person who saw Kale alive before the locked-room murder. Then, he plotted his own “murder,” when the police got on his trail. Now he’s killing everyone who knows the story of the chemical—his own brother, Captain Spencer. In order to complete his insane plan, he has three more to go. You, because he associates his failures with your company. Eileen, because she knows of his existence. And me.”


  “But why didn’t he kill you first? You’re the one he hates most.”


  “That’s exactly why. Because he hates me so much, he wants me to squirm. He wants me to know that there are such things as impossible murders. When he’s knocked off everybody in some improbable manner—then he’ll be ready to take care of me. But first, he has to demonstrate that I was wrong and he was right.”


  Wharton folded his arms and shivered.


  “All right. So we know it’s Kirk Evander. But that doesn’t bring us any closer to a solution.”


  “Sure it does,” I said. “Because now that we know it’s Kirk, we can act accordingly. We can try and think the way Kirk Evander thinks.”


  “How will that help?”


  “I don’t know yet,” I said miserably. “But we’ve got to find a way.”


  That night, I sat and stared at my Remington, and I never thought so hard in my life. It was like trying to work Rufe Armlock out of an escapade, only it was much worse. At least I had control of the characters in a Rufe Armlock novel; if I wanted them to do something, I made them do it. If only it was that easy!


  My only consolation was that Eileen was presumably out of danger.


  Then even that was destroyed. Around ten o’clock, the telephone rang and the long-distance operator told me that there was a call from Sauter Beach. Eileen didn’t have to say very much before I realized that her invisible masher was still on the trail. My hands went cold on the phone.


  “Maybe I’m wrong,” she said, her voice trembling. “But yesterday, on the beach, I thought I saw something glinting in the sun . . . I looked up and could have sworn I saw a gun, just hanging in the air . . .”


  “Good God,” I said, shutting my eyes.


  “Jeff, I don’t know what to do. If he’s followed me here . .


  “Hang on, sweetie, just hang on. We’re working this out. We’ve learned something we didn’t know before. We’re going to lick this.”


  “I don’t know what to do! Should I come back to the city? Then you’ll all be in danger—”


  “Never mind about that. Come back as soon as you can. We’ve got a plan-”


  “What kind of plan?”


  “Never mind now. But we won’t be so helpless any more.”


  I hung up, hoping she wouldn’t realize that I was bluffing.


  But an hour later, slumped over the still typewriter, I did have a plan. I got so excited about it that I woke Douglas Wharton out of a sound sleep, not realizing that it was already four in the morning.


  The item that appeared in every New York newspaper read something like this:


  POSTHUMOUS AWARD TO


  KIRK EVANDER


  BANQUET TO BE HELD IN DEAD


  MYSTERY NOVELIST’S HONOR


  July 2, New York. The Wharton Publishing Company announced today that a new Fellowship was to be added to the company’s roster, to be named the Kirk Evander Fellowship. It will provide special awards and scholarships to promising authors of the “classic” detective novel. The official innovation of the Kirk Evander Fellowship will take place at a banquet in honor of the deceased novelist on July 8. Among the speakers will be. . .


  Eileen’s brow was ruffled when she studied the item.


  “But what good will it do? Honoring that fiend?”


  I chuckled. “Think about it, and you’ll see. Can you think of anything that would appeal more to an egomaniac like Evander? How can he resist attending a banquet that’s held in his own honor?”


  “Then it’s a trap?”


  “Of course it is. And even if Evander realizes that it’s a trap, I don’t think he’ll be able to resist showing up. He’s too convinced of his invincible powers to believe that we could capture him. Besides, the Fellowship idea is genuine. Evander was a heck of a good writer, and Wharton does intend to create the award. The speakers will all be real, and the entire event will be authentic. But there’ll be some added features . . .”


  “What kind of features?”


  “Some preparations. Just in case we have an uninvited guest that night. A special welcome for him.”


  Eileen’s eyes shone.


  “Can I come, Jeff?”


  “No!”


  “Please! After all, he’s after me, too. It can’t be any more dangerous—”


  I scowled like Rufe Armlock and pulled her towards me.


  “I said no, baby. And don’t give me any argument, or I’ll shoot you in your soft, white . . .”


  She didn’t argue with me.


  It was impressive, no doubt about it. The banquet hall, a ninety-foot chamber in the Hotel Colbert, was splendidly decorated for the occasion, with luxurious drapery and burgundy-red carpets and glittering chandeliers. The speaker’s table was raised on a dais, and two long guest tables flanked each other on both sides of the hall. The guests began milling around early in the evening, all of them dress-suited and distinguished looking and seemingly pleased at the prospects of the occasion. The full list of speakers hadn’t been announced, but Douglas Wharton was to make the main presentation.


  After several rounds of drinks, the time for the formal opening of events arrived.


  The guests seated themselves, the doors were closed, and Douglas Wharton rapped a gavel.


  “Gentlemen, before we satisfy our appetite, I thought it would be appropriate to have a few words concerning the purpose of this occasion. So it gives me great pleasure to present a young man whose rise to fame is best described in that worn but accurate word ‘meteoric.’ More important, this young man, perhaps more than anyone present this evening, has good reason to know the qualities of the man we have gathered to honor. Gentlemen, Mr. Jeffrey Oswald.”


  There was a scattering of applause, and I tugged at the collar of my formal shirt and stepped forward to the speaker’s rostrum.


  I cleared my throat and said:


  “Kirk Evander was and is a great man.”


  I paused to let that sink in.


  “I say was, because at the time of his passing, he had left the world a heritage of some thirty-five mystery novels, the like of which may never be seen again. I say is, because Kirk Evander will remain alive as long as someone, somewhere, thrills to the magic words he put on paper.”


  There was some more applause.


  “Kirk Evander was more than merely a great man. The world has had its share of those. But Kirk Evander was also an unusual man. A man of courage and of daring, a man willing to face an unpopular trend and do it battle. Kirk Evander made that battle, and the effort was nothing short of magnificent. It was through him that we owe the present upcurve in the popularity of the classic detective story—and all of us want nothing more than to see that popularity maintained.”


  Again, they applauded.


  “As we all know, Kirk Evander’s last novel, Death of a Publisher, was released to the reviewers yesterday. I can’t think of any more fitting tribute than this review, which will be published in tonight’s edition of The New York Blade ”


  I lifted a sheaf of papers from the table and waved it at the crowd. But I didn’t read it. Instead, I placed it carefully in front of me, and went on talking. I talked for another five minutes, and never once took my eyes from the papers.


  I was almost ready to sit down, when I saw them move.


  “He’s here!” I shouted.


  Everyone went into action as planned. At the doorway, the two dress-suited men who were standing by reached up and pulled the light switches that plunged the hall into immediate darkness. Throughout the room, I heard the swift movements of the guests as they reached beneath the covered tables and removed the masks that had been placed there in readiness. I found my own beneath the speaker’s podium, and slipped it quickly over my face. Somewhere below, a lieutenant of police named Davis was preparing to pull the release on the gas bomb which would spread the thick, deadly stuff in violent clouds throughout the room.


  “The door! The door!” I heard Wharton cry, and he leaped from the dais to help form the barrier of bodies that would block the invisible killer from making his escape. By this time, the heavy clouds of gas were filling the room, and I could still smell its sickening-sweet odor through the mask, or imagine that I did.


  In the midst of the crowd there was a sudden wave of violent motion, as if Kirk Evander was struggling wildly to make his way to an exit. Hands reached out everywhere to try and pin him down, but he was too clever. At the doorway, Douglas Wharton suddenly cried out and grappled with the air, and then his assailant was gone.


  “Don’t try and hold him!” I shouted to them. “Let the gas stop him—”


  There were frenzied sounds and movements in the darkness, sudden shouts of surprise and fear, unexpected gasps and outbursts. But it was only for the moment; soon there was only stillness.


  “The lights!” I said. “Turn on the lights.”


  They flickered on overhead.


  “All right,” Douglas Wharton said commandingly. “He’s here someplace. Find him.”


  They backed off against the walls, and started to close in the ring slowly.


  From the rear of the hall, Lieutenant Davis of the police department suddenly shouted:


  “Here he is!”


  I looked. Davis was lifting something from the floor, something that appeared to be a dead weight.


  He carried his burden towards one of the banquet tables, pulling aside the cloth to place it down.


  Then he threw the cloth over it, and we saw the outline of a small, plump body. The outline of the unconscious body of Kirk Evander.


  Davis bent over it.


  “We didn’t mean for the gas to kill him,” he frowned. “But I’m afraid his heart couldn’t take it. Evander’s dead.”


  Eileen and I did go to Niagara on our honeymoon. But as far as we were concerned, the Falls could have been invisible, too.


  THE OTHER KIDS


  Robert F. Young


  By the time the two army officers came up in the jeep half the population of the little town was standing along the edge of the meadow. It wasn’t a particularly large crowd, but it was a nasty one. There were shotguns in it, and rifles and knives and lead pipes and baseball bats.


  Captain Blair waited till the two truckloads of soldiers arrived, then he pushed his way through the crowd to the meadow. Lieutenant Simms followed.


  The sheriff was standing in front of the crowd, a brand-new .270 balanced in the crook of his arm. He nodded to the captain. “Thought I’d better let the army in on this,” he said in a thin rasping voice. “It’s a little out of my line.”


  The captain squinted at the saucer. It sat in the middle of the meadow, gleaming in the October sunlight. It looked like a king-size Aladdin’s lamp; an Aladdin’s lamp without chimney or base, and totally lacking in ornamentation. The captain had read most of the accounts about saucers and he had always been impressed by their dimensions, though he had never admitted it to anyone.


  This one was disappointing. It was a distinct letdown. It was so small it couldn’t possibly contain more than a crew of one, unless you postulated pint-size Martians. The captain was disgusted. He was sacrificing his Sunday morning sack time for nothing.


  Still, he reconsidered, it was the first authentic saucer, and if it contained any kind of life at all, pint-size or otherwise, he would be the first human to contact it. There would be generals on the scene before long of course, and probably even chiefs of staff. But until they got there the responsibility was his. A tiny gold leaf fluttered before his eyes.


  He turned to the lieutenant, who was quite young and who, in the captain’s private opinion, had no business in this man’s army. “Deploy the men,” the captain said. Then he turned to the sheriff. “Get those people the hell out of here where they won’t get hurt!”


  The meadow came to life. The crowd shuffled back just far enough to give the impression of compliance, muttered just loud enough to imply resentment, and parted just wide enough to let the soldiers through. The soldiers came running, rifles at port, and deployed around the saucer at the lieutenant’s direction, each man dropping to prone position.


  The lieutenant rejoined the captain and the two officers stood looking at the little saucer. The lieutenant was having trouble with a memory. It concerned something that had happened to him when he was a small boy, but the trouble was he couldn’t recall exactly what it was that had happened. All he could remember was the part that led up to the part he wanted to remember.


  He could recall the circumstances clearly enough: the house in the new neighborhood, the morning after the first snow—the snow had been white and wonderful when he had looked at it from his strange bedroom window, and all he could think of while he was getting dressed was running outside and finding out was it good for packing and building a snowman and maybe a fort, and playing games . . .


  He heard the shouts and laughter of the other neighborhood kids while he was eating breakfast and he was so excited he couldn’t finish his cereal. He gulped down his milk, choking a little, and ran into the hall for his coat and leggings. His mother made him wear the wool scarf that always prickled his neck, and she buttoned the flaps of his toboggan hat in under his chin.


  He ran out into the bright morning—


  And there the memory stopped. Try as he would, the lieutenant couldn’t recall the rest of it. Finally he gave up and devoted his attention to the saucer. The memory had no business in his mind at such a time anyway, and he couldn’t understand what had evoked it.


  “Do you think we’ll have trouble, sir?” he asked the captain.


  “We didn’t come out here on a picnic, Lieutenant. Of course there’ll be trouble. This may even be an act of war.”


  “Or of peace.”


  The captain’s seamed face grew red. “Do you consider sneaking down during the night, eluding our radar, and landing way out here in the sticks an act of peace, Lieutenant?”


  “But it’s such an insignificant little ship—if it is a ship. It’s almost like a toy. Why, I’ll bet if you rubbed it a genie would appear.”


  “Lieutenant, I consider your attitude unmilitary. You’re talking like a child.”


  “Sorry, sir.”


  The morning had grown quiet. The sound of the crowd had diminished to an occasional shuffling of restless feet and an occasional mutter of voices. The soldiers lay silently in the dun meadow grass. High in the cloudless sky a V of geese soared sedately south.


  Suddenly the village church bell began to peal. The sound washed over the fields in sonorous, shocking waves. Even the captain jumped a little. But he recovered himself so quickly that no one noticed. He lit a cigarette slowly and deliberately.


  “I hope all you men remembered to bring your hymn books,” he said in a loud voice.


  Nervous laughter rippled round the circle of waiting soldiers. “Hallelujah!” someone shouted. The old man was a good Joe after all.


  The last peal of the bell lingered for a long time, then gradually trailed away. The crowd whispered to itself, but remained intact. The sheriff pulled out a red bandanna handkerchief and began polishing the barrel of his .270. He stood just behind the two officers.


  The saucer gleamed enigmatically in the sunlight. The captain’s eyes were starting to ache and he looked away for a moment to rest them. When he looked back the top half of the saucer was rising like the top section of a clam shell.


  It rose slowly, up and back, flashing in the sunlight. Presently it stopped and something climbed out of its interior and slipped to the ground. Something with big bright eyes and too many limbs.


  The captain drew his .45. Rifle bolts snickered around the circle of soldiers.


  “It looks like it’s been injured,” the lieutenant said. “See, one of its arms—”


  “Draw your weapon, Lieutenant!”


  The lieutenant drew his .45.


  The genie stood in the shadow of the ship, its luminous eyes glowing palely. A morning wind crept down from the hills and riffled the meadow grass. The sun shone brightly.


  Presently the genie moved out of the shadow. It started forward, in the direction of the two officers. It was a livid green in color and it definitely had too many limbs, most of them legs. It was impossible to tell whether the creature was running or walking.


  The captain’s voice was tight. “Give the order to fire, Lieutenant!”


  “But sir, I’m sure it’s harmless.”


  “You blind? It’s attacking us!”


  The sheriff’s rasping voice had thickened. “Sure it’s attacking us,” he said, his breath hot on the lieutenant’s neck.


  The lieutenant said nothing. The rest of the memory was emerging from his subconscious where it had been hiding for fifteen years.


  He was running out of the house again, and into the bright morning. He started across the street to where the other kids were playing in the snow. He didn’t see the snowball. It had been packed tight and it had been thrown hard. It struck him squarely in the face, exploding in blind numbing pain.


  He stopped in the middle of the street. At first he couldn’t see, but after a while his eyes cleared. But only for a moment. Then they were blind again, blind with tears, and he was running back to the house, back to the warm comfort of his mother’s arms—


  The captain’s voice was taut. “I’ll give you one more chance, Lieutenant. Give the order to fire!”


  The lieutenant stood silently, his face contorted with the remembered pain.


  “Fire!” the captain screamed.


  The morning detonated.


  The captain and the soldiers and the sheriff shot the genie. The genie’s eyes went out like shattered electric light bulbs and it collapsed into a tangle of arms and legs.


  The lieutenant shot the captain. The captain’s face looked silly as he slipped slowly to the ground. His officer’s cap had come off and so had the top of his head.


  After that the lieutenant was running. He looked wildly around for the house but it wasn’t there any longer. And that was odd, he thought. It had been there a moment ago.


  One of the other kids was shouting something in a thin rasping voice but he did not stop. He kept on running. He had to find the house, the security of the house, the warmth of his mother’s arms—


  The second snowball struck him squarely in the back of the head. It wasn’t half as bad as the first one had been. The first one had hurt all the way through him. The first one had never stopped hurting. This one didn’t hurt at all. There was just a sudden flash of brightness, and then nothing—’


  Nothing at all.


  . . . AND COMFORT TO THE ENEMY


  Stanley Schmidt


  Carla felt the chill of approaching winter more than I did. I had been here for nearly a year, and for all that time the twenty-year winter had been advancing stealthily as the Little Sun hurtled away toward aphelion. I was used to the cold. But Carla had only come out from Earth to join me a few days ago, after my boss finally decided to make my assignment here permanent. Spending all that time in Florida had done little to prepare her for the bleak hills and cold air here.


  Today I was showing her Centaurus Historical Park, jointly maintained by humans and Redskins as a memorial to their first meeting here a few decades earlier. The climb from the quaint little Mayflower village was strenuous enough to take her mind off the cold, and she showed revived interest as we strolled among the historic boulders on the hilltop. Hardly anyone else was there, either human or Redskin (a corruption of “Reska” which happened to fit), so we could read the plaques set in the rockfaces at our leisure.


  Carla paused for a long time in front of the one which told how the first Redskins here had had to be rescued from their own laws against antagonizing alien races—laws which to civilized humans seemed almost incredibly harsh. Finally she said quietly. “Mike. J think that’s why I feel uneasy about them.”


  “Huh?” I said, surprised, “Who?”


  “The Redskins.” She drew her sweater tighter around her shoulders and motioned toward the plaque. “They were going to slaughter their own people because one of them might have trivially annoyed a human. I know there’s been no trouble since, but I can’t help thinking there’s something sinister about them that may show up someday. Humans wouldn’t treat their own like that!”


  I put my arm around her and tried to think how to dispel her vague worries. Thoughts like that weren’t going to make frontier life any easier for her. Before I found words, an unmistakably accented voice behind us said quietly, “Please don’t be too sure of that.”


  Carla jumped a foot and whirled around with a little shriek to find herself facing a Redskin. He was shorter than Carla, hairless, his skin toughened and darkened almost to brown by age and work, and his face might have been drawn by a human caricaturist. But I hoped Carla would recognize his smile and the twinkle in his eyes.


  Just in case, I hastened to introduce her. “Carla, this is Kirlatsu, a good friend of mine from the day I landed here and a real old-timer on the Reska spaceways. Kirlatsu, my wife, Carla.”


  Kirlatsu extended his hand and Carla took it, a trifle timidly. “Very happy to meet you, Carla,” I’m sorry if I startled you. But I overheard your comment and I wouldn’t want Mike’s wife to get the wrong idea. Our colonization laws are extreme—but so were the events that produced them. I know. I was there.


  “I knew Ngasik well. Our paths crossed in several sirla during our dlazol, and though he was four years older, we were close friends on Slepo IV . . .”


  The last time Kirlatsu actually saw Ngasik was the night the first tunnel ship came. When dusk fell they and a few other young men of Sirla Tsardong still sat—as usual—around a flickering campfire, plying Ngasik for the tales he told so well at the end of a hard day’s work. His supply was seemingly inexhaustible—nobody could remember hearing him repeat a yam—and his gift of gab held listeners enthralled for hours. But tonight stories were not forthcoming.


  Instead Ngasik’s gaze kept wandering off to the uninvited new ship, a hundred yards away at the other end of the clearing. The big gibbous moon and fireflies flitting in and out of the forest gave enough light to make out its ludicrous outline, with the top half a mirror image of the bottom, but little more. Its crew had retired into it for the night, and a couple of ports still glowed in its side. Ngasik would stop in midsentence, stare wistfully at those ports, and murmur things like, “They’ve come all the way out here just to do away with the one way of life that really suited me!” Finally one of the others laughed at him. “Come on, Ngasik! This doesn’t come as a shock to anybody. We’ve been hearing progress reports on tunnel-ship development for a couple of years now. And why should you care? You’re no criminal.” Ngasik couldn’t see exactly who had spoken, but he glared across the fire at the voice. “For some of us,” he said coolly, “space was the one place we could find something like independence. What’s it going to be with government inspectors coming out in their own ships to check up on us all the time?”


  “Safer,” his critic muttered. A couple of people on the other side of the fire got up and went to their huts. Kirlatsu, here on his first job, did not yet find alien wilderness as congenial as Ngasik. He suggested mildly, “The only reason we haven’t had them from the start is that warp ships are too expensive to run without a big payload, and we didn’t know there was another way. Maybe it’s a good idea. Suppose some sirla met another race with an advanced technology and decided to stir up trouble. If that had happened before there were tunnel ships to patrol the colonies . . .”


  “Frankly,” Ngasik interrupted, “I don’t think anybody seriously expects that to happen. I’ve been in space four years—some people for sixteen. No sign of alien intelligence. The old philosophers were right. We’re probably unique, a long shot that hit once.”


  By ones and twos, members of the circle gave up on getting the usual stories and drifted off to their huts. Eventually only Ngasik and Kirlatsu remained. Lacking the distraction of Ngasik’s narrative, Kirlatsu grew more and more conscious of the wild noises from the surrounding forest, and they made him uncomfortable. They seemed even louder and more persistent than usual tonight—especially those deep, wavering, chilling howls. And the bugs were intensely annoying—the dome of fence-field over the camp was fine for keeping out big prowling animals, but nearly worthless against small crawling and flying things. Kirlatsu found himself swatting at them constantly. Finally, losing his temper, he raised a heavily shod foot and stamped viciously at a beetlelike thing on the ground, so big it must have found a “soft” place in the field between two generators to get in. As it died, it emitted a long moan, high-pitched and falling. To Kirlatsu it sounded exactly like, “. . . Shot that hit once.”


  “Did you hear that?” he gasped.


  Ngasik shrugged. “Mimic,” he said. “Not uncommon. I’ve seen a couple of those around lately. Didn’t know they did that, though.”


  Kirlatsu stood up. “My imagination’s running away with me,” he said apologetically. “Good night, Ngasik.” He went off to his hut, a modest but comfortable structure of native rock and wood, and locked himself in. Shortly he heard Ngasik extinguishing the fire and going off to his own hut, and stretched out to try to sleep.


  It’s not just my imagination! Kirlatsu thought defensively as sleep continued to elude him. There’s something different in the air tonight. Something’s brewing. Those noises really are worse. The forest seemed to scream at him. A plaintive, agitated series of those howls sounded nearby. Another seemed to answer it from far off.


  Suddenly there were sounds very nearby—the rustles and thumps of large animals moving in the grass, and a familiar chattering. Kirlatsu knew even before he jumped up to look out his window that they were tsapeli, but he had never known them to come this close to camp before.


  He saw three dark forms prowling just at the edge of the invisible dome. They stopped. Standing very still, they cautiously began to look intently around the camp. Three pairs of eyes began to glow faint green, and then gradually grew and brightened until they were piercing white searchlights. One of them nearly blinded Kirlatsu when it looked right at his hut window. Then the eyes dimmed again and the tsapeli were running toward the invisible shell, hurling themselves against it, bouncing off and trying again.


  Kirlatsu began to feel very uncomfortable. He knew—intellectually, at least—that the tsapeli couldn’t get through that wall. But the very idea that they would try was alarming. In the three months since the sirla established itself here, he had thought of the tsapeli as picturesque creatures of the night, rather eerie with their searchlight eyes and mantis faces, but not dangerous as long as nobody went outside at night and chased them. Now they were making a deliberate effort to break into camp.


  He was relieved to hear Ngasik’s voice outside, summoning any and all to help him chase the pests off. Young men made brave by fence-field, flashlights, and numbers swarmed from their huts. Kirlatsu joined them.


  In the flashlight beams the tsapeli could be seen more clearly. Monkeylike, with prehensile tail and four hands of which they could walk on two or four, they were as large as adult Reska. Smooth black fur covered them almost completely, even most of the head—a small sphere housing mouth, nostrils, and a pair of triangular “wings” with eyes at the tips and ears farther in.


  They stood their ground, all three chattering at once and staring back at the Reska with eyes glowing at full strength. After a moment of that, Ngasik started a noise-making and hand-waving campaign. He was obviously enjoying himself until he saw that the tsapeli were just waving back and chattering louder.


  And then a metallic gleam at the far end of the clearing revealed at least a dozen tsapeli surrounding the Tsulan, the government tunnel ship that had come in this afternoon.


  Just at that moment Tsardong-li, local boss of Sirla Tsardong, popped out of his hut demanding to know what was going on. He didn’t finish asking before he saw for himself. He yelped, “Get those critters away from here—and away from that ship!”


  “We’re working on it,” Ngasik told him cheerfully. “They don’t seem very anxious to go.”


  “Well, make them go!” Tsardong-li ordered. “All of you—take guns outside if you have to. Just get rid of them. Don’t come back until they’re gone!”


  Within two minutes a very hesitant Kirlatsu was running back out of his hut with gun and key in hand and joining the group streaming out of the dome—while Tsardong-li stayed inside to shout useless encouragements. Each man approached the shell on the run, pointing his key straight ahead so it canceled just enough fence-field to let him through. The tsapeli tried to find the holes they saw Reska coming through, and had to be chased away with shots.


  Faced with actual weapon fire, they finally turned and fled, bounding away on all fours—straight toward the larger group around the Tsulan. As the Reska converged on the ship, all the tsapeli gathered there turned to face them, staring blindingly. Their chattering changed to shrill sirenlike noises. Just before he began shooting, Kirlatsu could barely hear a fresh chorus of howls start up in the nearby forest.


  As soon as the shooting started, the tsapeli began jumping wildly around, but made no move to leave. Between their blazmg eyes and their erratic jumping, decent aim was impossible and the Reska scored few hits. The only consolation, Kirlatsu thought wryly, was that the tsapeli weren’t shooting back.


  Then he heard the rustle of wings and looked up to see dozens of big, sharp-beaked, beacon-eyed “birds” emerging from the forest and swooping down among the Reska. Suddenly the Reska were too busy warding off birds—none too successfully—to keep up very steady firing. The flying things were diving quickly and unpredictably, inflicting nasty stabs and poking at Reska weapons, keys, and lights.


  Just as he managed to shoot a bird that was coming after him, Kirlatsu saw Ngasik’s gun knocked from his hand by another. Immediately four or fivt tsapeli ran out, oblivious of birds and gunfire, and surrounded Ngasik. Kirlatsu saw them coming and so did another Reska who was momentarily free. They both opened fire on the same tsapeli and blasted him to a pulp. Then they had their hands full of birds again, while the other tsapeli who had rushed Ngasik grabbed him and quickly subdued his struggles. Carrying him easily, they vanished into the forest. Two others roughly grabbed up the remains of the demolished tsapeli and followed them.


  In less than a minute no tsapeli was in sight, but the birds continued their diving and slashing for some ten minutes. Their numbers never seemed to diminish—when one was shot down, another came out of the forest. Then, as abruptly as they had come, the survivors scattered and vanished.


  The Reska were too badly shaken by the experience, and too riddled with physical injuries, to attempt pursuit. Instead they returned, as fast as if pursued themselves, to the safety of the dome. They neither saw nor heard any more of Ngasik that night, and could only reconstruct its events later.


  Ngasik gave up struggling almost immediately; it was a waste of energy. His captors were all too capable of keeping viselike grips on him even while plunging through the pitch-dark forest on winding trails nearly overgrown with smelly bushes. To Ngasik’s diurnal eyes their speed seemed reckless, but for the nocturnal tsapeli that was normal lighting. The powerful beams their eyes could produce were reserved for short periods of unusually critical observation. Quite likely they had been evolved less as sensory aids than as weapons against other nocturnal animals.


  Between jolts, as his four bearers ran unevenly over the rough ground, Ngasik found himself reflecting that his deliberate abduction by four of them in cooperation was rather odd behavior for jungle beasts. Moreover, they were still chattering intermittently, in ways no Reska could hope to imitate, but Ngasik began to feel strongly that they were talking among themselves. Maybe his comment to Kirlatsu at the campfire had been a bit presumptuous. From a practical point of view, he wasn’t at all sure that being the first Reska to be captured by intelligent alien savages was especially preferable to being captured by unintelligent alien monsters.


  In the darkness and traveling on feet not his own, Ngasik found it very hard to estimate distances, but he guessed that they went perhaps a mile before they stopped. He wished he had been able to tell more about the route. All members of the sirla carried two-way radio handsets in the field, and if the tsapeli didn’t take his he would try to call Kirlatsu at the first chance. But not knowing where he was, relative to camp, would make it very hard to help the sirla plot his rescue.


  He could see only that they had paused in front of one of those huge fungoid growths sirla workers had often seen in the forest and sometimes mistaken for rocks. This one was at least ten feet high and surrounded by thorny bushes. A tsapeli hurried forward from the rear of the procession and looked ready to rush right into the bushes. He did, in fact, but they parted with a loud rustle at his approach, exposing a gaping opening. The bushes stayed apart as the rest of the procession followed him into the cavernous interior of the fungoid, and snapped back together as soon as the last tsapeli was inside.


  There were many more fireflies inside than out, but not nearly enough for Ngasik. The tsapeli put him down, letting him stand on his own feet but keeping tight holds on his arms. At first he could see nothing except the lazily flying points of light. His strongest initial impression was the powerful mixture of odors that filled the place, most of them recognizably organic and many almost nauseating. But as seconds passed his eyes adjusted enough so he could make out the forms standing around him, some erect and some down on all fours, and another door leading to deeper darkness at the back of the room. Next to that door a birdlike thing perched on what looked like a defoliated tree branch, so still that Ngasik wasn’t sure if it were alive. But he was quite relieved to see that it had a short, innocuous-looking beak, quite unlike those vicious things that had joined the attack on the Reska back at the clearing.


  The first tsapeli in crowded close to the side walls, and Ngasik could see well enough to feel slightly sick as the two carrying the badly wounded one came in and crossed in front of him. They carried their burden with utter lack of care—though the victim was in such bad shape that he was probably beyond caring. Only part of his face, marked with a distinctive white crescent, was recognizably intact. Most of his body was bloody and practically shredded. The left eye was thoroughly smashed.


  One of the carriers emitted a short burst of loud chatter as they crossed the room. The tsapeli holding Ngasik followed them to a far comer, dragging Ngasik along. They paused next to a big, shapeless sack resting in a recess in the wall. Another tsapeli emerged from the back room and joined them. The newcomer quickly looked the victim over, with apparent disinterest, and then watched as each of Ngasik’s captors used one hand to help pull a long slit open at the top of the sack.


  Ngasik quickly looked away and then back. The sack was partly filled with a dark, vile-smelling liquid, richly populated with writhing wormlike things of many shapes and sizes. Battling nausea, though he was not normally squeamish, he forced himself to watch as the victim was dumped unceremoniously into that mess, landing with a dull splash. Then his captors let the sack snap shut again, and all the tsapeli walked unconcernedly away from it. Most of them left through the front door, exchanging chatter as they went. The one from the back room and Ngasik’s bodyguards, again gripping him with both hands, stayed.


  The one from the back room moved around in front of Ngasik. Without warning, his eyes glowed brightly and swept Ngasik from head to toe. The examination lasted perhaps ten seconds; then darkness returned and Ngasik felt something slimy slapped on his arm, followed by a faint tickling sensation where it was. He had shut his eyes when the tsapeli’s had suddenly started glowing, so he could almost immediately see the big leechlike thing sucking on his skin. Automatically, he yelled, “Hey, get that thing off me!”


  Not very surprisingly, they ignored him. He didn’t bother to yell again. After two or three long minutes, the same tsapeli disengaged the leech and carried it through the second door. Oddly, there were no fireflies in the back room, and the tsapeli with the leech used a little green light from his eyes. Ngasik could faintly see an unusual variety of small fungoids growing on the floor and walls back there, but he couldn’t tell what the tsapeli was doing.


  In a few minutes the keeper of the leech returned, emitted a piercing sirenlike burst, and then chattered briefly to the others. In a few seconds a very large and ugly carnivore, its entire body slightly luminescent, came bounding in through the front door. Ngasik stiffened. His captors let go of him and walked casually out the front door.


  He glanced after them in surprise, then looked warily back at the saber-toothed carnivore. The one remaining tsapeli motioned meaningfully at the beast, chattered briefly, and left Ngasik alone with it.


  Ngasik and the big meat-eater watched each other motionlessly for several minutes. Finally Ngasik nerved himself to try a dash for the door.


  The carnivore got there first, blocking the door with its body. A blood-curdling rumble arose from deep down its wide-open throat. Ngasik changed his mind about leaving.


  It was an hour before he worked up the courage to try sneaking across to the back room. Again the carnivore talked him out of it.


  “O.K.,” he muttered, “I’ll stay. Can’t say as I care for your hospitality, though.”


  He tried to sleep, but with little success. For one thing, he couldn’t feel very secure with that watchdog in the room. For another, he kept hearing snatches of the eerie howling, outside but closer than he had ever heard it before.


  Morning broke tranquil and innocuous at the Reska camp. Dead birds had been removed by scavengers and the nocturnal hordes were quiet. The tall grass in the clearing and the trees of the surrounding forest waved gently in erratic breezes, flashing bright green under clear purple sky. Beads of dew still glistened on the grass, and the tiny yellow and white diurnal arthropods so numerous in grassy clearings were out in full force. The only slightly unfamiliar note was the crop of large, flat-topped “mushrooms” which had sprung up overnight among the huts.


  Kirlatsu stood by his hut and watched, with a feeling he had been spared until now, as the work crews of the sirla started out for the day. As communications specialist—radio tech, in less bombastic language—he would probably stay close to camp all day. But most of the other groups—explorers, miners, fur trappers, gatherers of plants already found useful—were going out into the fields and forests as if nothing had happened last night.


  Well—almost as if nothing had happened. Today every man was armed, which was not standard operating procedure. Most had taken their weapons out spontaneously. Then Tsardong-li had made it mandatory.


  Most of the men wore bandages. And Ngasik was not with his group.


  Kirlatsu idly kicked one of the new mushrooms and noticed that it was too tough to care. Then he looked up and noticed Dzukarl, the Arbiter from Reslaka, hurrying toward him from the Tsulan. Dzukarl, Kirlatsu reflected, was the focus of Ngasik’s resentment of the tunnel ships. Kirlatsu wasn’t sure where he stood in that matter. He hadn’t really understood why his friend was so bothered by the new ships. But then Ngasik had been in space a lot longer than he had . . .


  Dzukarl stopped in front of him and demanded crisply, “Where’s Tsardong-li?”


  “In his hut, I suppose, sir.”


  “I want to talk to him.”


  “Yes, sir.” Kirlatsu called the boss on his handset and relayed the message. A minute later Tsardong-li approached.


  Without waiting for him to arrive, Dzukarl snapped, “Tsardong-li, what was all the infernal racket last night?”


  “Wild animals,” Tsardong-li answered calmly as he joined them. “Big things we call ‘tsapeli.’ We’ve seen them before. A bit more restless than usual last night . . . I think your ship shook them up.”


  “A bit more restless!” Kirlatsu blurted out, incredulous that Tsardong-li was treating the incident so lightly. “They got Ngasik—” Then he saw Tsardong-li glaring at him with personalized fury, realized he was out of line, and shut up.


  Dzukarl turned to Kirlatsu. “Oh, really? They got one of your men, did they?Tell me about it, young fellow.”


  Horribly embarrassed and afraid of what Tsardong-li would do to him later, but at the same time worried about Ngasik and afraid to defy an Arbiter, Kirlatsu told. When he finished, Dzukarl turned back to Tsardong-li and said coolly, “You didn’t mention any of that.”


  Tsardong-li stammered a little and Dzukarl added accusingly, “Sounds like intelligent behavior to me.”


  “Or pack behavior,” Tsardong-li said, “which seems a lot more likely. Anyway, we’re planning a rescue operation.”


  “Planning?” Dzukarl echoed in shocked tones. “And meanwhile your men are going about their jobs as if nothing’s wrong, while one of them is out there in the jungle, maybe being—”


  Kirlatsu’s radio buzzed sharply. Dzukarl cut off in midsentence to listen as Kirlatsu received the call.


  Ngasik’s voice came through clearly enough to recognize and understand easily. There was noticeable noise, but not too much: he was well within the range of these little transceivers. “This is the first chance I’ve had to call,” he said. He sounded drowsy. “I’m not hurt—yet. Don’t know what they have in mind for me. They have a big ugly monster guarding me, but nobody’s paying much attention now that the sun’s up. Can’t go anywhere, though. This watchdog’s a light sleeper, and he’s got an extra pair of eyelids he can use for sunglasses if he has to.”


  Kirlatsu asked anxiously, “Where are you, Ngasik?”


  “I don’t know. I’m in one of those big forest fungoids—the real big ones. It’s hollow. But I can’t tell where it is, except it’s maybe a mile or two from camp.”


  Dzukarl asked, “Are those things intelligent?”


  The radio voice laughed curtly. “I don’t know. I have the feeling they may be savages on the brink of intelligence—but I mean savages! Kirlatsu, you know that one that was shot up so badly? Listen to what they did to him . . .” Kirlatsu listened with a sense of horror as Ngasik told about the bag of maggots, or whatever they were. Ngasik finished, “Not even the crudest, most vicious savages on Reslaka would treat their dead that way.”


  Tsardong-li asked, “Can you tell us anything to help us find you and get you out of there?”


  “Please don’t—not yet, anyway. You come charging in here with a swarm of armed men and that may be just what it takes to make the tsapeli decide to dump me in a handy maggot bag. I think I have a better idea.”


  “What?”


  “Look, I’m going to have to keep these reports short. I’ll tell you if it works. I’ll try to call every day, if I stay that long, but I want to be sure my radio power cell gets lots of rest. O.K.? Better stop for now . . .” Kirlatsu’s receiver went silent.


  Nobody said anything for a few seconds. Then Dzukarl told Tsardong-li, “You should have reported this when it happened. Frankly, I think we got these patrol ships going just in time. I have an ugly hunch we have our first culture-contact crisis developing here. I’ve half a mind to order you off the planet right now.”


  “And leave Ngasik?” Tsardong-li snapped. “Besides, I don’t think you could. The only laws anybody ever bothered to pass on the subject are pretty explicit about real danger from a culture at least comparable to our own. I hardly think these subhumans qualify.”


  Dzukarl didn’t answer right away, because it was obvious that Tsardong-li also knew the law—such as it was. As it turned out, he didn’t answer at all, for at that moment they were interrupted again.


  The nearest mushroom said, “Excuse me, gentlemen. May I have your attention for a few moments?”


  After a day of fitful sleep, during which he woke several times but never saw the bird on the branch move, Ngasik finally decided it was time to stay awake and get ready to try his escape “plan.” It was risky, but it just might let him get out quickly enough to avoid injury.


  Virtually all wild animals feared fire. It seemed reasonable that savages who had not yet learned to control and use it would also fear it. By kindling a bonfire, Ngasik hoped to get his captors so confused and excited that they wouldn’t notice if he bolted into the forest


  Kindling a bonfire might not be easy. Because of the watchdog, he would have to do it right in the middle of the floor. There was practically no fuel available—unless the fungus itself burned easily, which Ngasik was a little afraid it might. But it might not take much. He could spare some of the uncomfortable clothes the Reska wore here as protection against the alien environment . . .


  His lighter worked well. Darkness had barely become complete outside when the small pile of fabrics burst into leaping orange flames, crackling loudly and filling the room with smoke. For a tense moment Ngasik thought the floor was going to catch, but then he saw it turning dark and wet around the fire. The watchdog leaped up, yelping wildly, and shut the dark membranes over its eyes. It glared menacingly at Ngasik, then glanced at the fire and dashed noisily out the front door.


  Ngasik tried to follow, but as he started the painful crawl through the unyielding guard bushes he met several tsapeli on the run. He backed into the room, choking on the smoke, and stood aside as two of the tsapeli came in, following by a lumbering, armor-skinned quadruped with a huge pointed snout. At a signal from one tsapeli, the quadruped walked up and methodically sprayed the fire with white foam from its snout. The other tsapeli walked—walked, not ran—around the fire and did something to the still-motionless bird’s head. Immediately the bird flapped its stubby wings and moved onto the tsapeli’s shoulder. Almost without stopping, the tsapeli continued around the dying fire. He stopped in front of Ngasik, looked straight at him and gabbled something.


  The bird squawked, “That’s a no-no.”


  Ngasik blinked, then shrugged. If one intelligent species here, why not another, physically capable of both tsapeli and Reska speech and for some reason willing to act as a go-between? But then, how had it learned Resorka?


  Ngasik hoped to get a chance to speak to the bird alone. For now, he would have to be content with conversing through it.


  The Resorka-speaking bird was only one of two surprises of the moment. Ngasik commented wryly on the other. “You guys didn’t seem exactly terrified of my fire.”


  The bird chattered like a tsapeli, then the tsapeli himself chattered for a while, then the bird spoke again in Resorka. “No. We don’t use it any more—outlawed it long ago as dangerous and unnecessary—but that’s hardly cause for irrational fear of it. When one gets started accidentally, we put it out and go about our business. Yours wasn’t accidental.”


  The other tsapeli said something which the bird didn’t translate and went back to the dark comer where they had dumped their dead—or at least mortally wounded—compatriot. The one with the bird on his shoulder went along.


  Ngasik didn’t, since nobody dragged him and he had seen more than enough of what was in that comer. He looked toward the door and toyed with the idea that this might be his chance to escape. Then the armor-plated animal, finished putting out the fire, lumbered out. The bushes parted for it and Ngasik saw his watchdog pacing back and forth outside. He dropped the idea of running for now. He started mulling over what the bird had said about not using fire “anymore,” but then he was startled by a third tsapeli voice behind him.


  He whirled and stared. A tsapeli with a familiar white crescent on his face stood in front of the niche in the wall, chattering away with the others. His fur was wet, but he looked unscarred and in robust health. Ngasik recognized dizzily that his idea of what went on in that sack was in for some drastic revision.


  The three tsapeli stood talking incomprehensibly, with frequent obvious allusions to Ngasik, for some minutes. Meanwhile another came in the front door and offered Ngasik a tray of uncooked local food. Ngasik looked at it with a mixture of disgust and hunger, noticed that this was the same tsapeli who had introduced him to the leech and the watchdog, and decided not to eat. He had found a potable spring in a comer, which the watchdog was willing to share with him, and for a while that would be enough.


  The one with the food put the tray down but stayed where he was. He said something to the others and they came over to join him. The wet one with the crescent stepped forward and scrutinized Ngasik with the aid of his eyelights. When he finished, he looked into Ngasik’s face, his eyes still glowing dull green, and demanded—through the bird—“Where did you creatures come from?”


  Ngasik resented being called a creature by this creature, but nevertheless started trying to phrase an answer that would convey a modicum of truth to these primitives. “You’ve seen the stars in the sky?” he began. “Each of them is a giant ball of fire, very far away. Around many of them revolve worlds, like yours. My people come from such a world, so far away it takes light almost seventy years to get here from there—”


  “O.K., O.K.!” the crescent-faced tsapeli interrupted. “Another planet of another star. Why not just say so? You’ve got it backwards, anyway—the stars go around the planets. Anyway ours does.”


  “How do you know that?” Ngasik asked.


  The tsapeli jabbered among themselves. Finally one of them announced authoritatively, “It is taught by our philosophers. As for planets associated with other stars, we’re not sure there are such things. Yet I suppose it is reasonable that if our sun goes around a planet, others could, too. Although they would have to be exceedingly far away, since we can’t see such motion . . .”


  “I said ours was seventy light-years away. That’s pretty far.”


  “That’s confusing, too. How can light take time to go anywhere? Vision is instantaneous. Anyway, suppose we buy your story. Then how did you get here?” Ngasik groaned. How could he possibly hope to explain space warp to beings with no technology at all—beings who thought light traveled instantaneously? He could remember the concise rote definitions given to young Reska during dlazol, but even they would help little. Some of the words probably were not even translatable. But it was all he could do.


  “Our ships,” he began, “bend space around themselves to provide more convenient geodesics . . .”


  Mild furor broke out among the tsapeli. As Ngasik had expected, not much was getting through. The remainder of the night’s interrogation was a spectacular exercise in futility, one big conversational impasse with only a few welcome leaks. But though little was accomplished, it went on until a couple of hours before dawn.


  When the tsapeli finally left, and the watchdog came back in, Ngasik fought down his desire for sleep. Now was his chance to talk to the “parrot.” He moved close to its perch and whispered, “Are you a prisoner of theirs, too?”


  But the bird just spouted a tsapeli sentence of the same length and waited for a reply, though no tsapeli was present. Ngasik gave up and went to sleep, despite the renewed howling outside.


  The parrot understood nothing. All it could do was translate.


  Ngasik’s morning call came later than expected. Kirlatsu, agitated by the events of yesterday and this morning, was tremendously relieved when he finally heard it. He listened with disappointment as Ngasik told how his fire trick had flopped, but he hardly heard the details. He was too brimming with his own startling news. As soon as he felt an opening in the conversation, he burst out, “Ngasik, there is intelligent life on the planet!”


  “Oh, really?” Ngasik said calmly. “Do tell.”


  Kirlatsu did. ‘ ‘Yesterday morning we found some new things growing on the ground, mushroom-shaped with flat tops that turn out to be loudspeakers. They started talking to us!”


  “Hm-m-m? What did they say?”


  “You certainly are taking this calmly,” Kirlatsu observed.


  “Sorry. Afraid I’m getting blasé in my old age. Well, what did the mushrooms have to say for themselves?”


  “A lot of it was gibberish at first, but it improved. When we got over the first shock and started answering them, they seemed to learn from what we said and changed their approach accordingly. The slant, that is, the way they presented it. As for the content, they seemed to know what they wanted to say and they weren’t going to be swayed from it. The gist of it was that we don’t belong here and we’d better get off the continent or something terrible will happen to us.”


  “Like what?”


  “They’re very vague on that. They also had the cheery news that if we do leave this continent and go to another one we’ll probably run into the same kind of threats, but that’s our problem. Then this morning they changed their tune. Instead of the continent, now they want us to get off the planet. They demand an immediate promise to that effect, and convincing evidence that we’re starting to carry it out.”


  “Aha!” Ngasik said suddenly. “I’m beginning to see the light, I think.”


  “Huh?”


  “Wait. You finish your story first. What was Tsardong-li’s reaction?”


  “He said he wasn’t going to be bullied by a toadstool, and stubbed his toe kicking the nearest one. What did you mean by ‘aha’?”


  “I think I’m starting to see connections. You say they switched from ‘continent’ to ‘planet’ this morning. Well, last night I was talking to some of the tsapeli through a bird they have that can translate between tsapeli and Resorka. The one that was so demolished in the fight—he came out of that bag of worms healed instead of eaten—asked me where we came from. They had a little trouble swallowing the idea that we were from a planet of a distant star, but I think they finally did. And this morning your mushrooms are talking planets instead of continents. Sounds suspiciously like your mushrooms are just propagandists planted there by the tsapeli and kept up to date by them.”


  “That’s a bit much. Still, how did any of them learn our language? And can they do anything more than threaten?”


  “I don’t know. As for the language, they must have had spies. The mimic-beetles, maybe? I just know I’m starting to think there’s more here than meets the eye.”


  “So is Dzukarl. He’s about ready to order the sirla off the planet, but Tsardong-li’s standing pat on the letter of the law—which, as he points out, makes no provision for gabby mushrooms. But Dzukarl’s getting plenty nervous. Since your fire didn’t faze them, are you ready to have us try to rescue you?”


  Ngasik hesitated briefly before answering, “No, I still think it’s too risky. I don’t have any more ideas to try just now, and I’d sure like to get out of here—the eyestrain’s something fierce. But unless you have something real clever and foolproof all worked out, I think I’m safer biding my time than trying anything rash.”


  When Ngasik’s inquisitors—the Leechkeeper and Crescentface—returned at dusk, they seemed to exude exasperation. Crescentface opened the conversation with, “Why haven’t your people responded to our ultimatum?”


  Thereby pretty well confirming Ngasik’s suspicion about the mushrooms. The tsapeli were the free agents here—probably the only free agents. Deal successfully with them and problems like birds and mushrooms would be solved in the bargain.


  Ngasik laughed humorlessly. “I can hardly say, seeing how much contact with them you’ve allowed me. But one reason might be that you haven’t given them any reason why they should leave.”


  “But they must!” the Leechkeeper said emphatically. Ngasik noted with mild surprise that they didn’t seem to think it odd that he knew what the ultimatum was. “Can’t they see that? Before they . . . you . . . came, everything was normal. All nature was in harmony. Your coming introduced a clashing note. You brought discord and destruction. If you stay it will just get worse. Everything will . . . collapse—” His voice drifted off and his tail twitched nervously. Ngasik could see that he realized he was not making himself clear.


  Ngasik could sympathize somewhat with that frustration, but that didn’t change the fact that the Leechkeeper’s plea sounded like nothing more than superstitious fear of the vaguest kind. There was nothing in it substantial enough for Ngasik to seize on and try to clarify. He said, “I’m sorry. But I could never persuade them to leave on the basis of that. Tsardong-li is a hard-boiled egg. He’d have to have neat, specific, compelling reasons, succinctly phrased and preferably expressed in cash terms to the nearest decimal.”


  “There are compelling reasons!” the Leechkeeper insisted. “I just don’t know how to explain them to you. I don’t think the translator is equipped—” He gave up. Ngasik recalled his own attempts to tell where he had come from, and how, and for a moment he felt sure he understood the Leechkeeper’s feeling. Perhaps there really were reasons why the Reska produced far-reaching disturbances here. Perhaps even Tsardong-li could be moved by them—if he could be told, to his satisfaction, what they were. But if he couldn’t there was no chance.


  All Ngasik could do was to repeat, “I’m sorry. Maybe the danger isn’t as great as you think. Surely we can’t be that terrible a threat to you. We haven’t even—”


  Suddenly—to the momentary confusion of the translator-parrot—Crescentface interrupted with a fierce stamp of his foot and lashing of his tail. “The danger is real,” he said hotly, “and we haven’t overestimated it. If we can’t make you understand it, that’s too bad. We meant you no harm and we hoped to avoid it, but we have no choice left. We don’t make threats we can’t follow up. Our warnings were simple statements of fact.” Then he switched to his own language, untranslated, for five seconds, and stamped angrily out, emitting a series of siren screams as he passed through the door.


  Ngasik was left alone with the Leechkeeper, hopelessly confused and for the first time actually fearful of what was happening. He asked the Leechkeeper, “What’s the matter with him? Where’s he going?”


  The Leechkeeper said only, “They were warned. You can’t expect us to sit idle and watch our way of life be destroyed.”


  An unprecedentedly chilling chorus of howls had already started outside, some of them just outside the door. Ngasik still didn’t know what kind of animals produced the howls, though he had heard them often and had seen many animals, but suddenly he was practically positive they were instruments of long-distance communication for the tsapeli. Something was being plotted out there. Under the howls, briefly, he faintly heard a buzzing of wings, far smaller and faster than the razor-beaked birds that had attacked the Reska the night he was captured.


  He protested, “But nobody’s trying to destroy your way of life! Listen—”


  The Leechkeeper interrupted dully, “Whether you kill us maliciously or accidentally, we’re just as dead.”


  Ngasik tried to explain that there was no reason to believe any such thing was going to happen. Privately, he wasn’t so sure. Even as he talked, he remembered his pavement-encrusted home planet and how different it was now from the wilderness most of it had been a few centuries earlier. He himself had chosen space and wild planets in preference to the noise and pollution that came with the comforts of home. It could happen here, too—not overnight, of course.


  Just minutes later, he was interrupted by the sound of huge wings outside. The Leechkeeper said, “Come with me,” and went through the door with the parrot still on his shoulder. Ngasik hesitated a moment and then followed. He really had no more than a fleeting illusion of a choice.


  The Leechkeeper led him a few dozen feet to a clearing tightly hemmed in by trees. The full moon hanging above the clearing showed an enormous “bird” on the ground, wings partly spread and filling a great deal of the clearing. The bird was leaning awkwardly forward, and Crescentface was climbing into a deep pouch just below its throat. The Leechkeeper indicated that Ngasik should climb in next to him. Ngasik hesitated, but only until Crescentface gave a siren burst and the watchdog came charging from among the trees. Finally the Leechkeeper climbed in and slipped something in the parrot’s mouth.


  Ngasik, trying to get used to the excessive warmth and snug fit of the pouch, which came up to his chin when he stood full-length in it, asked his tsapeli escorts, “Where are we going?”


  Crescentface said, “To the capital.”


  “Capital?” Ngasik echoed sharply. “Of what?”


  “The continent.” And then the parrot went limp. The Leechkeeper tucked it down inside the pouch and shouted something. The big bird leaned back, raising its passengers several feet, and started flapping its expansive wings. All three passengers stood with their heads above the pouch, watching the moonlit clearing fall below. Then they hung between the stars and the dark trees, rapidly gaining speed and altitude.


  Ngasik, for the first time really shocked by events, took out his radio and tried frantically to get a call through to Kirlatsu. The tsapeli were watching, of course, but at least they couldn’t understand what he said with the parrot drugged. He wanted somebody of the sirla to know what was happening.


  But no answer came.


  Kirlatsu heard, but was quite unable to answer. The disease which had started raging through the Reska camp only minutes earlier, striking with terrifying suddenness and simultaneity, had just got to him. He was in the initial stage of severe nausea and violent muscle spasms, and had no idea how he would be in ten minutes. Some were already dead; others were still passing through a varied succession of agonizing symptoms. A few seemed to be making a partial recovery already, and still fewer, immune or at least delayed in their reaction, had not yet been struck.


  And Ngasik’s fading voice from Kirlatsu’s radio was saying, “They were behind the mushrooms’ threats, and they insist they weren’t kidding. Don’t know what they mean, but you’d better watch out.


  Thanks for the advice, Kirlatsu thought wryly. Gradually he began to feel better, passing into a phase characterized by great, but finite, weakness and misery. But by the time he was able to reach and use his radio, Ngasik was out of range.


  There was no point in even attempting a reply now. Later—if he lived long enough—Kirlatsu could build a new transmitter powerful enough to reach Ngasik’s handset, and a receiver capable of picking Ngasik’s weak signal out of overwhelming noise. The techniques were routine but would take time, and Kirlatsu was in no condition to even start them now.


  Instead he called Dzukarl, aboard the Tsulan, and gasped out the essentials of what had happened to Ngasik. He finished with a personal comment. “I’m afraid you were right. They are dangerous. We should have listened to their . . .” He heard motions inside the ship that sounded like somebody getting ready to come out. “Don’t come out!” he warned quickly. “There’s . . . sickness out here. Or do you have it on the ship, too?”


  “None that I know,” Dzukarl said.


  Kirlatsu started to feel a new pounding sensation in his eyes and ears. “It struck suddenly,” he explained. “Just a few minutes ago. It sounds silly, but . . . Ngasik said the tsapeli were repeating their threats just before it happened.” The pain was getting worse. Kirlatsu just hoped this would pass like the first painful phase. He added, “Some of us are dead already. Keep the ship sealed.”


  Dzukarl snapped, “Is Tsardong-li alive?” Kirlatsu strained to see. The boss had fallen just a few yards away, but Kirlatsu couldn’t tell whether he was alive or not. Dzukarl repeated his question more loudly.


  Kirlatsu said weakly, “I don’t know.” Then he saw Tsardong-li’s arm creeping out toward his own radio, reaching it, snapping it on, then lying exhausted from the effort.


  “Yes,” Tsardong-li said, just loud enough for his radio to hear.


  “Listen,” the Arbiter said, “I’m telling you once more: take your sirla off this planet before it’s too late. We’ll bring you aboard and take you home in quarantine under expert medical care.”


  Tsardong-li found strength to snarl, “No! I’m not going to be beat that easily. I have my own medics.” (If any of them are still alive, Kirlatsu thought sourly.) “And I’m still not convinced that anything here comes under your jurisdiction.”


  Dzukarl muttered something under his breath. “If it doesn’t,” he said aloud, “it’s high time it did. Whether the tsapeli are a legally civilized race or not, messing with them is like playing with fire. Tsardong-li, you’re about to become a precedent. Stay if you insist. I’m rushing a full report on the situation here back to Reslaka. When


  I come back, I’ll have a warrant to take everybody who’s still alive off here. You won’t gain anything except a few more weeks of this and making me waste some fuel.”


  He broke contact. A mushroom midway between Kirlatsu and Tsardong-li asked, “Do I understand correctly that one group of you is leaving as requested—but plans to return?”


  Kirlatsu, annoyed and disgusted, grunted. Had he been in more articulate shape, the grunt would have been a select morsel of Resorka profanity, but the mushroom took it for assent. It said, “I wouldn’t advise that.”


  That was all Kirlatsu heard, for already the Tsulan was readying its engines. Moments later it flashed away into the night sky.


  The big bird flew for hours, and for all Ngasik knew, it might have covered hundreds of miles. In its initial climb it rapidly reached such a speed that the passengers could no longer stand the wind in their faces and took refuge completely inside the pouch. Judging from feel, the bird must have early climbed into a fast stream and just ridden it without exertion for most of the trip. Then the wind on an exposed face might not have been too severe, but the temperature would have been. There was enough heat loss through the outer wall at those altitudes to make Ngasik begin to appreciate the bird’s body heat.


  Finally he felt a strong sensation of descent and deceleration. The tsapeli at his sides stood up and stuck their heads out the top of the pouch. Ngasik followed suit. The wind that hit his face was cold and strong, but a welcome relief after being cramped in the dark warmth of the passenger pouch for so long.


  The sky was already beginning to redden with approaching dawn, and visibility was far better for diurnal eyes than when they took off. The Leechkeeper pointed with apparent pride to a region off to the right, making noises which did Ngasik little good without the parrot’s help. But he did gather that that area was the “capital.”


  It was a plateau rimmed by steep slopes. Gray morning mists swirled skyward from a lake sunk in the middle of it. From the air, the forests which covered it looked indistinguishable from those around the sirla encampment. On the ground, after the big bird landed in a small clearing near the lake, Ngasik recognized minor differences in vegetation, but only minor ones. The “capital” was just virtually unbroken forest like all the other temperate parts of the planet.


  The tsapeli led Ngasik past two of the fungoid “houses” and stopped at the third one. The interior was a single room, smaller than his previous prison» and with no extra doors or furniture other than a familiar luminous watchdog. The tsapeli indicated that he was to stay and then left, hurrying to their lodgings before the full daylight.


  Ngasik, tired after the long, uncomfortable flight on an empty stomach, fell asleep almost immediately. He woke several times during the day and tried the radio, but always without success.


  Night, of course, brought visitors. Crescentface and the Leechkeeper, with the parrot on his shoulder, entered first, followed by a large stranger with more of an easygoing air than any of the other tsapeli Ngasik had met. The stranger carried a closed container, evidently carved from some fruit, under one arm. A strip of skin shaved bare above his upper lip created an effect that struck Ngasik as whimsically comical.


  Crescentface gestured elaborately toward the stranger and introduced him. The parrot translated everything except the unpronounceable name, which had some resemblance to an improbable consonant cluster: “His Honor, Bdwdlsplg, First Person of the National Assembly of Sorcerers.”


  Bdwdlsplg wrinkled his upper lip in a way that Ngasik interpreted as a smile of sorts. “I’m afraid the bird didn’t render my title very well,” he apologized. “I gather it isn’t really very translatable. Fortunately it’s not really very important, either. My pleasure to meet you.” He uncovered the container he carried and held it out to Ngasik. “You must be hungry. You’ll find this nutritious and, I hope, palatable.” This time Ngasik took the food—not because he was put at ease by Bdwdlsplg’s relative suavity, but simply because he had decided that for some reason the tsapeli considered him rather special. Maybe it was nothing more than the fact that he was the one bird in the hand supposed to be worth several elsewhere. Whatever the cause, they seemed unlikely to murder him—yet, anyway. His decision was also influenced, of course, by a hunger that had become overpowering.


  The container held some fruit and a few small animals, none of them cooked. Yet some of them tasted remarkably as if they had been cooked. There were also a couple of smaller containers, one containing a thin liquid and the other a sort of pudding. Ngasik was about to try the pudding when he noticed several of the little white arthropods he had seen in clearings lodged in its surface.


  Bdwdlsplg saw him staring at them and explained, “They make the pudding for us. It’s our main staple crop, and the bug colonies plant it, take care of it, andharvest it, thereby saving us all that trouble. They convert it to this form, and all we have to do is gather it from their hives. Very satisfying form of agriculture. Naturally the pudding always has a few of the bugs scattered through it, so rather than pick them out we just bred them for flavor.”


  Ngasik nodded numbly and tasted it. Actually, it wasn’t bad. His upbringing included a mild prejudice against bugs in his food, but several days of fasting made that easy to overcome. He settled down to eating Bdwdlsplg’s gifts without complaint.


  “Now,” said Bdwdlsplg, “to business. We’re going to be asking you a good many questions. Before we start, do you have any you’d like to ask us? We’ll be glad to answer—within reason.”


  “Yes,” Ngasik responded immediately and with renewed irritation. “What happened to my shipmates? And don’t tell me nothing did. I have my own . . . er . . . magical . . . ways of knowing that something did.”


  Bdwdlsplg wrinkled his lips again and made some noises that might have been laughter. “Your magic isn’t as impressive as you might think. I’ll admit we don’t understand all the details, any more than you understand everything you’ve seen here. But it’s pretty obvious that your technology is built on applying the fundamental principles of nature—the ones you shouldn’t even have to understand—from scratch. Trying to imitate in a few years what nature has developed over millions, instead of just learning to use it and build on it. What a colossally obtuse way to try to build a civilization—when evolution has already done most of the work for you, and better than you’ll ever do it yourself!”


  Hold on! Ngasik thought. Who’s looking down on whose civilization? You’re the savages here . . . aren’t you? He said coldly, “It’s served us well. What about my shipmates—or don’t you want to answer?”


  “Oh, I’ll answer. Are you through eating? Your friends, I regret, have contracted a particularly virulent disease, custom tailored for them. You contributed, by the way—the fluid sample Syglgdm took from you showed us what was needed.” Ngasik remembered the leech, but found the possibility of doing such a thing—and the implications of what else the tsapeli could do—a bit much to assimilate all at once. For now he accepted it and asked, “Why?”


  “A last resort. They were offered a chance to leave unharmed. It was necessary for them to leave because they were disrupting the local life patterns.”


  “How? Mining a few minerals, harvesting a few plants? I can’t believe that what little we took could have any large-scale, long-range harmful effects.”


  “The arrival of a second ship strongly suggested that things would get worse before they got better.”


  That Ngasik could not deny. “If you would confront us directly—explain the difficulty—maybe we could negotiate.”


  “There are no concessions for us to make. You don’t understand the delicacy of the situation. The emergence of intelligence naturally tends to unbalance the—ecology. Do you have that word?” Bdwdlsplg had hesitated to use it, but it came through translation all right. Ngasik nodded, and Bdwdlsplg went on, “Presumably your odd devices did; certainly our tailored life forms did. Restoring and maintaining a viable balance was a hard-earned accomplishment. The new balance is so delicate, so precarious, that we have to be extremely careful about introducing new forms. The very presence of an unplanned alien element here, even quite a small one, could quite conceivably precipitate chaos.


  “We realize that you probably intend no such thing, but you quite literally threaten our entire way of life. Therefore, we can’t tolerate your presence. If you won’t go willingly, and promptly, we’re forced to take extreme measures. Exterminate those who are here, deter survivors who might want to come later. All without personal malice.”


  Part of Ngasik, even with his superficial acquaintance with ecology, could see their viewpoint. What they said might be literally true. But still, those were his shipmates, his sirla, being exterminated!


  That issue was too big and confusing to grasp on the spur of the moment. He kept tossing it around mentally while a detached part of his mind asked numbly, “You say you don’t even need to know the laws of physics and chemistry and—”


  The translation evidently wasn’t getting through. Bdwdlsplg interrupted, “I guess those are the ones. But we’re just now beginning to see that maybe there are times when it would be nice to have them.”


  “But how—”


  Bdwdlsplg held up one hand, palm forward, and wrinkled his shaved lip again. “It’s my turn to ask questions now. You say you’re from the stars.


  Dzukarl, under quarantine aboard the Tsulan and miserable enough just from his trembling weakness and horrible itching, winced at the scowl on Aingao’s face on his phonescreen. Aingao, as Chairman of the Overgovemment of Reslaka, with jurisdiction transcending all sirla and geographic units, was not one to be offended lightly. He glared out of the screen at the Arbiter and demanded, “You’re sure the ship was fully sealed?”


  Dzukarl gulped. “Yes, sir. For several hours before the outbreak in the sirla camp. Since the onset was so sudden in the camp but seemed to miss us altogether, we assumed the disease-causing agent arrived suddenly and worked almost at once. Maybe we were wrong. I can hardly imagine the pathogen getting through the Tsulan’s seals. But it obviously got aboard some time and struck while we were at space.”


  “Hm-m-m. I gather you haven’t made much progress toward isolating the germ and finding a cure?”


  “No, sir. One of our medical officers died almost immediately. The other seems to be immune and has been working very diligently to get a handle on the disease. As soon as we landed he had additional, highly sophisticated, instruments sent aboard through a sterilizing chamber to help him.”


  “What has he learned so far?”


  Dzukarl lowered his eyes from the screen. “Er . . . very little, sir. Actually, there’s no lead at all yet.” He added hastily, “But I’m sure something will turnup. Meanwhile, there is a sirla in a very ticklish spot with more or less intelligent natives on a world they are trying to exploit. One man has been captured. And . . . er . . . there is a remote possibility that the plague is a biological weapon used by the natives.”


  “What?” Aingao almost shouted.


  “I’m afraid you heard me, sir. I can hardly accept it myself, but the aborigines were making threats shortly before the plague struck, to the effect that something unpleasant would happen if the Reska didn’t get off the planet forthwith.”


  Aingao frowned. “Aborigines talking about getting off planets? Forgive me, Dzukarl, but that hardly sounds consistent.”


  Dzukarl shook his head miserably. “I know it’s confusing, sir. I’m confused myself.


  But let’s figure it out later. Right now, I believe it’s urgent that Sirla Tsardong be taken off that planet—and kept off. I tried to persuade Tsardong-li, but he refused. Said there was no developed race there so I had no basis for authority. Technically, he’s right. But I think the case is special. I request a warrant giving me special authority to order removal.”


  Aingao chewed on his upper lip, pondering the request. Dzukarl elaborated on it: “Moreover, sir, I believe the probable urgency is extreme. Tunnel ships are too slow because of acceleration and deceleration time. And there will likely be considerable danger upon arrival. I would like to return by warp ship, and take a sizable armed division with me.”


  Aingao groaned. “I’m afraid I find your requests basically reasonable. But the expense of using a warp ship just for transport! And the morality of letting diseased men from the Tsulan travel with healthy soldiers . . . of sending healthy men to a plague world—”


  He was interrupted by a sharp buzz in his own office. “Excuse me,” he said. “Something urgent coming in.” He leaned out of the field of view for several minutes, his voice becoming too low for Dzukarl to understand what he said. When he returned to Dzukarl’s screen he was very pale. “Maybe it doesn’t matter,” he said weakly. “Your plague seems to be spreading like wildfire from your ‘sealed’ ship. Deaths have already been reported as much as forty miles from the spaceport. And you’ve been in port less than two hours!”


  “Sir,” Dzukarl said tightly, “I hate to mention it, but—”


  Aingao nodded. “I know. In that time one ship has cleared here on an interplanetary run and another on an interstellar trade route. The interplanetary we can probably intercept, but the interstellar . . .” He stared blankly into space, shaking his head slowly.


  There came a day when Ngasik found a signal on his radio, weak but intelligible. He listened intently, both relieved and concerned, as Kirlatsu explained, “I’ve built some new equipment so we could talk to you. I would have done it sooner, but I’ve been sick. Most of us have been sick. We had hoped to find where you were and plot a safe way to rescue you, but I’m afraid that’s impossible now. There aren’t enough of us left alive and well.”


  Ngasik felt spiritual sickness as he visualized his sirla decimated by plague, but physically he was still in good shape. Bdwdlsplg had even provided him with a diurnal watchdog so he could get some exercise in sunlight. He told Kirlatsu, “The plague is artificial. The tsapeli took a fluid sample from me and used it to invent a plague to exterminate the Reska. Probably some of us are immune—I haven’t got it yet.” (He realized abruptly that that was odd—the disease was based on his body fluids, and yet he seemed immune. Had they done something else to prevent his getting it?) “It might be a good idea for the survivors there to seal themselves in the ship. They may be after you shortly with a new strain designed to catch those who resisted the first batch. They’re very anxious to eradicate us.”


  “They may not have to bother,” Kirlatsu said bitterly. “This one’s still spreading, finally attacking individuals we thought were immune.”


  So maybe my time will come, Ngasik thought.


  Kirlatsu had paused, but Ngasik said nothing. After a while Kirlatsu said pensively, “So the tsapeli caused this! They must know how to cure it, too—but they’d rather just watch us suffer and die. Ngasik . . . why are they doing this to us?”


  “It’s hard to explain,” Ngasik said slowly. “To really understand it—to be sure whether it makes sense even from their standpoint—I’d have to know more about ecology than the little I remember from my dlazol.


  “It turns out that our ‘obvious savages,’ ironically, have almost a pure technocracy organized on a continent-wide basis. Their technology is entirely biological, but very advanced. The new life forms they create—and they can make them to order overnight—make it necessary to control the ecology very closely. Their entire culture depends on keeping that running smoothly. It has to be handled by people who understand it, so the modem descendants of the ‘sorcerer’ class who learned the tricks of manipulating life control the main branch of their government. The government has to be continent-wide because ecological interactions interlock strongly over an entire land mass.


  “They claim that our coming here upsets things enough so the whole system could collapse—so they want to get rid of us, by foul means if not fair.” He added wryly, “And they have the gall to hint they’d like to know our secrets of interstellar flight!” Kirlatsu, his radio voice crackly even with the new long-distance equipment, asked, “How about the folks back home? Did the Tsulan take the plague there?”


  Ngasik shut his eyes. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m not sure how easy or hard that would be. But the tsapeli have hinted that they wouldn’t mind exterminating the Reska altogether—to be very sure we give them no more trouble.”


  Kirlatsu said nothing, but Ngasik heard his slow, heavy breathing and knew nothing more to say to him. He broke contact.


  As he tried to get back to sleep, an idea began to form in his mind—and then a decision.


  Thirteen of the original hundred Reska were still alive in the sirla camp when the warp ship landed. Kirlatsu looked at it, puzzled, as it settled down, nearly filling the clearing, and became silent. He had figured the Tsulan might return eventually—though by the time it could get back there might be nobody alive to meet it—but certainly not this soon. And a warp ship was a surprise in any case.


  He watched to see who would come out of it. In a few minutes Dzukarl emerged and walked slowly toward the camp, carrying a key to let him inside the dome. As he came close, Kirlatsu saw with a sinking sensation that he was thin and covered with the white spots that came in a late stage of the plague.


  Dzukarl stopped near Kirlatsu and said, “I want to talk to Tsardong-li.” His voice was weak, but had the old air of authority.


  Kirlatsu said, “Tsardong-li is dead.”


  “I’m sorry.” Brief pause. “I bring orders to remove Sirla Tsardong from Slepo IV. If possible, I am to attempt also to rescue the man who was taken prisoner. We are prepared to fight the tsapeli—”


  “Don’t you know when you’re licked?” Kirlatsu interrupted bitterly. “Oh, we’ll be glad to go back with you. All thirteen—” Then he was interrupted by the longdistance radio.


  “What’s going on?” Ngasik demanded anxiously. His voice was distorted by the noise filters, but Kirlatsu had little trouble understanding it. “I thought I heard a ship going over a little while ago. Is somebody—”


  “This is Dzukarl,” the Arbiter broke in. “I came back with a warp ship to take you all off the planet. Can you tell me where to bring a rescue party?”


  “No,” Ngasik answered promptly. “And you can’t afford to try to find me. You went back to Reslaka. Did the plague—”


  “Yes.” Dzukarl nodded glumly. “It’s spreading wildly over Reslaka—and the colonies, carried by ships which left port before we knew the Tsulan was contagious. I would never have believed a disease could spread so fast—and work so fast. I’m half afraid it could wipe us out before we find a cure.”


  “It could,” Ngasik said bluntly. “That’s what it’s supposed to do.”


  Kirlatsu saw Dzukarl turn pale. The Arbiter said weakly, “What?”


  “The tsapeli developed the plague to exterminate the Reska. Naturally they would want to make it fast-working. Otherwise we might be able to discover a cure before it had finished its job.”


  Dzukarl said fiercely, “O.K., they may wipe us out, but at least we can take them with us! I brought along weapons and troops. A lot of them are sick, but not too sick to go down fighting!”


  “Where’s the point in that?” Ngasik asked very quietly. It suddenly seemed to Kirlatsu, somehow, that the quiet in his friend’s voice now was more suggestive of new-found strength than of defeat. “Suppose you bomb the whole planet—which you probably aren’t equipped to do anyway. You destroy all the tsapeli. But that doesn’t save the Reska—because only the tsapeli know how to cure the plague!


  “Face it, Dzukarl—the chance of our medics finding a cure in time to stop something that works that fast is infinitesimal. If you exterminate the tsapeli, you may soothe your sense of honor—but you practically guarantee our extinction.”


  “Does it really matter?” Dzukarl asked. “Aren’t we doomed either way?”


  “No!” Ngasik practically shouted. “I’ve been living among the tsapeli, starting to learn about them. I know what their reason for doing this is. All they really want is to keep Reska off this planet—for reasons which make sense to them. Their purpose will be served if the Reska just leave and never come back. It doesn’t really matter if you go away cured, just so you go away. If you come back, you can be hit with a fresh plague.”


  “You mean,” Dzukarl asked, confused, “they’re willing to just give us the cure?”


  “Of course not. We’ve made them angry and distrustful. But there is something we have and they want. They want it badly enough to risk giving you the cure in return for it. I’ve made a deal with them.”


  “You’ve what?”


  “They want to know how to build starships—and they claim they can work one alien into their ecology, under close supervision. I’ve agreed to stay and teach them.” There was a numb silence at Kirlatsu’s end of the line. Ngasik added, “I warned them there’s a lot to learn, and it will take a long time. After all, they’re starting from nothing.”


  “But,” Dzukarl spluttered, “but . . . but, that’s treason!”


  “No!” Kirlatsu shouted, suddenly understanding. “No, it isn’t, really. And under the circumstances, I can’t see that we have any choice—except nonsurvival.”


  “Neither can I,” Ngasik said. “The cure will work much as the disease. Your camp and ships will be ‘infected,’ and the effects should start showing up very shortly. Then you leave, fast, to show good faith. When you go home, the cure will spread just as the disease did. If they don’t keep their word—if any trickery shows up—I’ve made it clear to the tsapeli that you can get word to me without even entering the atmosphere here. In which case I’ve promised to kill myself, which they emphatically don’t want. Otherwise, surviving Reska can be cured and stay far away fromSlepo.” Kirlatsu was full of an odd mixture of hope, relief, and gratitude—and concern. “But, Ngasik,” he said, “have you thought of what you’re letting yourself in for? The danger, the loneliness—”


  “I’ll manage,” Ngasik assured him, sounding almost cheerful. “I’ll keep alive; I may even find small pleasures in learning what makes these characters tick. In any case, if I can save a few billion lives it’s worth it. Good-bye, Kirlatsu.”


  “Good-bye, Ngasik.” Kirlatsu broke contact and went straight to his hut. Dzukarl was still confused, but he could wait a while for an explanation. Right now Kirlatsu wanted to start remembering what it felt like to have a future.


  “They kept their part of the bargain Kirlatsu finished, “and we checked the plague before it wiped us out—but not before it killed forty-one percent of the race. With damage so great and widespread, the Overgovernment of Reslaka decided—virtually without opposition—that extreme precautions were necessary in the future.”


  “To prevent more trouble with the plague?” Carla asked. “Or the tsapeli?” She shuddered, remembering some of the gorier details of Kirlatsu’s story.


  Kirlatsu shook his head. “No. That was the least of our worries. Slepo IV was put strictly off limits, of course. The radical precautions were just those laws you were wondering about—to guard against trouble with races not yet imagined. You see, the really deadly thing about the tsapeli wasn’t that they could start plagues.”


  “It wasn’t?”


  “No. If we’d known they had a highly technical culture, we wouldn’t have tangled with them. If we had, Dzukarl could have forced us off even under the puny laws we had then. What we learned from the tsapeli—and it came as a terrible shock to all of us—was that a highly developed and dangerous culture might be very far from obvious . . . until it’s too late. We were most anxious to see that we never fell into that trap again.”


  Carla suddenly seemed to understand. She murmured an apology to Kirlatsu for what she had said earlier. And I thought of something Kirlatsu had not cleared up.


  “But were you really out of this trap?” I asked. “Weren’t you—aren’t you—afraid of what the tsapeli will do when Ngasik teaches them, and they come into space after you?”


  Kirlatsu smiled slyly. “Not terribly,” he said. “You see, Ngasik was just a cook—with a gift of gab.”


  SOMETHING STRANGE


  Kingsley Amis


  Something strange happened every day. It might happen during the morning, while the two men were taking their readings and observations and the two women busy with the domestic routine: the big faces had come during the morning. Or, as with the little faces and the coloured fires, the strange thing would happen in the afternoon, in the middle of Bruno’s maintenance programme and Clovis’s transmission to Base, Iia’s rounds of the garden and Myri’s work on her story. The evening was often undisturbed, the night less often.


  They all understood that ordinary temporal expressions had no meaning for people confined indefinitely, as they were, to a motionless steel sphere hanging in a region of space so empty that the light of the nearest star took some hundreds of years to reach them. The Standing Orders devised by Base, however, recommended that they adopt a twenty-four-hour unit of time, as was the rule on the Earth they had not seen for many months. The arrangement suited them well: their work, recreation and rest seemed to fall naturally into the periods provided. It was only the prospect of year after year of the same routine, stretching further into the future than they could see, that was a source of strain.


  Bruno commented on this to Clovis after a morning spent repairing a fault in the’ spectrum analyser they used for investigating and classifying the nearer stars. They were sitting at the main observation port in the lounge, drinking the midday cocktail and waiting for the women to join them.


  “I’d say we stood up to it extremely well,” Clovis said in answer to Bruno. “Perhaps too well.”


  Bruno hunched his fat figure upright. “How do you mean?”


  “We may be hindering our chances of being relieved.”


  “Base has never said a word about our relief.”


  “Exactly. With half a million stations to staff, it’ll be a long time before they get round to one like this, where everything runs smoothly. You and I are a perfect team, and you have Lia and I have Myri, and they’re all right together—no real conflict at all. Hence no reason for a relief.”


  Myri had heard all this as she laid the table in the alcove. She wondered how Clovis could not know that Bruno wanted to have her instead of Lia, or perhaps as well as Lia. If Clovis did know, and was teasing Bruno, then that would be a silly thing to do, because Bruno was not a pleasant man. With his thick neck and pale fat face he would not be pleasant to be had by, either, quite unlike Clovis, who was no taller but whose straight, hard body and soft skin were always pleasant. He could not think as well as Bruno, but on the other hand many of the things Bruno thought were not pleasant She poured herself a drink and went over to them.


  Bruno had said something about its being a pity they could not fake their personnel report by inventing a few quarrels, and Clovis had immediately agreed that that was impossible. She kissed him and sat down at his side. “What do you think about the idea of being relieved?” he asked her.


  “I never think about it.”


  “Quite right” Bruno said, grinning. “You’re doing very nicely here. Fairly nicely, anyway.”


  “What are you getting at?” Clovis asked him with a different kind of grin.


  “It’s not a very complete life, is it? For any of us. I could do with a change, anyway. A different kind of job, something that isn’t testing and using and repairing apparatus. We do seem to have a lot of repairing to do, don’t we? That aifelyser breaks down almost every day. And yet..


  His voice trailed off and he looked out of the port, as if to assure himself that all that lay beyond it was the familiar starscape of points and smudges of light.


  “And yet what?” Clovis asked, irritably this time.


  “I was just thinking that we really ought to be thankful for having plenty to do. There’s the routine, and the fruits and vegetables to look after, and Myri’s story . . . How’s that going, by the way? Won’t you read us some of it? This evening, perhaps?”


  “Not until it’s finished, if you don’t mind.”


  “Oh, but I do mind. It’s part of our duty to entertain one another. And I’m very interrated in it personally.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re an interesting girl. Bright brown eyes and a healthy, glowing skin—how do you manage it after all this time in space? And you’ve more energy than any of us.” Myri said nothing. Bruno was good at making remarks there was nothing to say to.


  “What’s it about this story of yours?” he pursued. “At least you can tell us that.”


  “I have told you. It’s about normal life. Life on Earth before there were any space stations, lots of different people doing different things, not this—”


  “That’s normal life, is it, different people doing different things? I can’t wait to hear what the things are. Who’s the hero, Myri? Our dear Clovis?”


  Myri put her hand on Clovis’s shoulder. “No more, please, Bruno. Let’s go back to your point about the routine. I couldn’t understand why you left out the most important part, the part that keeps us busiest of all.”


  “Ah, the strange happenings.” Bruno dipped his head in a characteristic gesture, half laugh, half nervous tremor. “And the hours we spend discussing them. Oh yes. How could I have failed to mention all that?”


  “If you’ve got any sense you’ll go on not mentioning it,” Clovis snapped. “We’re all fed up with the whole business.”


  “You may be, but I’m not I want to discuss it. So does Myri, don’t you, Myri?”


  “I do think perhaps it’s time we made another attempt to find a pattern,” Myri said. This was a case of Bruno not being pleasant but being right—”


  “Oh, not again.” Clovis bounded up and went over to the drinks table. “Ah, hallo, Lia,” he said to the tall, thin blonde woman who had just entered with a tray of cold dishes. “Let me get you a drink, Bruno and Myri are getting philosophical—looking for patterns. What do you think? I’ll tell you what I think. I think we’re doing enough already. I think patterns are Base’s job.”


  “We can make it ours too,” Bruno said. “You agree, Lia?”


  “Of course,” Lia said in the deep voice that seemed to Myri to carry so much more firmness and individuality in its tone than any of its owner’s words or actions.


  “Very well. You can stay out of this if you like, Clovis. We start from the fact that what we see and hear need not be illusions, although they may be.”


  “At least that they’re illusions that any human being might have, they’re not special to us, as we know from Base’s reports of what happens to other stations.”


  “Correct Myri. In any event, illusions or not they are being directed at us by an intelligence and for a purpose.”


  “We don’t know that,” Myri objected. “They may be natural phenomena, or the by-product of some intelligent activity-not directed at us.”


  “Correct again, but let us reserve these less probable possibilities until later. Now, as a sample, consider the last week’s strange happenings. I’ll fetch the log so that there can be no dispute.”


  “I wish you’d stop it,” Clovis said when Bruno had gone out to the apparatus room. “It’s a waste of time.”


  “Time’s the only thing we’re not short of.”


  “I’m not short of anything,” he said, touching her thigh. “Come with me for a little while.”


  “Later.”


  “Lia always goes with Bruno when he asks her.”


  “Oh yes, but that’s my choice,” Lia said. “She doesn’t want to now. Wait until she wants to.”


  “I don’t like waiting.”


  “Waiting can make it better.”


  “Here we are,” Bruno said briskly, returning. “Right . . . . Monday. Within a few seconds the sphere became encased in a thick brownish damp substance that tests revealed to be both impermeable and infinitely thick. No action by the staff suggested itself. After three hours and eleven minutes the substance disappeared. It’s the infinitely thick thing that’s interesting. That must have been an illusion, or something would have happened to all the other stations at the same time, not to speak of the stars and planets. A total or partial illusion, then. Agreed?”


  “Go on.”


  “Tuesday. ’Metallic object of size comparable to that of the sphere approaching on collision course at 500 kilometres per second. No countermeasures available. Object appeared instantaneously at 35 million kilometres’ distance and disappeared instantaneously at 1500 kilometres. What about that?”


  “We’ve had ones like that before,” Lia put in. “Only this was the longest time it’s taken to approach and the nearest it’s come before disappearing.”


  “Incomprehensible or illusion,” Myri suggested.


  “Yes, I think that’s the best we can do at the moment. Wednesday: a very trivial one, not worth discussing. A being apparently constructed entirely of bone approached the main port and made beckoning motions. Whoever’s doing this must be running out of ideas. Thursday. All bodies external to the sphere vanished to all instruments simultaneously, reappearing to all instruments simultaneously two hours later. That’s not a new one either, I seem to remember. Illusion? Good. Friday. Beings resembling terrestrial reptiles covered the sphere, fighting ceaselessly and eating portions of one another. Loud rustling and slithering sounds. The sounds at least must have been an illusion, with no air out there, and I never heard of a reptile that didn’t breathe. The same sort of thing applies to yesterday’s performance. Human screams of pain and extreme astonishment approaching and receding. No visual or other accompaniment. He paused and looked round at them. “Well? Any uniformities suggest themselves?”


  “No,” Clovis said, helping himself to salad, for they sat now at the lunch table. “And I defy any human brain to devise any. The whole thing’s arbitrary.”


  “On the contrary, the very next happening—today’s when it comes—might reveal an unmistakable pattern.”


  “The one to concentrate on,” Myri said, “is the approaching object. Why did it vanish before striking the sphere?”


  Bruno stared at her. “It had to, if it was an illusion.”


  “Not at all. Why couldn’t we have had an illusion of the sphere being struck? And supposing it wasn’t an illusion?”


  “Next time there’s an object, perhaps it will strike,” Lia said.


  Clovis laughed. “That’s a good one. What would happen if it did, I wonder? And it wasn’t an illusion?”


  They all looked at Bruno for an answer. After a moment or two, he said: “I presume the sphere would shatter and we’d all be thrown into space. I simply can’t imagine what that would be like. We should be . . . Never to see one and other again, or anybody or anything else, to be nothing more than a senseless lump floating in space for ever. The chances of—”


  “It would be worth something to be rid of your conversation,” Clovis said, amiable again now that Bruno was discomfited. “Let’s be practical for a change. How long will it take you to run off your analyses this afternoon? There’s a lot of stuff to go out to Base and I shan’t be able to give you a hand.”


  “An hour, perhaps, after I’ve run the final tests.”


  “Why run tests at all? She was lined up perfectly when we finished this morning.”


  “Fortunately.”


  “Fortunately indeed. One more variable and we might have found it impossible.”


  “Yes,” Bruno said abstractedly. Then he got to his feet so abruptly that the other three started. “But we didn’t, did we? There wasn’t one more variable, was there? It didn’t quite happen, you see, the thing we couldn’t handle.”


  Nobody spoke.


  “Excuse me, I must be by myself.”


  “If Bruno keeps this up,” Clovis said to the two women, “Base will send us a relief sooner than we think.”


  Myri tried to drive the thought of Bruno’s strange behaviour out of her head when, half an hour later, she sat down to work on her story. The expression on his face as he left the table had been one she could not name. Excitement? Dislike? Surprise? That was the nearest—a kind of persistent surprise. Well, he was certain, being Bruno, to set about explaining it at dinner. She wished he were more pleasant, because he did think well.


  Finally expelling the image of Bruno’s face, she began rereading the page of manuscript she had been working on when the screams had interrupted her the previous afternoon. It was part of a difficult scene, one in which a woman met by chance a man who had been having her ten years earlier, with the complication that she was at the time in the company of the man who was currently having her. The scene was an eating alcove in a large city.


  “Go away,” Voisci said, “Or I’ll hit you.”


  Norbu smiled in a not-pleasant way. “What good would that do? Irmy likes me better than she sees you. You are more pleasant, no doubt, but she likes me better. She remembers me having her ten years ago more clearly than she remembers you having her last night. I am good at thinking, which is better than any amount of being pleasant.”


  “She’s having her meal with me,” Voisci said, pointing to the cold food and drinks in front of them. “Aren’t you, Irmy?”


  “Yes, Irmy,” Norbu said. “You must choose. If you can’t let both of us have you, you must say which of us you like better.”


  Irmy looked from one man to the other. There was so much difference between them that she could hardly begin to choose: the one more pleasant, the other better at thinking, the one slim, the other plump. She decided being pleasant was better. It was more important and more significant—better in every way that made a real difference. She said: “I’ll have Voisci.”


  Norbu looked surprised and sorry. “I think you’re wrong.”


  “You might as well go now,” Voisci said. “Lia will be wait—”


  “Yes,” Norbu said. He looked extremely sorry now.


  Irmy felt quite sorry too. “Good-bye, Norbu” she said.


  Myri smiled to herself. It was good, even better than she had remembered—there was no point in being modest inside one’s own mind. She must be a real writer in spite of Bruno’s scoffing, or how could she have invented these characters, who were so utterly unlike anybody she knew, and then put them into a situation that was so completely outside her experience? The only thing she was not sure about was whether she might not have overplayed the part about feeling or dwelt on it at too great length. Perhaps extremely sorry was a little heavy; she replaced it by sorrier than before. Excellent: now there was just the right touch of restraint in the middle of all the feeling. She decided she could finish off the scene in a few lines.


  “Probably see you at some cocktail hour,” Vosci said, she wrote, then looked up with a frown as the buzzer sounded at her door. She crossed her tiny wedge-shaped room—its rear wall was part of the outer wall of the sphere, but it had no port—threw the lock and found Bruno on the threshold. He was breathing fast, as if he had been hurrying or lifting a heavy weight, and she saw with distaste that there were drops of sweat on his thick skin. He pushed past her and sat down on her bed, his mouth open.


  “What is it?” she asked, displeased. The afternoon was a private time unless some other arrangements were made at lunch.


  “I don’t know what is it. I think I must be ill.”


  “I’ll? But you can’t be. Only people on Earth get ill. Nobody on a station is ever ill: Base told us that Illness is caused by—”


  “I don’t think I believe some of the things that Base says.”


  “But who can we believe if we don’t believe Base?”


  Bruno evidently did not hear her question. He said: “I had to come to you—Lia’s no good for this. Please let me stay with you, I’ve got so much to say.”


  “It’s no use, Bruno. Clovis is the one who has me. I thought you understood that I didn’t—”


  “That’s not what I mean,” he said impatiently. “Where I need you is in thinking. Though that’s connected with the other, the having. I don’t expect you to see that I’ve only just begun to see it myself.”


  Myri could make nothing of this last part “Thinking? Thinking about what?”


  He bit his lip and shut his eyes for a moment “Listen to this,” he said. “It was the analyser that set my mind going. Almost every other day it breaks down. And the computer, the counters, the repellers, the scanners and the rest of them—they’re always breaking down too, and so are their power supplies. But not the purifier or the fluid-reconstitutor or the fruit and vegetable growers or the heaters or the main power source. Why not?”


  “Well, they’re less complicated. How can a fruit grower go wrong? A chemical tank and a water tank is all there is to it. You ask Lia about that.”


  “All right. Try answering this, then. The strange happenings. If they’re illusions, why are they always outside the sphere? Why are there never any inside?”


  “Perhaps there are,” Myri said.


  “Don’t. I don’t Want that. I shouldn’t like that I want everything in here to be real. Are you real? I must believe you are.”


  “Of course I’m real.” She was now thoroughly puzzled. “And it makes a difference, doesn’t it? It’s very important that you and everything else should be real, everything in the sphere. But tell me: whatever’s arranging these happenings must be pretty powerful if it can fool our instruments and our senses so completely and consistently, and yet it can’t do anything—anything we recognise as strange, that is—inside this puny little steel skin. Why not?”


  “Presumably it has its limitations. We should be pleased.”


  “Yes. All right, next point. You remember the time I tried to sit up in the lounge after midnight and stay awake?”


  “That was silly. Nobody can stay awake after midnight Standing Orders were quite clear on that point.”


  “Yes, they were, weren’t they?” Bruno seemed to be trying to grin. “Do you remember my telling you how I couldn’t account for being in my own bed as usual when the music woke us—you remember the big music? And—this is what I’m really after—do you remember how we all agreed at breakfast that life in space must have conditioned us in such a way that falling asleep at a fixed time had become an automatic mechanism? You remember that?”


  “Naturally I do.”


  “Right. Two questions, then. Does that strike you as a likely explanation? That sort of complete self-conditioning in all four of us after . . . just a number of months?”


  “Not when you put it like that”


  “But we all agreed on it didn’t we? Without hesitation.” Myri, leaning against a side wall, fidgeted. He was being not pleasant in a new way, one that made her want to stop him talking even while he was thinking at his best. “What’s your other question, Bruno?” Her voice sounded unusual to her.


  “Ah, you’re feeling it too, are you?”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “I think you will in a minute. Try my other question. The night of the music was a long time ago, soon after we arrived here, but you remember it clearly. So do I. And yet when I try to remember what I was doing only a couple of months earlier, on Earth, finishing up my life there, getting ready for this, it’s just a vague blur. Nothing stands out.”


  “It’s all so remote.”


  “Maybe. But I remember the trip clearly enough, don’t you?”


  Myri caught her breath. I feel surprised, she told herself. Or something like that I feel the way Bruno looked when he left the lunch table. She said nothing.


  “You’re feeling it now all right, aren’t you?” He was hatching her closely with his narrow eyes. “Let me try to describe it. A surprise that goes on and on. Puzzlement. Symptoms of physical exertion or strain. And above all a . . . a sort of discomfort, only in the mind. Like having a sharp object pressed against a tender part of your body, except that this is in your mind.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “A difficulty of vocabulary.”


  The loudspeaker above the door clicked on and Clovis’s voice said: “Attention. Strange happening. Assemble in the lounge at once. Strange happening.”


  Myri and Bruno stopped staring at each other and hurried out along the narrow corridor. Clovis and Lia were already in the lounge, looking out of the port


  Apparently only a few feet beyond the steelhard glass, and illuminated from some invisible source, were two floating figures. The detail was excellent, and the four inside the sphere could distinguish without difficulty every fold in the naked skin of the two caricatures of humanity presented, it seemed, for their thorough inspection, a presumption given added weight by the slow rotation of the pair that enabled their every portion to be scrutinised. Except for a scrubby growth at the base of the skull, they were hairless. The limbs were foreshortened, lacking the normal narrowing at the joints, and the bellies protuberant One had male characteristics, the other female, yet in neither case were these complete. From each open, wet, quivering toothless mouth there came a loud, clearly audible yelling, higher in pitch than any those in the sphere could have produced, and of an unfamiliar emotional range.


  “Well, I wonder how long this will last,” Clovis said.


  “Is it worth trying the repellers on them?” Lia asked. “What does the radar say? Does it see them?”


  “I’ll go and have a look.”


  Bruno turned his back on the port “I don’t like them.”


  “Why not?” Myri saw he was sweating again.


  “They remind me of something.”


  “What?”


  “I’m trying to think.”


  But although Bruno went on trying to think for the rest of that day, with such obvious seriousness that even Clovis did his best to help with suggestions, he was no nearer a solution when they parted, as was their habit at five minutes to midnight. And when, several times in the next couple of days, Myri mentioned the afternoon of the caricatures to him, he showed little interest


  “Bruno, you are extraordinary,” she said one evening. “What happened to those odd feelings of yours you were so eager to describe to me just before Clovis railed us into the lounge?”


  He shrugged his narrow shoulders in the almost girlish way he had. “Oh, I don’t know what could have got into me,” he said. “I expect I was just angry with that confounded analyser and the way it kept breaking down. It’s been much better recently.”


  “And all that thinking you used to do.”


  “That was a complete waste of time.”


  “Surely not.”


  “Yes, I agree with Clovis, let Base do all the thinking.”


  Myri was disappointed. To hear Bruno resigning the task of thought seemed like the end of something. This feeling was powerfully underlined for her when, a little later, the announcement came over the loudspeaker in the lounge. Without any preamble at all, other than the usual click on, a strange voice said: “Your attention, please. This is Base calling over your intercom.”


  They all looked up in great surprise, especially Clovis, who said quickly to Bruno: “Is that possible?”


  “Oh yes, they’ve been experimenting,” Bruno replied as quickly.


  “It is perhaps ironical,” the voice went on, “that the first transmission we have been able to make to you by the present means is also the last you will receive by any. For some time the maintenance of space stations has been uneconomic, and the decision has just been taken to discontinue them altogether. You will therefore make no further reports of any kind, or rather you may of course continue to do so on the understanding that nobody will be listening. In many cases it has fortunately been found possible to arrange for the collection of station staffs and their return to Earth; in others, those involving a journey to the remoter parts of the galaxy, a prohibitive expenditure of time and effort would be entailed. I am sorry to have to tell you that your own station is one of these. Accordingly, you will never be relieved. All of us here are confident that you will respond to this new situation with dignity and resource.


  “Before we sever communication for the last time, I have one more point to make. It involves a revelation which may prove so unwelcome that only with the greatest reluctance can I bring myself to utter it. My colleagues, however, insisted that those in your predicament deserve, in your own interests, to hear the whole truth about it. I must tell you, then, that contrary to your earlier information we have had no reports from any other station whose content resembles in the slightest degree your accounts of the strange happenings you claim to have witnessed. The deception was considered necessary so that your morale might be maintained, but the time for deceptions is over. You are unique, and in the variety of mankind that is no small distinction. Be proud of it Goodbye for ever.”


  They sat without speaking until five minutes to midnight Try as she would, Myri found it impossible to conceive their future, and the next morning she had no more success. That was as long as any of them had leisure to come to terms with their permanent isolation, for by midday a quite new phase of strange happenings had begun. Myri and Lia were preparing lunch in the kitchen when Myri, opening the cupboard where the dishes were kept was confronted by a flattish, reddish creature with many legs and a pair of unequally-sized pincers. She gave a gasp, almost a shriek, of astonishment.


  “What is it?” Lia said, hurrying over, and then in a high voice: “Is it alive?”


  “It’s moving. Call the men.”


  Until the others came, Myri simply stared. She found her lower lip shaking in a curious way. Inside now, she kept thinking. Not just outside. Inside.


  “Let’s have a look,” Clovis said. “I see. Pass me a knife or something.” He rapped at the creature, making a dry, bony sound. “Well, it works for tactile and aural as well as visual, anyway. A thorough illusion. If it is one.”


  “It must be,” Bruno said. “Don’t you recognise it?”


  “There is something familiar about it. I suppose.”


  “You suppose? You mean you don’t know a crab when you see one?”


  “Oh, of course,” Clovis looked slightly sheepish. “I remember now. A terrestrial animal, isn’t it? Lives in the water. And so it must be an illusion. Crabs don’t cross space as far as I know, and even if they could they’d have a tough time carving their way through the skin of the sphere.” His sensible manner and tone helped Myri to get over her astonishment, and it was she who suggested that the crab be disposed of down the waste chute. At lunch she said: “It was a remarkably specific illusion, don’t you think? I wonder how it was projected.”


  “No point in wondering about that,” Bruno told her. “How can we ever know? And what use would the knowledge be to us if we did know?”


  “Knowing the truth has its own value.”


  “I don’t understand you.”


  Lia came in with the coffee just then. “The crab’s back,” she said. “Or there’s another one there, I can’t tell.”


  More crabs, or simulacra thereof, appeared at intervals for the rest of the day, eleven of them in all. It seemed, as Clovis put it, that the illusion-producing technique had its limitations, inasmuch as none of them saw a crab actually materialise: the new arrival would be “discovered” under a bed or behind a bank of apparatus. On the other hand, the depth of illusion produced was very great, as they all agreed when Myri, putting the eighth crab down the chute, was nipped in the finger, suffered pain and exuded a few drops of blood.


  “Another new departure,” Clovis said. “An illusory physical process brought about on the actual person of one of us. They’re improving.”


  Next morning there were the insects. The main apparatus room was found to be infested with what, again on Bruno’s prompting, they recognised as cockroaches. By lunch-time there were moths and flying beetles in all the main rooms, and a number of large dies became noticeable towards the evening. The whole of their attention became concentrated upon avoiding these creatures as far as possible. The day passed without Clovis asking Myri to go with him. This had never happened before.


  The following afternoon a fresh problem was raised by Lia’s announcement that the garden now contained no fruits or vegetables—none, at any rate, that were accessible to her senses. In this the other three concurred. Clovis put the feelings of all of them into words when he said: “If this is an illusion, it’s as efficient as the reality, because fruits and vegetables you can never find are the same as no fruits and vegetables.”


  The evening meal used up all the food they had. Soon after two o’clock in the morning Myri was aroused by Clovis’s voice saying over the loudspeaker: “Attention, everyone. Strange happening. Assemble in the lounge immediately.”


  She was still on her way when she became aware of a new quality in the background of silence she had grown used to. It was a deeper silence, as if some sound at the very threshold of audibility had ceased. There were unfamiliar vibrations underfoot


  Clovis was standing by the port gazing through it with interest. “Look at this, Myri,” he said.


  At a distance impossible to gauge, an oblong of light had become visible, a degree or so in breadth and perhaps two and a half times as high. The light was of comparable quality to that illuminating the inside of the sphere. Now and then it flickered.


  “What is it?” Myri asked.


  “I don’t know, it’s only just appeared.” The floor beneath them shuddered violently. “That was what woke me, one of those tremors. Ah, here you are, Bruno. What do you make of it?”


  Bruno’s large eyes widened farther, but he said nothing. A moment later Lia arrived and joined the silent group by the port. Another vibration shook the sphere. Some vessel in the kitchen fell to the floor and smashed. Then Myri said: “I can see what looks like a flight of steps leading down from the lower edge of the light Three or four of them, perhaps more.”


  She had barely finished speaking when a shadow appeared before them, cast by the rectangle of light on to a surface none of them could identify. The shadow seemed to them of a stupefying vastness, but it was beyond question that of a man. A moment later the man came into view, outlined by the light, and descended the steps. Another moment or two and he was evidently a few feet from the port, looking in at them, their own lights bright on the upper half of him. He was a well-built man wearing a grey uniform jacket and a metal helmet. An object recognisable as a gun of some sort was slung over his shoulder. While he watched them, two other figures, similarly accoutred, came down the steps and. joined him. There was a brief interval, then he moved out of view to their right, doing so with the demeanour of one walking on a level surface.


  None of the four inside spoke or moved, not even at the sound of heavy bolts being drawn in the section of outer wall directly in front of them, not even when that entire section swung away from them like a door opening outwards and the three men stepped through into the sphere. Two of them had unslung the-guns from their shoulders.


  Myri remembered an occasion, weeks ago, when she had risen from a stooping position in the kitchen and struck her head violently on the bottom edge of a cupboard door Lia had happened to leave open. The feeling Myri now experienced was similar, except that she had no particular physical sensations. Another memory, a much fainter one, passed across the far background of her mind: somebody had once tried to explain to her the likeness between a certain mental state and the bodily sensation of discomfort, and she had not understood. The memory faded sharply.


  The man they had first seen said: “All roll up your sleeves.”


  Clovis looked at him with less curiosity than he had been showing when Myri first joined him at the port, a few minutes earlier. “You’re an illusion,” he said.


  “No I’m not Roll up your sleeves, all of you.”


  He watched them closely while they obeyed, becoming impatient at the slowness with which they moved. The other man whose gun was unslung, a younger man, said: “Don’t be hard on them, Allen. We’ve no idea what they’ve been through.”


  “I’m not taking any chances,” Allen said. “Not after that crowd in the trees. Now this is for your own good,” he went on, addressing the four. “Keep quite still. All right, Douglas.”


  The third man came forward, holding what Myri knew to be a hypodermic syringe. He took her firmly by her bare arm and gave her an injection. At once her feelings altered, in the sense that, although there was still discomfort in her mind, neither this nor anything else seemed to matter.


  After a time she heard the young man say: “You can roll your sleeves down now. You can be quite sure that nothing bad will happen to you.”


  “Come with us,” Allen said.


  Myri and the others followed the three men out of the sphere, across a gritty floor that might have been concrete and up the steps, a distance of perhaps thirty feet. They entered a corridor with artificial lighting and then a room into which the sun was streaming. There were twenty or thirty people in the room, some of them wearing the grey uniform. Now and then the walls shook as the sphere had done, but to the accompaniment of distant explosions. A faint shouting could also be heard from time to time.


  Allen’s voice said loudly: “Let’s try and get a bit of order going. Douglas, they’ll be wanting you to deal with the people in the tank. They’ve been conditioned to believe they’re congenitally aquatic, so you’d better give them a shot that’ll knock them out straight away. Holmes is draining the tank now. Off you go. Now you, James, you watch this lot while I find out some more about them. I wish those psycho chaps would turn up—we’re just working in the dark.” His voice moved further away. “Sergeant—get these five out of here.”


  “Where to, sir?”


  “I don’t mind where—Just out of here. And watch them.”


  “They’ve all been given shots, sir.”


  “I know, but look at them, they’re not human any more. And it’s no use talking to them, they’ve been deprived of language. That’s how they got the way they are. Now get them out right away.”


  Myri looked slowly at the young man who stood near them: Junes. “Where are we?” she asked.


  James hesitated. “I was ordered to tell you nothing,” he said. “You’re supposed to wait for the psychological team to get to you and treat you.”


  “Please.”


  “All right. This much can’t hurt you, I suppose. You four and a number of other groups have been the subject of various experiments. This building is part of Special Welfare Research Station No. 4. Or rather it was. The government that set it up no longer exists. It has been removed by the revolutionary army of which I’m a member. We had to shoot our way in here and there’s fighting still going on.”


  “Then we weren’t in space at all.”


  “No.”


  “Why did they make us believe we were?”


  “We don’t know yet”


  “And how did they do it?”


  “Some new form of deep-level hypnosis, it seems, probably renewed at regular intervals. Plus various apparatus for producing illusions. We’re still working on that Now, I think that’s enough questions for the moment. The best thing you can do is sit down.”


  “Thank you. What’s hypnosis?”


  “Oh, of course they’d have removed knowledge of that. It’ll all be explained to you later.”


  “James, come and have a look at this, will you?” Allen’s voice called. “I can’t make much of it”


  Myri followed James a little way. Among the clamour of voices, some speaking languages unfamiliar to her, others speaking none, she heard James ask: “Is this the right file? Fear Elimination?”


  “Must be,” Allen answered. “Here’s the last full entry. Removal of Bruno V and substitution of Bruno VI accomplished, together with memory-adjustment of other three subjects. Memo to Preparation Centre: avoid repetition of Bruno V personality-type with strong curiosity-drives. Started catching on to the set-up, eh? Wonder what they did with him.”


  “There’s that psycho hospital across the way they’re still investigating; perhaps he’s in there.”


  “With Brunos I to IV, no doubt. Never mind that for the moment Now. Procedures: penultimate phase. Removal of all ultimate confidence: severance of communication, total denial of prospective change, inculcation of ‘uniqueness syndrome, environment shown to be violable, unknowable crisis in prospect (food deprivation). I can understand that last bit. They don’t look starved, though.”


  “Perhaps they’ve only just started them on it.”


  “We’ll get them fed in a minute. Well, all this still beats me, James. Reactions. Little change. Responses poor. Accelerating impoverishment of emotional life and its vocabulary: compare portion of novel written by Myri VII with contributions of predecessors. Prognosis: further affective deterioration: catatonic apathy: failure of experiment. That’s a comfort, anyway. But what has all this got to do with fear elimination?


  They stopped talking suddenly and Myri followed the direction of their gaze. A door had been opened and the man called Douglas was supervising the entry of a number of others, each supporting or carrying a human form wrapped in a blanket


  “This must be the lot from the tank,” Allen or James said.


  Myri watched while those in the blankets were made as comfortable as possible on benches or on the floor. One of them, however, remained totally wrapped in his blanket and was being paid no attention.


  “He’s had it has he?”


  “Shock, I’m afraid.” Douglas’s voice was unsteady. “There was nothing we could do. Perhaps we shouldn’t have . . .”


  Myri stooped and turned back the edge of the blanket What she saw was much stranger than anything she had experienced in the sphere. “What’s the matter with him?” she asked James.


  “Matter with him? You can die of shock, you know.”


  “I can do what?”


  Myri, staring at James, was aware that his face had become distorted by a mixture of expressions. One of them was understanding: all the others were painful to look at. They were renderings of what she herself was feeling. Her vision darkened and she ran from the room, back the way they had come, down the steps, across the floor, back into the sphere.


  James was unfamiliar with the arrangement of the rooms there and did not reach her until she had picked up the manuscript of the novel, hugged it to her chest with crossed arms and fallen on to her bed, her knees drawn up as far as they would go, her head lowered as it had been before her birth, an event of which she knew nothing.


  She was still in the same position when, days later, somebody sat heavily down beside her. “Myri. You must know who this is. Open your eyes, Myri. Come out of there.”


  After he had said this, in the same gentle voice, some hundreds of times, she did open her eyes a little. She was in a long, high room, and near her was a fat man with a pale skin. He reminded her of something to do with space and thinking. She screwed her eyes shut


  “Myri. I know you remember me. Open your eyes again.” She kept them shut while he wait on talking.


  “Open your eyes. Straighten your body.”


  She did not move.


  “Straighten your body, Myri. I love you.”


  Slowly her feet crept down the bed and her head lifted.


  MOMENTS OF CLARITY


  Elissa Malcohn


  Leila looked like a fairy-tale princess about to embark on a deep sleep. Municipal Hospital served no poisoned apples, much as its patients insisted to the contrary. This was just as well; her expectations did not include a prince barreling his white steed into intensive care to rescue her.


  Now she had a semiprivate room; if anything here could make someone feel like a princess it was privacy. Leila imagined the metal gates around her to be trellises overgrown with blood-red roses. Her sheets could have just as easily been satin, and her buzzer to call the nurse a silver bell inscribed with runes.


  The tubes in her nose and the intravenous needle in her vein were more difficult to translate. There was nothing romantic about the fluids draining into or out of her. Nor was there anything romantic about d£ja vu; she’d seen this moment coming.


  She had seen Dr. Simeon bending over her before he bent over her. Future events were like scraps of memory; all she needed to do was think forward in time and she’d know them. She had forecalled a hit-and-run driver’s screech as clearly as the day it happened, felt the shock of metal impacting flesh.


  Simeon had smiled at her this morning, his eyes large and brown as a fawn’s. “We’ve stopped the peritonitis,” he told her. “You’re doing fine. You’re not out of danger yet, I think you know that.” He patted her shoulder. “But this is the best I’ve seen. We might take you off the critical list by the end of the week.”


  Leila smiled back and reassured him. It would be folly to tell her doctor that she will be dead by the end of the week. Fate is kind; she will die in her sleep. She will snuggle down in her imagined satin sheets, black hair loose and spread in an ebony wave across her pillow. Her certainty was as sure as her doctor’s receding footfalls. She forecalled an odd floating feeling, her mattress undulating , her stomach giving one last shudder before it relaxed, Drifting off will be pleasant. Vaguely, Leila felt that moment, deep down, where everything will simply stop.


  Reflecting only on how the car had careened into her, she couldn’t tell forecall from recall. Context alone allowed her to distinguish between memory and premonition; she observed the same event from different sides, against a background of either past or future.


  Her roommate, Bryant, will love her for as long as he can remember her. She will love him because for as long as he can remember, he will understand.


  They moved him into her room that evening. Remorsefully, Simeon held her needle-free wrist and apologized: the beds are filled, they will get her a female roommate as soon as they can move the patients.


  “It’s all right,” she said nasally, around the tubes in her throat. “I don’t mind, really. I’m sure we’ll both be fine.”


  Her doctor patted her hand. Not for a moment did Leila doubt that Bryant would remain in her room as long as she was alive. Simeon will reassure her for the next two days that the hospital is doing what it can to rectify the situation.


  The nurse pulled open Leila’s curtain and pushed it on its tracks. Leila stared at a new, bone-colored partition. She could hear labored breathing behind it. She waited for the staff to retreat into the hallway before she called, quietly, “Bryant.”


  There was a catch in the breathing. Then a hesitant baritone replied, “Did you . . . call me?”


  “Yes. There’s no one else here.”


  There was a moment of silence, Leila waited.


  “Did you say my name was Bryant?”


  “Yes,” she answered, “The doctor told me your name.” She lied. She will hear Bryant’s nurse address him in the morning. He will ask his nurse if she said his name was Bryant, “You just don’t remember, that’s all.”


  “I know that,” he said quickly, with certainty. “I don’t remember.” He whispered, “That’s the one thing I’m sure about.”


  Leila swallowed. Her throat constricted around plastic. “Tell me what your name is.”


  “My name is Bryant,” he said slowly. “Bryant.”


  “Good. My name is Leila.”


  “Leila. That’s a nice name.” He added lamely, “Tell me your name again if I forget.”


  “I will.”


  “Why are you here?” Bryant asked. “What happened to you?”


  “I was hit by a car. Hit-and-run. I’m on the critical list.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “And you?”


  There was a long silence. Bryant said, “I don’t know.”


  I don’t know. Leila smiled to herself; for her, uncertainty was a luxury. Bryant couldn’t tell her what his age was, but his voice was young. She restrained herself from forecalling his face. “Do you have a mirror?”


  “There’s one on my night table.”


  “What do you look like?”


  The sheets rustled as Bryant turned. Leila heard him lift his mirror and gasp. She asked, “Are you all right?”


  His nervous laughter came from behind the partition. “I’m all right. I’ve never seen that face before, that’s all. I must have, though.” His breathing quickened. He whispered, “What did you say your name was?”


  “Leila.”


  “Leila,” he repeated. His voice was almost inaudible. “I’m so scared.”


  “I know. You’re going to be all right. You know that, don’t you?”


  “Is that what the doctor said?”


  “Yes.” She lied; it didn’t matter. “Tell me what you look like. What color hair do you have?”


  He laughed again. “I can’t tell. It’s all wrapped up in a bandage.”


  Leila closed her eyes and let herself go limp against her mattress. The plastic in her throat was making her hoarse. “Describe the face in the mirror,” she told him. “Give me every detail.”


  He talked late into the night. Leila listened as his voice grew calm, as the mirror gave him a sense of security. She tried to pretend that everything he told her was new.


  “Dr. Simeon is going to lose a patient this morning,” she said.


  “How do you know?”


  “Before the nurse brings you your lunch, you’ll overhear her talking to another in the hallway. It’ll be a rumor, but the doctor will be irritable; then you’ll know it isn’t a rumor. When Simeon comes into the room his face will be drawn, lifeless.”


  “You’re teasing me.”


  “No, I’m not. You’ll have to trust me.”


  Bryant paused. He asked flatly, “Does your crystal ball reach into the past, too?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can it help me?”


  Leila whispered, “I wish it could.”


  She watched the nurses bustle about. Suddenly they were tense, as though someone had drawn a demarcation line in red across the big round clock in the hallway, or an alarm had been sprung. They spoke in low voices outside.


  Bryant asked, “Did you hear that?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is it true?”


  “Yes.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I know,” she said. “Intuition.”


  The nurse almost dropped Bryant’s lunch tray in his lap. She didn’t apologize. She might have to someone who would remember. Leila heard Dr. Simeon chew out an orderly down the hall, before he stalked into the room and checked himself. The doctor tried to smile at her.


  “You’ll have to forgive me,” he said. “I’m a bit out of sorts.”


  “Aren’t we all,” Leila replied. She added, “You’re allowed to be human, too. We heard the nurses outside.”


  Simeon gave a start. “There’s no discretion in this place,” he growled. “I’m sorry, you shouldn’t have had to hear that. I thought we’d pull him out of danger. These things happen unexpectedly.”


  “I know,” she lied “How are you doing?”


  “I’m fine.” She smiled. “I watch the bubbles in the tubes, it’s a nice pastime.”


  “We’ll get another woman into your room, then we’ll move the partition out,” he assured her. “I promise. We’re doing everything we can to rectify the situation.”


  “Yes. I know. Really, though, this is quite all right. In fact,” she added. “I would appreciate it if you would move that partition a bit—so Bryant and I can speak face to face.”


  After Simeon left, she smiled at the turbaned head. “Hello.”


  “Hello.” Bryant smiled back. He said. “The doctor was upset. I wonder why.”


  “He lost a patient this morning.”


  Bryant frowned. “Poor man.” His gray eyes focused on Leila’s. “Sometimes it must be a blessing to forget. I must remember that.”


  Then his face crinkled and he began to giggle. “ ‘I must remember that.’ That’s a real good one, uh—oh shit.”


  “Bryant,” she prompted.


  “Bryant. Yeah, that’s a real good one, Bryant.” He shook his head as a sob caught in his throat. “I can’t remember a damn thing.”


  “I know,” Leila replied. Then she said, “I love you.”


  He stared at her.


  “I always have,” she told him. “I’m not lying. Look me in the eyes.”


  He did. “I’ll forget,” he whispered.


  “I’ll remind you,” she whispered back.


  Leila rolled awake in a haze of dull pain. Bryant’s face blurred before her. She forced a smile and said. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning. I woke up and you were here. What is your name?”


  “Leila. Yours is Bryant.”


  There was silence. He said softly, “Oh.” He asked, “Did I tell you that?”


  She nodded, ready for her head to swim. When it did, she stopped nodding.


  “Why are you here?”


  “Hit-and-run. And you?”


  “I don’t know. I forget.” He blurted, “I was watching you while you slept. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “I don’t mind.” She grinned. A sharp pain lanced through her jaw.


  “You’re a beautiful woman,” he said. “Even with the tubes.”


  “You’re a handsome man. Even with the turban.”


  Lying on his side, he squared his shoulders against his bars. “I know,” he said gamely. “I keep looking in the mirror. I find something new to admire every time.”


  Leila sucked in her breath and held her stomach. “Forgive me; it hurts when I laugh.” She thrust her free hand through her bars. “I’m connected to IV on the other side, but maybe we can reach each other.” She grimaced, half-blind.


  “You’re hurting.”


  “It’s all right. Hold my hand.”


  Bryant flattened himself against the metal and reached. Their fingers touched. They interlocked them as best they could. “That’s good,” Leila said.


  “If I let go I’ll forget I held your hand; but I don’t want to see you in pain.”


  “Only for a short while longer.” She blinked. Bryant remained a blur but his fingers were warm and dry against her own. “Bryant—I am going to die soon. Tonight.”


  “You mustn’t think that.”


  “It isn’t a question of thinking. Listen to me,” she said. “Breakfast will be served in a couple of minutes, and you’ll remember what I tell you for at least that long. You’ll be served scrambled eggs, apple juice and coffee, and a square-shaped pastry covered in orange marmalade. The tray will be green.” She squeezed his fingertips. “The nurse will ask you if you feel any better than you did yesterday. She likes asking you that because she knows you don’t remember. Just say to her, ‘You asked me that yesterday,’ and she’ll be unhinged for the rest of the day.”


  Leila followed the nurse and tray with her eyes until both disappeared behind the partition. When the nurse left, unsteady on her feet, Leila grinned and raised her eyebrow at Bryant. “My God,” he said. He added, “You’re not frightened.”


  “No. I’ve known I was going to die here for a long time,” She smiled sadly. “I told you yesterday that I’ve always loved you. I remember you from a long, long time ago. Do you believe me?”


  “I have no choice.” Bryant rested his head on his pillow and beheld Leila through a double set of bars. He tried to smile back. “For me, ‘always’ is a matter of minutes. I’ve always loved you, too.”


  He napped. Leila watched the nurse come in and take away his empty tray. She sighed and snuggled down into her sheets. When she awoke, Dr. Simeon was bending over her.


  “Can you hear me?” he asked. She nodded once. “I want to make sure you’re comfortable.”


  She tried to open her eyes. White spots swept her up in vertigo until she closed them again. No surprise; still, she had to try. She felt Simeon swab her arm and inject her, knew her pain would be alleviated for a short time.


  She whispered, “Thanks.”


  “Shh.”


  She turned her head slightly and bestowed a half-lidded gaze upon Bryant. He had propped himself up on his elbow and looked confused. From behind her she heard the doctor say, “We’re trying to get another woman in here so we can move him out and give you some privacy. Do you want me to move the partition back?”


  “No.”


  Simeon patted her shoulder and was gone.


  Then, from far away, she heard Bryant ask, “Do you need someone to talk to you?”


  “Please,” she whispered.


  “I don’t know your name,” he stammered. “But don’t take it personally, I don’t know mine either. There’s this face I keep seeing in the mirror; I can tell you what it looks like.”


  “Please.”


  The baritone droned on until it became a lullaby. Images of turban and gentle gray eyes, planar cheeks and sharp nose, full lips, swam in her head. Leila let her eyelids drop. She thought of satin and goose down. Her stomach lurched once and settled. Her mattress buoyed her and she felt herself rise as though carried gently on slow currents. Bryant’s voice melded with the lapping of waves. Serene, Leila drifted.


  She was pronounced dead at 2:03 a.m.


  Simeon pulled the tubes gently from her. Bryant, still awake, sat up in his bed and leaned over the bars. When the nurse pushed the partition to block his view of the deceased, his hand shot out and pushed it back. He watched as Simeon unceremoniously removed Leila’s chart from its clipboard on her bed and attendants wheeled a gurney into the room. Leila’s black hair was spread like a fan across her pillow, her skin pale and smooth. If only he could give her that one kiss, he thought, that could wake her.


  His mirror lay face down on the night table. He stared intently at the corpse as an attendant covered it with a sheet and it was lifted in its linen cocoon off the bed and onto the gurney.


  The nurse said to him, “You ought to go to sleep. You’ll forget all this by morning anyway.” Bryant nodded.


  He still stared at the empty bed after everyone had left.


  When he was sure no one was around to hear him, he said, “Leila . . . I fell off a crane.”


  FRANKENSTEIN GOES HOME


  Alan Rodgers


  The monster coughed, and he tasted blood—the same blood he always tasted when the force of air in his throat was too great. The seams that bound the membranes of his lungs to his larynx weren’t strong enough to cope with coughing, or even hard breathing. Like most of the seams that bound the disparate portions of his body together, they’d never healed well enough to truly fuse.


  The Monster was going home.


  Home as he remembered it, anyway. He wasn’t sure that home existed anymore; wasn’t even sure that it ever had existed.


  This forest, at least, was as he remembered it. He could remember hunting deer in this forest a lifetime ago. . .or maybe it was longer ago than that. When he looked at them too closely his memories became hard to sort from each other.


  There were voices, children’s voices, somewhere on the far side of the hill.


  The Monster didn’t pay them any mind. He’d fallen into the old trap again, his own special trap that he’d been hiding from for years, and needed every bit of heart and spirit he had to keep from being swallowed by his own self-pity. Years ago he’d decided that he needed his self-respect too much to let himself indulge in self-pity. As long as you had your self-respect, he thought, you were human.


  Even if you did think of yourself as a Monster.


  Even if the doctor liked to call him Frankenstein.


  He wasn’t Frankenstein. It wasn’t his name, and it never had been. Neither had it ever been Dr. Thompson’s name, though when he was of a mood he liked to say that he was Dr. Frankenstein. The Monster wasn’t certain whether, at these moments, the madman was indulging or deluding himself. Not that it made any difference. “I am Doctor Frankenstein,” Thompson would say, “and you are my Frankenstein Monster.” For that matter the doctor wasn’t a doctor at all: he had a Ph.D. in molecular biology, and he was crazy enough to have been in and out of the state mental hospital half a dozen times in the last ten years. The man was too unstable to hold down a university position, much less one in industrial research. If it weren’t for family money the doctor wouldn’t have been able to maintain an apartment, let alone the ersatz castle where the Monster had spent the five years of his new life.


  The children were closer, now. Soon they would see him. Would they scream? Or would they assume that he wore some bizarre costume—the sort of costume the Monster had seen so many times on television?


  The Monster was unsure that he wanted to learn. He turned so that his path bore more to the left, hoping to avoid them.


  The first time the Monster woke he was in a dingy room full of strange equipment. He’d felt confused even before he’d had a chance to realize the strangeness of his body. Partly that confusion came from the strangeness of the surroundings; partly it was the result of the fact that the disparate parts of his self had not yet begun to fuse.


  But the source of his confusion was also the monster’s strength; at the moment he woke to life the world was already a familiar place. The vague biochemical ghosts of the people he’d been had lived. . .lifetimes. Between them all he’d had more than his fill of the world of men.


  The Mad Doctor explained that to him, after a fashion, only a few seconds after he opened his eyes. “Take it easy,” the Doctor said. “Not too fast.” He cackled as he spoke in a peculiar fashion that the Monster later learned meant that the mad scientist was pleased with his own wit—though the Monster had never been able to see that wit himself. “I bet you’re all shook up. Must be. Three-quarters of a dozen people all sailing at half-mast inside your head, and none of them even know about each other yet. Worse yet, they all think they’re one person. Well, they will be, sooner or later. Later or sooner, heh heh. You’ll be fine. You have to be—I’m so proud of you. My crowning creation. My shining glory! Ha!”


  The Monster looked up at him and blinked, trying to clear his head. And suddenly the madman’s voice became very serious.


  “It’s the RNA. It gives you memory; it’s everywhere inside you. Most of the body’s ribonucleic acid is the brain, so much of it that the rest isn’t important. But I treated your brain with an enzyme, an RNAase. It’s part of the experiment. I need to see. . .how you come back together.”


  Not much of that sunk through to the Monster. He was too caught up in seeing his body for the first time, examining the mad scientist’s crude stitchwork. Seeing the blood that still seeped from seam-wounds that would never heal completely.


  But later, much later, he heard the Doctor’s words echo in his ears, almost as though they’d been a baptism.


  He looked back up at Doctor Frankenstein. “I’m—” he said. And then the words jammed up in his throat, and nothing came out at all.


  “You’re beautiful,” the madman said. He smiled in a way that tried to be proud and loving, but only came out sick and warped.


  “I’m a monster.” And as he heard the words he knew that it was absolutely true, true and undeniable as his phlegmy breath. After he’d said those words he’d never been able to think of himself by any other name.


  “Yes. A monster of greatness, of magnitude. A testament to life!”


  It wasn’t any use trying to avoid the children. When the Monster saw them running across the hill and down toward him, he almost thought—for just a moment, mind, just a moment; he’d spent too long living with a madman not to be mindful of his own paranoia—the Monster almost thought that the children knew about him and had come to follow him. Scented him, like hounds.


  He didn’t want to see those children. Seeing them, he knew, would bring home to him the corruptness of his physical nature, rub his nose in his own unnaturalness in the worst possible way. Worse, he didn’t want them to see him. In his imagination he could already hear them, innocent little children screaming at the sight of him.


  And they did see him. Their path led straight past the gnarled oak he tried to hide behind. If they’d just kept going, maybe none of them would have seen him. But they didn’t just keep going; as the first of them ran by the child stumbled on one of the old oak’s roots, tumbled head-over-heels and again through the leafy forest floor. When the boy looked up he was staring straight into the Monster’s eyes.


  No, the Monster thought. Please, God: No.


  It was just bad luck. The Monster tried to tell himself that, but hard as he tried he couldn’t make himself believe it. He probably couldn’t have convinced himself of anything, then: he was too busy bracing himself for the sound of the child’s scream, for the screams he was sure would come an instant later from the others a footstep behind.


  The Monster was so intent on steeling himself for the horror of it that at first it didn’t even register that the boy wasn’t screaming. The child didn’t even look afraid, in fact—just curious, or maybe mystified.


  “You’re. . .the boy began, but then his voice just trailed off to silence.


  The Monster let the words hang there in the air for all the time he could bear to leave them there, but finally he had to speak.


  “A monster. I’m a monster.”


  The boy shook his head. “No. Not a monster. Something wonderful, something strange—I don’t know. But not a monster.”


  And the Monster felt as though all the blood had drained from him at once, and small hairs rose and stood stiffly erect all over his body, and he wanted to scream but he didn’t dare because he couldn’t do that, couldn’t scream with his bloody-raw throat in front of the children. So he ran, he turned and ran from the children as far and as fast and as hard as he could.


  He didn’t run in fear or in horror. He ran because there was something in what the boy had said that he could not bear to face.


  He kept running, too, for most of the twenty minutes it took to get to the edge of the town.


  When the mad scientist was gone, the Monster closed his eyes and tried to sort his thoughts. Even more, to sort his memories; everything the Monster knew about himself was confused and addled and made no sense at all. He was a man, he knew that—but just as certainly he knew that he was a woman, a thirty-five-year-old spinster. Or maybe someone younger—a freckled, red-haired girl just past her teens. And he remembered going to work yesterday, to the job in the big city that he commuted to by car. And remembered waking up earlier that morning in the hospital where he’d gone to die of leukemia six weeks before.


  No. None of that was even possible. It was all too contradictory. He needed to focus himself, to trace his steps backward and sort the false memories from the true ones.


  He remembered waking, here in this room, not more than an hour ago. That was clear and distinct. Nothing about that memory was impossible or contradictory. But where had he been before then? He had no memory of this place whatever, confused or otherwise. He calmed himself, quieted himself, tried to concentrate.


  He could remember. . .being in a car. Yes. There was a harmony about that car, an extra realness. That made it, he was sure, truer than all those other possibilities in his past. And in the car right there beside him was his sister-in-law. They were in the car, and he was driving, and they were on the highway going toward the city. The train station. His wife was there—or she would be, soon. She’d been away for most of a week, down by the shore, taking the holiday they’d meant to take together but that he hadn’t been able to get away for. He felt guilty about that. Even now, in the center of all this confusion, he felt guilty about it.


  It wasn’t the only thing he felt guilty about, either. He tried not to glance at his sister-in-law as he felt himself blush. He hadn’t wanted another woman in all the time since he and his wife had married—honestly hadn’t felt the first pang of desire. And now, in the week that his wife had been away, her sister had stopped by every night to cook for him, to fuss about the house. . .and that was all she’d done. All they’d done. But there was a curve about her waist he’d never noticed before, and her lips always seemed full, and moist, and when the sun was going down it would cast the most incredible sheen across her full, black hair. And. . .damn it, he didn’t want to feel the need for her. He didn’t want to think the things about her that he did. But he did think them, he did, and he could see from the guilty light in her eyes that she felt all of it as strongly as he did, and maybe more strongly.


  Bad enough to find himself wanting another woman—at his age, yet. But his wife’s sister. . .? There was something sick about it, something demented. He clenched his jaw, and shook his head, and turned to steal a glance at the object of his desire. And found her looking at him, staring at him, almost. That was more than he could cope with right then, and in the time it would have taken to snap his fingers he lost himself, completely lost track of who he was and what he was and where he was and the fact that he had the car moving along the highway at eighty-five miles an hour. And that time, that tiny smidgen of time—that was all the time it took.


  Because of that tiny moment, staring onto the eyes of a woman he couldn’t dare to love, he didn’t see the BMW swerve into his lane and cut him off. Nor did he see when that car had to brake very suddenly in the traffic that was heavier than it ever ought to have been on a Saturday afternoon. If he’d even managed not to panic when he felt his bumper crunching into the BMW’s hood, he could have come out of the accident alive.


  But he did panic. He felt the shock of impact through his feet and his hands and his belly digging its way into the steering wheel, and without even thinking he tried to yank the steering wheel around, to pull himself and the car out of a sequence of events from which the laws of physics would allow no escape. And instead of just rear-ending some fool in an expensive German car, he caused his own car to go spinning around and around and around on the fast, crowded highway. At least five times as the car spun he felt it slam into other vehicles. The sixth hit—or maybe it was the seventh—brought his right rear fender into the grill of a moving van. Then, instead of spinning round, the car was turning over—rolling off the road like a log that had been pushed out of the way. He felt the impact of the car’s roof pounding itself onto the grassy shoulder of the highway, felt it through his skull and his neck and—


  —the memory shifted. And he realized, with a touch of horror, why the memory had such harmony, such resonance for him. For her. For the Monster. The Monster didn’t want to think of himself as an it, but for the moment he was tempted to—because the sister-in-law was as much a part of him as the husband was. The Monster remembered the twisted wreckage of her brother-in-law’s car, remembered seeing it from inside the wreck, through her own eyes.


  The Monster was upside down, and her neck was twisted at a strange angle—an angle that she knew was farther to the right than any neck ever ought to be able to bend, which meant that her neck was broken and she was going to die soon. She tried to raise her hand to her face and brush away the blood that was leaking into her eye, coming from either her nose or her mouth, she wasn’t sure. But when she tried to move her hand it was like there wasn’t any hand there at all. And she wasn’t breathing anymore, either. That meant that her neck wasn’t just broken; the cords inside it were already tom loose. And even though she was still alive, watching the crushed, bright-red corpse of her sister’s husband, even if she was still alive she was already dead. Her body hadn’t completely caught on to the trick of dying yet, but she was on to it.


  It occurred to her that she ought to pray, or see her life scroll before her eyes, or make her peace, or something. But she didn’t have it in her to do any of those things.


  Instead she spent the moment she had left thinking about the man who’d spent the last week leering at her. Or, she thought, be fair: trying not to leer. But she’d seen it, watched it all week, and she knew that he was to blame. It was all his fault that she was dead, and even now, remembering, the Monster resented himself for it. Never mind that she had been thinking about him that way a long time before. It didn’t show when she felt that way—she’d been alive for a good long while and she knew that it couldn’t show. It was his fault and he was tempting her and even if she was tempted that was her secret and it was none of his damned business. And the last thing she thought, as the world began to fade to grey all around her, was that she hated that man, hated him, hated his disgusting body—


  And then the Monster had awoken, here in this strange place where a madman drooled and sputtered and talked nonsense at him.


  And all those shadow memories that writhed and sputtered and shimmered in his head—and lied to him, lied to him, telling him impossible things about where he’d been and what he’d done on days that had to be the same—all of those memories were just as real as anything else about him.


  And none of them were real at all.


  Because none of them were his. They were the memories of other people, dead people who lived inside his body like parasites. Or maybe they were him—maybe he was all of those people. When he thought about it it was hard to tell which was the case, or whether they both were true—or whether neither was.


  The door of the white-white room creaked open slowly, and the crazy man stepped in. He let the door swing closed behind him, crossed the room, and looked the Monster carefully in the eye.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked. There was a slight spray from his lips as he asked the question; the Monster felt tiny droplets of spittle landing on his cheeks. He tried to ignore them, to be polite, but it was hard.


  “I’m okay,” he said. He looked away, down toward the floor, trying to avoid the spray. “Why are you asking? Are you keeping notes, recording me like an experiment—the way you’d keep track of some frog you were dissecting on the laboratory table?”


  He’d expected that to anger the man. Maybe it was foolish to play with the temper of a man who was already half unhinged, but right then the Monster resented the fact of his own being, and it didn’t concern him that the crazy man might do something out-of-hand.


  But instead of the angry words or shouting that he’d expected, there was only silence—quiet so still and sad that it left the Monster shaken. He looked up and saw that hurt painted all over the madman’s face, and he knew he’d said something wrong—and not just wrong, but mean.


  “No. I wouldn’t probe you that way, not without telling you. Not you. You aren’t just an experiment to me—you’re important, the way a son would be important. Or a daughter.” Dr. Frankenstein sniffled, and rubbed his nose across his sleeve. The Monster pictured himself, for a moment, as a child to the madman, and the idea of it made him feel ill, even if he was also feeling a little sympathy for him. “But it’s more than that. Much more. I didn’t create you just to satisfy my own needs, but the needs of a world: It’s your perspective that’s precious. Your very nature. . .I have a theory. A very interesting theory, one that created the need in me to create you.”


  Dr. Frankenstein paused, long and hard, as though he was prompting the Monster to press him for the theory’s details. But the Monster didn’t think he wanted to hear a theory that had made his existence necessary—he wasn’t sure, in fact, that he wanted to hear any of the madman’s theories. So he let the pause stretch on, and finally Dr. Frankenstein filled it himself.


  “I believe,” he said, “that all of science’s greatest discoveries, all our greatest inventions—all our truest insights!—have come from the hearts of men. Those amazing revelations that we find in the nature of the universe can only be found in those who have those wonders already in their hearts. And is .not invention always the product of the bent of the inventor? And insight anchored to the eye of the seer? You, my friend, my child, my wonder, are born of the fusion of hearts. And in that fugueing fire is the truest vision this world will ever behold!”


  Getting back to the town was an eerie experience for the Monster. He remembered it clearly, down to the smallest detail. Remembered it through at least five different sets of eyes. And yet he knew that he’d never been to the place in his life.


  The town had grown more worn in the years since he’d died so many times. But it hadn’t changed, not in any substantial way. He didn’t see any changes that weren’t just wear and tear until he turned off the town’s main road, and passed a house that had once been his.


  The door to that house was boarded shut; its windows were bricked over, and the mortar between the bricks was mossy.


  The Monster hurried away. There was nothing in the house that drew him; that life was over and done with. That part of him had left behind no unfinished business, no unrighted wrongs. It had left no one behind, in fact—no relatives, no friends. Sometimes the Monster would melancholy over the emptiness of that life. But at other times he was grateful that there was nothing in that part of his past that still called to him.


  The way, for instance, the house at the far end of this road called to him—it called to him because the woman who lived inside it was the one who had been both his sister and his wife. Or, at least, she’d been those things to parts of him. He’d been away for so long that there was no way to know that she was still there in that house where they’d lived together for years. But even if there wasn’t any way to be sure, the Monster was certain she’d be there. He’d known her for two lifetimes, and that was long enough, he thought, to know things about her that he could never be sure of. And what he knew was that she’d be waiting for him. Not waiting for him the way she’d hold dinner on those evenings that he’d come home late; she’d have gone on with her life. Waiting, maybe, the way she’d wait for the missing final chapter of a novel.


  When he got home he didn’t go right in. That wouldn’t have been right, not now, not after all this time. But he couldn’t just walk up to the house and knock on the door, either; the house was home. He’d lived in it for years, visited it for years—owned it for the best years of a lifetime. So the Monster walked around it for a few minutes, trying to figure out what he should do, or whether he should do anything at all.


  That was why he saw his wife and sister for the first time in his life through the kitchen window. She was washing dishes, or maybe drying them. She gave a start when she saw him, and he was expecting that. He was a horror, and he knew it, and he expected the people he knew and loved to jump half out of their skins at the sight of him. But she was important to him, and he watched her carefully, and he saw that she wasn’t screaming or terrified. Just startled, surprised the way anyone would be to see a stranger staring in through a window.


  Even a stranger who wasn’t a stranger at all. Especially so.


  When her start was over she set down the dish she’d been drying and frowned at him, as though she recognized him but couldn’t quite place him. Finally she shook her head and moved away from the window. A moment later she was coming out the back door of their house, still staring at him, watching him intently, as though he were one of the great mysteries of life come to roost on her doorstep.


  She walked toward him until she was close enough that the Monster could smell the quiet scent of her perfume, close enough to reach out and touch him. She did that, too, she raised her hand to his face, and her fingertips on his skin—partly probing, partly caressing—were strange and powerfully electric. He wanted to tell her something, but he didn’t know what it was he had to say, and when he moved his lips a bloody-scratchy sound came from his throat.


  Then she said the name, one of the two names that hurt so desperately to see her, and that was wonderful and beautiful and the most horrible thing that had ever happened to him in any life he’d ever lived, because the name she’d said was the sister’s name. And the sister loved her, and needed her, and missed her, but the husband was there, too, and the husband loved his wife as he loved nothing else in the world, and he’d looked at her and tried to speak to her and she’d seen someone else in his eyes. And all of that was there on his face, and he knew it: joy and recognition and response, and the husband’s wound that would never heal—a wound so bad that he wanted to curl up and die right then, right then.


  And she saw all of that, the woman who was his sister and his wife did. When she saw her sister’s joy flicker on the Monster’s face she looked for a moment both puzzled and amazed, as though she were witness to a peculiar miracle. But then she saw her husband’s devastation painted on his same features, and the muscles of her jaw went slack, and she said the other name, the husband’s name. And the Monster, all broken and unhinged inside, nodded to answer her before he had a chance to give the act a moment’s thought.


  That was the worst thing he could have done. When she’d recognized him, he knew, she’d been off-balance and only guessing that there was someone she knew inside him. And because she was only asking questions in the dark it couldn’t have sunk through to her that her husband and her sister both stood before her in one body.


  She screamed, then. The Monster knew that woman well—maybe better than he’d ever known another soul—and because he knew her so well he could tell that she wasn’t screaming at the horribleness of his nature but at the horror that that nature meant to her. It still hurt him powerfully to see the terror on her face, and the sound of her scream hurt him too. When she raised her fists and started pounding out her anger on his chest it hurt him worst of all, though the blows themselves didn’t do his body any damage.


  He stood through it all, in spite of the pain, because he felt he had an obligation to. He did his best to honor that obligation; it wasn’t until she broke down sobbing, ran back into the house, and slammed the door behind her that he even let himself cry. When she was finally gone he wandered away from the house, wailing like a banshee.


  He managed to keep himself going until he reached the small playground at the far edge of the town. He sat himself on a bench in that playground, and he stayed there—staring into the dirt and not moving a muscle that he didn’t need to breathe—for hours.


  Dr. Frankenstein had been right—the Monster did have a special insight. During the five years that he’d spent in the castle, the madman had heaped whole libraries full of books in front of the Monster, and because there was no other thing that could demand the Monster’s attention, he’d taken the reading of those books to heart. The remarkable part was that even though the Monster was in essence only a student, often as he read—very often—he would strike on solutions to the problems that the books posed. Solutions that the authors had never intended, nor even conceived of. The Monster knew, as that happened to him again and again, that there was something to Dr. Frankenstein’s “theory”; that there had to be some special magic in his segmented heart. He knew, certainly, that he wasn’t any true genius; his mind was certainly no better than it had ever been in any of his lives. Only different.


  And bothered.


  The real reason he kept himself buried in books wasn’t boredom or the need to learn or any of those things. He felt bad for the madman. Sometimes he felt ashamed for him, or even embarrassed. But he wouldn’t have pressed himself into study just because he’d been told to. No. He read because he had to, because there was something from his past that haunted him. And when he concentrated hard enough on the work in front of him, his heart was easier to ignore.


  He was reading that afternoon when Dr. Frankenstein finally said the thing that pushed the Monster out of his five-year daze—sitting in the sun in a lounge chair on one of the castle’s terraces, reading a fat, heavy book on the nature of germ plasm. The madman stepped out onto the balcony through the open doorway, and then he stopped. For a long while he just stood there on the grey, sunny stone, staring at the Monster, not saying a word. The Monster could feel the weight in the air from whatever it was the man wanted to say, and he didn’t like the touch of it; he kept reading, and let the man hold his peace. He stood there for five minutes, at least, before he managed to screw up the nerve to get the words through his lips.


  “Monster,” he said. It’d taken the man a long while to get used to the idea that the Monster could think of himself by no other name, but once he’d understood he’d respected the Monster’s wishes, and called him by the name he’d chosen for himself. “I love you, Monster, you know that. Don’t you?”


  The Monster knew it, all right. But he’d never had to deal with the idea out loud before, and it made him uncomfortable as sin. He nodded, partly to avoid having to say the words himself, partly to answer the question. Nodding only made him more uncomfortable; he tried to imagine that he was someplace else, anywhere, any where else in the world but right there and right then.


  “Well, what I need to know is, is this: do you love me, Monster?” A thin line of saliva descended toward his lapel from the comer of his mouth. “I mean: do you love me?”


  The Monster tried to make himself quiet inside. He really did. But


  inside his head there was rushing and roaring and horrible things, and he was afraid—he was a Monster and he knew it and he was afraid—that he’d do something monstrous, something monstrous and horrible and violent and evil.


  He didn’t know the answer to the madman’s question. And he didn’t know why the question did to him what it had. He didn’t think he wanted to know either one of those things.


  So he set his book, gently as he could, on the lounge table beside him. And got up. And walked away, and hid himself in the deepest, darkest dungeon that the castle had.


  He stayed holed up in the dungeon all morning and into the early afternoon, licking wounds he didn’t understand—and licking wounds he didn’t even truly know he had. As he sat there, curled up in the dusty corner of an ersatz cell, his mind wandered. Wandered, for the first time in his five years, around and toward. . .not Dr. Frankenstein, or his sad, drooling love, but toward those pieces of the Monster’s past that for all of those five years he’d been avoiding. And the thing he thought about most of all was that woman he loved twice over. The woman who’d been wife to one piece of him, and sister to another.


  He loved that woman. Loved her like. . .like the whole damned world, and every star and every other thing he could imagine, all together at once. Loved her, and missed her, and needed her, and. . .


  But just as he thought those things, felt those things, he knew that she was a person and a life that was behind him. A love of another life; the lover of another life. And he knew that even if he could find her, tell her who he was and love her—if she could love a monster—all he’d be doing would be denying himself and what he’d become. A monster couldn’t love a woman, not as a sister or as a wife, and if he could it wouldn’t be right, anyway. And too: he wasn’t the man who’d loved her. Nor the woman. Not even if he held all that was left of their lives inside him. His heart knew that the worst thing he could do to himself was pretend that he was somebody else.


  Or, at least, that’s what he tried to tell himself as he crept out of the dungeon, into the forest. Toward town. And he knew, as he hiked, that all of his reservations were founded. Tellingly so. Still: even though he tried with all his heart to turn away, back toward the castle, all he could do was continue. In his mind’s eye he saw Dr. Frankenstein, drooling at him brokenly, and his heart told him that he was betraying the one real love he had in this life. But that didn’t stop him, either.


  The road that the playground was on was the town’s main thoroughfare, and though it was empty because it was unpopular with the town’s children, it was in plain sight of what traffic the town had. All that afternoon as the Monster sat staring at the grass, the people who passed on foot and in car saw him, and they watched him. Twice police cars cruised by him slowly.


  The Monster’s appearance was a suspicious thing to the police, but there was no crime that the Monster committed by sitting on a bench and staring at the grass, and therefore there was no reason that the police could or would do anything to or about him. The Monster was too deep in the fog of grieving to notice any of them.


  But as the hours went by that fog grew thinner and thinner, and eventually it burned away altogether. The grief itself was still full and brimming in his heart, but the world, just as the world always does, brought itself back to him. On toward early evening a crowd gathered on the sidewalk that ran between the playground and the street, and the mass of them—it looked to the Monster’s eye as though half the town were there—stood there for a long time, just watching him quietly.


  The Monster didn’t ignore them, exactly, because that would have been rude, but he didn’t pay the crowd a whole lot of attention, either. It occurred to him that they might be like the lynch mobs of villagers from the Frankenstein movies, gathering to destroy him. But he didn’t have the heart to cope with that thought, not even if it was true. He needed quiet to cope with his grief, and he made that quiet for himself, in spite of the fact that he felt like some animal in a zoo.


  Half an hour after the sun had finished setting, the woman who’d been the Monster’s sister and his wife pushed her way through the crowd, walked across the playground, and sat down on the bench beside him. When she’d been there for a while she reached over and took his hand, and held it in her warm, soft fingers.


  “I heard on the radio that you were here,” she said.


  The Monster nodded. It didn’t please him that news of his whereabouts was on the radio, but it didn’t surprise him, exactly, either. Either way, he didn’t have much to say about it.


  They sat there that way for half an hour, with everybody and his brother watching them, and finally she stood up, still holding his hand, and asked him to come home with her.


  The Monster nodded, and he followed her. When they got to the edge of the park the crowd parted for them like a Biblical sea, and she led him back to the house where they’d lived for years as man and wife. Once they were home she fixed a rich dinner of stewed lamb and potatoes and onions. And that night they slept together—though sleeping was all they did, because even though they’d spent lifetimes together they were still at the same time very new to each other.


  And that could have been the end of it, right there. If they’d put their hearts and minds to it they could have lived happily together forever afterward. But even if that would have been wonderful, it wouldn’t have been right, or true, or even honest. The Monster realized that as he dreamed that night, lying next to her, warm and comfortable under the clean, smooth sheets.


  The clearness of the vision was still in the Monster’s mind when he woke that morning, half an hour before dawn. He still felt hollow inside from what the dream pressed home to him: how he wasn’t the man who had loved this woman for all of his adult life. Nor was he the woman who had loved her sister as dearly as any woman has ever loved another. He was another person altogether—his own life, his own wants and hopes and needs. His own mark to make on the face of the world, no matter that he was made from bits and pieces of the lives of others. As he sat there, staring out at the cool blue-grey morning sky with the warm body of a woman he loved beside him, he knew that he couldn’t stay. Not if he was ever to have any hope of being true to himself. No matter how wonderful it would be.


  She was awake beside him, now—not yet upright, but wide awake. He looked over at her, and he started to speak, but then he saw in her eyes that she already knew what he was planning.


  “I shouldn’t have come back,” he said. It wasn’t what he’d meant to say. “I shouldn’t be here.”


  She smiled at him, a little sad. “But you did that,” she said. “You are.” She took his hand and she squeezed it.


  “It isn’t me who loves you.” The Monster winced and shook his head; that wasn’t the right thing to say, and when he heard the words out loud they sounded cruel and mean. “I love you, but. . .I wasn’t the one you loved. It wasn’t me. It isn’t.” And winced again, because he felt as though he’d lied.


  She squeezed his hand, and lifted herself up off the bed to kiss his cheek. “It doesn’t matter who you are,” she told him. “That’s really not the point.”


  The Monster didn’t know what to say to that; he couldn’t parse the sense of it. So he nodded and he said he had to go, and she smiled at him understandingly. Then he got up and left that house forever, to return to the castle and the madman and his destiny. The madman welcomed him home with open arms and fat tears in his eyes, and the Monster hugged him back, and his heart knew that he loved that man, and that he’d missed him—and he told Dr. Frankenstein so.


  But nowadays, when it’s quiet and all the problems that lie at hand are solved (which is more often than is comfortable), the Monster sometimes thinks of that woman. Not painfully, these days. A little sad maybe—and not comprehending at all. He doesn’t know that back in that house, in that town, she waits for him to this day. Her life goes on, pleasantly and well, but in her way, she waits. Eventually, though, when the moments get long enough, the Monster will realize that she does.


  THE THING ITSELF


  Michael Blumlein


  This is a story about love. It is about Laurie and Elliot, two people who meet in their late twenties. Laurie is a nurse and an outdoors woman. She jogs and she hikes. She has had experiences with men, none of them long. She prefers her enlistments short and definable.


  Elliot is a doctor. He has cystic fibrosis, a disease of the lungs and pancreas. He is a dedicated and conscientious worker and a wit. A vivid imagination is his handle on survival.


  There are lessons in this story. Particular ones, and universal, A video is forthcoming. And later, a syndicated column. Love, after all, is not so hard. It is not a city, or a thought. When attended to with foresight and maturity, love is as straightforward as boiling an egg.


  I. THE ROLL OF THE DICE


  Laurie met Elliot while she was working in the intensive care unit. It was in the early morning hours after the fire that had swept through the college women’s dormitory, and all medical personnel had been mobilized. The blackened bodies of coeds hadn’t yet been removed from the crowded corridors. They lined the walls, silent lumps under crumpled white sheets. The smell was horrible. Families raged and grieved, while nurses, doctors, administrators, and orderlies performed their grim tasks. The proportions of the tragedy stripped away artifice. The normally meticulous women forgot about their makeup, their lipstick and eyeliner. Mascara trickled in tears down their cheeks. The carefully groomed administrators had no time to shave, and tiny splinters of hair stuck out from their chins and cheeks. For a short while these people came together in a way unknown to them by the light of bright and ordered day.


  Laurie found Elliot in the ICU. They had communicated several times before, under purely routine circumstances. The lids of his eyes seemed to close as he leaned over the girl in the bed. He placed his stethoscope on her chest and shook his head.


  “Take a break,” Laurie said. “You’ve been here all night.”


  Elliot pretended not to hear. His forehead was nearly touching the singed skin of the girl. He tried to hold back his tears.


  Laurie stood silently next to the bed. Her stethoscope was draped over her neck; her hands squeezed the side rail. She watched Elliot, who seemed so sad and alive. She reached across the dying girl and took his hand.


  “C’mon, let’s have a cup of coffee.”


  Elliot let her lead him to the nurses’ lounge, where they sat on a cheap plastic couch. It was split down the middle, and the foam showed through. Elliot held his face in his hands, staring at the floor. Laurie bent the spigot of the coffee machine, filling two cups with lukewarm coffee. Her eyes were bloodshot; the gray bags beneath them made her look twice her age. She had been a nurse for five years, and this had been the worst night of her life. Unconsciously, she put her hand on Elliot’s neck and began to rub.


  Elliot let her, not expecting to relax. He was too tired to sleep. He put the coffee cup on the table and touched Laurie’s leg. He turned sideways on the couch, crossed his legs in a yoga position, and stretched out his back. Laurie rubbed it. She leaned closer and pulled him against her. Snaking her hands between the buttons at the front of his shirt, she touched his chest.


  Elliot took her to the on-call room and locked the door. He made a few lame jokes about doctors and nurses. She laughed a little too loud. When they made love, it was slow, then very quick. Elliot was funny and gentle. Laurie was surprised at how easy it was. She got hot fast and reached a sharp climax. Elliot came too, and in moments was asleep. His breathing was rapid and coarse for a long time. Laurie stayed awake. She was amazed. A verse from somewhere played in her mind:


  The dead come knocking


  The dead come knocking


  And love, sweet love,


  It lets them in.


  II. CHOOSING THE RIGHT SPECIES


  Tall men aroused in Laurie feelings she preferred to avoid. She was five foot three, and Elliot, if anything, was half an inch shorter. This suited Laurie just fine. When they moved in together, they kept things—books, pots, linens—close to the ground. They left the top shelves in the kitchen empty, and made sure their two full-length mirrors were hung low on the doors.


  A month after getting the apartment, Elliot came down with pneumonia. He was put in the hospital and ended up staying for three weeks. During this time Laurie got a taste of a different life. She visited him daily, twice when she could. They did crosswords together, read to each other, shared meals. Elliot craved starches—noodles and spaghetti—because of his body’s poor ability to digest protein. Laurie brought in food and ate with him. She got a little fat. She stopped jogging because she didn’t have time, and saw more of his nurses than her own friends.


  On the whole, though, she was happy. She had a man, and the man loved her. He needed her. It made her feel good.


  Elliot’s pneumonia slowly improved. His breathing became easier, and the oxygen was taken away. Soon he was able to say more than one or two sentences without getting out of breath.


  “Imagination,” he told Laurie, “is the source of my strength. When I stop inventing, I will die.”


  He was twenty-nine, and had already lived years beyond others with his disease. His future was not bright.


  “Fiction is power,” he went on. “Out of it grows fact. Avoidance is sometimes more direct than study.”


  Elliot loved the sound of words and the shelter they brought. When he had the breath, he could talk for hours. He told Laurie stories.


  One day they were lying together in his hospital bed, Elliot in his issued gown, Laurie in a skirt and blouse. The nurses allowed the intimacy because Laurie was one of them, because Elliot was a doctor. They allowed it because they were sympathetic; they understood the nature of health and recovery.


  The back of the bed was raised so that Elliot could breathe easier. Laurie was nestled by his side, one hand draped across his stomach. She was half-asleep, timing her breathing to the cadence of Elliot’s voice.


  “Like the Pope,” he was saying, “I believe in angels. Not good and bad ones, as he supposes. Reflective ones. Mirrors in the shapes of Mobius strips. A kind of personal and mathematical afterlife. Are you listening?”


  She nodded sleepily.


  “It is not simply belief,” he went on. “There are certain proofs . . .” He paused, looking down at the hand on his stomach. It was finely veined, strong, and the arm, the soft belly of the biceps, was beautiful as it disappeared into the sleeve of her blouse. He became aware of her breasts pressed against his side.


  “There is a restaurant,” he said. “I have visited it more than once. Its atmosphere is unique; its elegance, legendary. The special there is an ambrosial delight not to be found elsewhere. Not were you to search a lifetime.” He put a hand on her breast and spoke authoritatively. “Mother’s milk. Not milk and honey, not the milk of human kindness, not even the milky tears of dew at dawn. Simply, purely, pleasingly. Mother’s milk. The brew of Mammalia. The sustenance of our kind.”


  She smiled dreamily. Encouraged, Elliot went on.


  “Here,” he swept out an arm, “on our very premises we house a wide variety of creatures. The multitudinous reflections of God’s eye are yours to choose from. In cages in the basement we have rabbit, chipmunk, gopher, and beaver. Our shrew milk is heavenly, though scant. An agile child has been trained to gather it: her tiny, supple fingers deftly milk the precious fluid into thimbles, which you may purchase as souvenirs.


  “In a corral adjoining the flank of the restaurant lie our marsupials, the wombats and koalas, the kangaroos. Beyond, in our rolling grasslands, dotted with oak and madrone, irrigated by fifteen miles of flexible conduit, waters from artesian wells, graze elephant, ass, moose, zebra, yak, giraffe, and llama. Anteaters forage there, and armadillos. It is still summer, and the young of these creatures are not yet weaned. There is milk in abundance, thick milk, thin, sweet and bitter. Some is white as snow, some yellow, other gray as ash. We have a team of starving children, adept at identification, trained to run quickly and carefully. They keep low, and draw upon udders with acrobatic skill and finesse. For each cup of milk delivered to our kitchen they receive a handful of coin; every third cup nets them a day of rest. They are strong-hearted and eager to please. Choose your mammal and feed a child.”


  He paused to gather his breath.


  Laurie yawned, stretched. “You haven’t mentioned the carnivores,” she said.


  “We offer a complete listing. The cost, as you might expect, is higher. The risks are greater, the mothers not so obliging. Extraction is more labor-intensive, requiring from two to five brave souls. We don’t use tranquilizer guns, as it would taint the milk. A mothering carnivore, be it badger, weasel, lion, bear, or wolf, is a touchy animal. Her glands are guarded items, the product a precious commodity. But a sip of cheetah milk . . .” He sighed, licking his lips, “it puts hair on your chest.”


  “I don’t need more hair,” said Laurie. She touched a scratch mark on her calf. “I have to shave too much as it is, and I hate it.”


  “Then you should definitely skip the carnivores. Besides, the milk has a tendency to be harsh. Causes the mouth to pucker.” He pursed his lips and blew her a kiss.


  “Ethical considerations require that the last class go unnamed. Strictly speaking, we are not even supposed to have the milk available. Gathering it has been declared an objectification of the provider. Many who are not in need of the income consider it degrading. Others claim that its collection and availability carry sexual overtones that should not be confused with food. Notwithstanding these objections, it is a most popular item.”


  “Men, I presume, favor it more than women.”


  “Surprisingly not. Women choose it as often.”


  “It’s in your mind, Elliot.”


  He laughed. “I’m a piece of fiction.”


  “You’re a good man. What will I do without you?”


  “Don’t be maudlin.” He started to say more but was interrupted by the beginnings of a cough. It started deep in his chest and rumbled up like thunder. His face suffused with blood, and his whole body shook. It seemed like he was tearing his insides out.


  “Should I call the nurse?”


  He didn’t answer, working his lungs until finally he brought something up. He spit it into some Kleenex, then reached over and turned on the oxygen. He stuck the plastic prongs in his nose.


  Laurie watched. She waited. Her initial apprehension gradually faded, but a knot of tension stayed in her stomach. She was still learning this man’s routine. This life.


  “I’m worried about you,” she said at length.


  “It’s okay,” he said, panting. His forehead was beaded with sweat. “I . . . have to . . . get . . . the phlegm up.”


  “It’s always like this?”


  He nodded. They held hands and listened to the oxygen bubbling quietly up beside the bed. Gradually his breathing calmed. Laurie asked him about dying.


  “Everyone dies,” he said.


  “But you have CF.”


  “I don’t think about it. Only when I’m sick.”


  She looked at him quizzically. “I don’t believe you.”


  He stared at her, then looked away. “I think about it. What’s the difference?”


  “The difference is I’m involved. I just found you. I don’t want you to die.”


  “I won’t die.”


  She was not convinced.


  “I won’t,” he repeated. “I promise. Listen . . .” He took her hand. “There’s one more item. One more kind of milk.”


  “Stop,” she said.


  “No. Listen. It’s the last. The purest. It’s a vapor, it enters through closed lips, condenses on the tongue. It’s the sweetest milk there is. Full of gentleness and comfort. The breath of an angel.”


  “I don’t believe in angels,” she said stiffly. “This is about dying, isn’t it?” Tears brimmed her eyes. “You’re going to die, aren’t you?”


  “No.” He shook his head. “It’s just a story.”


  III. IMAGINATION AND GOOD HEALTH


  Love requires health. Health is hypnotism, trust, science. It is persuasion and power, belief spread like a blanket, a bed. It is rational, irrational. Chemistry, words, light, and sound.


  An agent can be employed. A drug, for example, a root. Or a shell, mud, bark, the husk of an insect. A scalpel can be the agent. The ace of cups. There are capsules the size of cherries, poultices that smell like tar. Horn of goat, spore of fungus, fender, headlight, bottle cap. A healer must not be narrow-minded.


  He can tell a story.


  Elliot is a healer, a doctor of medicine. He works in a windowless room with a desk and a table. A curtain can be drawn around the table for privacy. Patients who willingly lie naked for his examination use the curtain’s screen to reclothe themselves. It is the shield behind which they recover their dignity.


  On the wall above his desk is taped a card with the words: do no harm. Out of sight on the back of it is a quote from a friend: “I’ve always said I don’t mind nobody bullshittin’ me, but if you’re going to jive make it good. Make me believe it.”


  One afternoon a woman enters his office. She is overweight and wears pants whose zipper is broken. She has on a loose-fitting T-shirt and a bandanna that hides her hair. Settling in the chair beside his desk, she says, “I got burning.”


  Elliot is tired from a bad night. He stifles a yawn. “Burning?”


  “All up in my head,” she touches it, “and down my back. It draws on me. Cuts clear from back to front. My arms and legs too. My whole body bums.”


  Elliot thumbs through her chart, thick with multiple visits, multiple complaints. Even before knowing what she has, he wonders what she wants.


  “How long have you had the burning?”


  The woman calculates. “Two days, maybe three.”


  “Have you tried anything?”


  “Rubbing alcohol.”


  He nods.


  “Listerine.”


  He waits for more, but the woman is close-lipped. She stares at her lap, as though awaiting punishment.


  “And did they help?”


  “They soothed a little. I still got the burning.”


  Elliot is drowsy, and his mind is not working well. Burning makes him think of sparks, fire, sexual yearning. He knows if he is not careful, the thread will vanish and he will lose control.


  He tells her to undress, and when she is ready he goes to examine her. She does not appear ill. In the midst of listening to her lungs, Elliot is struck by a fit of coughing. He retreats across the room, leaning against his desk until the paroxysm passes. Winded and slightly embarrassed, he completes the exam. He draws the curtain and tells her to dress.


  At his desk he ponders his own health. It is slowly failing. He feels it when he tries a deep breath. Always he wants for air.


  The woman seems healthy enough. He resents this, but also he is grateful. Her story is making him work and forget. When she is dressed and sitting, he has a sense again of her fear.


  “The exam,” he says carefully, “is normal.”


  “Then what’s the burning?”


  “It’s a reaction to something. Maybe a virus. Or an allergy. It should be gone in a few days.”


  She looks at him, her face working to stay calm. Her eyes are everywhere but at his. “My mother died of cancer.”


  “This is not cancer.”


  “It ate her up. In the end the fever got her. Burned her till she couldn’t eat. Couldn’t breathe either.”


  “You do not have cancer.” Elliot takes her by the wrist and forces her to look at him. “Do you understand?”


  “I’m not going to die?”


  “Not of this.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Listen to me. This is not cancer. You are not going to die.” She looks away, and then her eyes dart back, as if to make sure he is telling the truth.


  “You believe me?”


  She nods tentatively, then stands. “I feel better. The burning, it’ll go away?”


  “Yes. Call me next week.”


  She leaves, and Elliot settles in his chair. He feels charged by the encounter. On a scrap of paper he scribbles the words: science: to know, and beneath them, fiction: to shape. Next to fiction he sketches a picture of a syringe and needle. He draws a colony of bacteria and an equation to estimate the blood flow through the heart. Above it, opposite the word science, he sketches the face of a man. He has a single eye, from whose pupil radiate tiny stars, half-moons, mythical animals in miniature. They rise above his head, where they circle in a cloud of barely discernible shapes. They look like the bacteria below, and, noting this, Elliot draws a bridge connecting the two. He smiles, then yawns. Cradling his arms on the desktop, he puts his head down.


  Sometime later, a knock on the door stirs him. Heavy-lidded and still half-asleep, he swivels in his chair. Through the door walks a clown in full regalia—whiteface, painted smile, pink wig. On his forehead is penciled a blue eye.


  Elliot stares. He rubs his eyes. There is another knock, and he turns to the door, grateful for the interruption. This time a skeleton hobbles in, all bones, ambulating without visible means of support. In its teeth is clenched a cigar; the smoke trails up and hangs in its eye sockets. The skeleton takes a position near the clown, who regards Elliot with a gay, fixed smile. He wrinkles his forehead, and the eye there blinks.


  Elliot is speechless. His mind skirts over the day’s events, searching for clues. Did he eat something bad? Was there a drug in his morning tea? Something in the air? The skeleton and clown seem to be waiting. There is another sound at the door, followed by a brief inrush of air. Elliot girds himself and turns. Standing in the doorway is a naked man, his face and torso vaguely familiar. Sweeping out from his back are wings.


  Elliot numbly watches this last one enter, then gets up and shuts the door. This is a private matter, he is sure. It occurs to him that it might be his time to die.


  The three gaze at him without detectable emotion. The clown speaks.


  “Life is not simple, my friend. You’ve probably noticed. Boundaries constantly change. It is a difficult concept for the egocentric mind.


  “A person, for example, starts as a single cell. The cell divides, migrates, differentiates. There is no ‘fact’ of existence.”


  “Who are you?” Elliot asks. His voice is shaky.


  “Nor of nonexistence,” the winged person continues. “Dead tissue is carried off by scavengers. Bones, by droplets of water. Death is hardly less complicated.”


  “Why are you here? Who are you?”


  “There is no thing that does not change. There is no fact. There is only fiction.”


  “We are Humor, Death, Science,” says the clown. “Your I homunculi. A lovely triad, don’t you think?”


  “Think?” Elliot stammers. “Am I thinking?”


  “Don’t be cute.” The skeleton waves its cigar. “I was told you were a nice fellow.”


  “Courteous,” says the clown.


  “Kind.”


  “A hard worker.”


  “Why are you here?” Elliot asks.


  “A lesson in geography,” rattles the skeleton. “Boundaries. The imagination.”


  “You scare me.”


  “We could not possibly harm you,” murmurs the one with wings. “Love prevents us.”


  “Love, however, does not kill bacteria.” The clown scribbles a formula in the air. “Science is chemistry. Subatomics is the nature of things.”


  “The end of things is the nature of things,” says the skeleton. “Forgetfulness is such a blessing.”


  “The wind is a blessing,” says the winged one. Of the three he seems the most human. ‘Breath is the common origin. It is the source of inspiration.”


  “Which of the triad are you?” Elliot asks.


  “I am Death,” whispers the angel.


  Elliot is now visibly shaken. He strains to think of something to say, to do. The tension rises in his body. When it hits his chest, he is seized by a fit of coughing. It is a bad one, lasting more than a minute. By the time it ends, he is breathless. His face is red, his head between his legs.


  “Air,” he whispers. “Air.”


  IV. DOING THINGS TOGETHER


  At the foot of Elliot and Laurie’s bed is a twenty-four-inch Sony I color television. The remote control device lies between them on the sheet. They are watching the Miss America Beauty Pageant.


  Elliot is bored with the contestants, putting up with their dime-store, egregious obsequiousness in order to catch a glimpse of the true star, the enigmatic Bert Parks. Parks is a kind of hero to Elliot. He seems to age so gracelessly, like no man on earth, from the lizardlike skin at his neck to the sleazy, hungry, haunted pits that pass for his eyes. His smile is a lurid caricature, evoking death camp assurances and promises. And his singing . . . his singing is mesmerizing.


  A rhapsody to the beatific pucker of femininity, Parks’s voice is a tribute to science. To mind over matter, imagination over true flesh. When Parks sings, Elliot nearly weeps. He thinks of drugs stronger than morphine, of direct stimulation of the neural centers of pain and pleasure. He is astounded by the man, by his determination, his self-denigration, his longevity. During the closing bars of the pageant’s hymn, Elliot suddenly realizes that Parks is not human.


  If he studies the man’s image carefully, he can discern gaps between body parts. When one of the contestants passes behind him, Elliot catches a glimpse of the sequins on her dress through Parks’s thyroid gland. When Parks turns to greet her, pink feathers (presumably from her headpiece) sprout from his eye sockets. It is a revelation. Bert Parks, the suave, polished, unctuous ringmaster, is an illusion.


  Laurie is more interested in the girls. She is captivated by their glossy smiles and precise bodies. Their perfect nails and hair, and endless legs. Despite her humiliation at their grating optimism and choreographed gaiety, Laurie is envious. She imagines futures of attention and worth, of great personal magnetism and reward. She feels inadequate. Taking the remote control device in a hand, she punches off the TV.


  “Am I pretty?” she asks Elliot.


  “Exceptionally.”


  “No. Don’t answer fast. I want you to think about it. I want the truth.”


  He cups his chin in his palm and looks her over. The wide, acne-pocked forehead. Weak chin, full breasts, short, fat legs.


  “You are beautiful,” he says.


  She looks him in the eye. “You mean it?”


  “I mean it. Beautiful. It’s as simple as that.”


  Laurie smiles then, a broad, teary-eyed smile. “I love you, Elliot. If I could. I’d give you my breath. I’d breathe for you.”


  “Laurie,” he says, taking her hands, “if I could, I’d sing for you. I’d sing words that you’d believe, and I’d put them in your brain in a place you’d never forget . . .” He pauses, then laughs. “If I could, Laurie, I’d be Bert Parks for you. I’d be immortal.”


  V. WORKING IT OUT


  Laurie works in the intensive care unit. Sometimes it is slow, sometimes busy. Of the six beds in the unit only one is filled tonight. In it is a thirty-year-old man who looks ninety. His eyes are yellow, his arms spindly, his face sallow. His belly is so swollen that he has not seen his feet in months. He can’t lie flat because it is impossible to breathe, so he has to be propped up in bed. He doesn’t sleep well but can’t take pills because his liver is shot. He has terminal cirrhosis and has been in and out of a coma for days.


  Presently he is in, which means that there is not much for Laurie to do. From time to time she checks his bottles, and every hour she takes his vital signs. Between these small tasks she sits at the nurses’ station reading an outdoor magazine. Tonight she finds it boring and keeps reading the same passage over and over. She is thinking about Elliot.


  All her life Laurie has depended on men. This she resents, and so for years has made a deal with herself. A secret, barely conscious deal: her men will have flaws. Her first lover was unreliable; her second, distant and moody. The one before Elliot indulged himself in a cause more than he did in Laurie. Elliot’s flaw is his illness. It puts the two of them, she feels, on equal footing. He cannot leave her because he needs her. He depends on her. This gives her a sense of security. It makes her feel curiously independent and strong, She has casually forgotten the inevitability of his early death. She is unaware of how carefully she has chosen a situation that will soon cause her grief. Laurie herself lives in a world of periodic coma.


  She has a cup of coffee, and then another. Between three and five are the worst hours of the morning, the hardest to stay awake. She starts to do her nails but stops because she doesn’t really care. The girls are girls; she is a woman. The men can meet her on her own ground.


  The coffee has its effect, and her head begins to buzz. Her hands get jittery, and she starts to have a few wild thoughts. From the bed of the cirrhotic she hears a sound. There is a curtain around him, and when she gets up to look behind it, he is gone. In his place is a man with wings.


  Oh shit, Laurie thinks. Something’s wrong. Something’s terribly wrong. Then the nurse in her takes over.


  She makes the man comfortable, fluffing up the pillow and straightening the sheets. His wings curl around, resting on his torso and upper thighs. He smiles up at her from a drawn face; he does not look well at all. She gives him a sip of water, and he thanks her with his eyes. She tells herself that she should report this to her supervisor, but as she turns to go he touches her with a wing. He makes her understand that he wants her to take a feather. As a gift. A token. Laurie refuses, but the man insists. It is all so very strange.


  Finally she consents, choosing a small white primary near the tip. She tugs on it, but it sticks tight. She pulls harder, and harder still.


  It comes loose with a pop, then a hiss. Laurie feels a soft stream of air against her face. It tastes faintly of milk.


  She touches her lips with the tip of the feather. The hiss continues. She realizes she has acted willfully. It does not surprise her. All things must pass. She is a survivor. The man’s time is up.


  VI. SONG AND LAMENT


  You promised you wouldn’t die. You said it, and yet you bought life insurance every chance you got. At eighteen, twenty, twenty-five. Twenty-five years old! There is no insurance at twenty-five; at twenty-five some people open their eyes for the first time. Open them and see a world. Take the wrong turn sometimes, stumble maybe, but none would call it death. Disappointment, sure. A setback. But not death. How can we die before we even open our eyes?


  But it was different for you. You were sick from the start. Your mother said she wouldn’t have had you if she’d known. She was crying when she said that; it was after you died. She would have aborted, she said, if not with the help of someone with conscience, then in some back alley. With a stick, a hanger. With lye if she had to. However dangerous and terrible, she would have tried. Because life was too hard for you. Too damned hard.


  You couldn’t run or skip, couldn’t move fast to save your life. Couldn’t scale a peak and stand above the world, stretch out where there’s nothing but sky. Or pause on an alpine trail, lupine clumped around the base of a gnarled juniper, wind in your face, snow in the air. Stop and sit on a piece of granite the size of an elephant. Share lunch. You couldn’t breathe the mountain air, the fine, crystalline air. The oxygen was too thin, your lungs too choked with phlegm. You almost died when we drove across the Rockies.


  But you said dying wasn’t on your mind when you weren’t sick. When you weren’t laid out in bed, coughing, panting, struggling to bring up the phlegm. You said you didn’t think about it, but how could you not? How could you not be afraid the next day might be just a little harder, your lungs more tired, your breath feebler? When you’re sick like that, isn’t every day a sick day, even when you’re better? Don’t the pills get old, and the treatments? Isn’t there a part of you that waits for things to worsen, that expects to die?


  But you said no, and showered me with fancy words and stories. With gentleness and patience. With love.


  Sometimes you seemed a saint. Tough, vulnerable. Weakened, you were stronger. Resilient. Erotic.


  You were the sexiest man I knew.


  You didn’t hike or swim. Didn’t cook. You talked to me. You listened. You made jokes and made love.


  You used to come home after work—after ten, twelve exhausting hours at the hospital—and boil a package of spaghetti for dinner. Spaghetti and butter. That was it. For dinner. No wonder you died.


  You made me laugh, see? Taught me humor. Imagination. Things to ease the pain.


  Like buying that guidebook of San Francisco with each street labeled according to its grade. Red was steep, yellow gentle, blue level. You plotted a course through the city, convinced me the modest hills were mountain peaks, the brightly painted Victorians sweet-smelling pine. Stray cats were skunk, dogs were wolf and deer. The reservoirs were alpine lakes, and you carried repellent to keep the mosquitoes down.


  You were good at easing the pain, Elliot. The pain of less. The pain of having to lose you.


  I remember the last morphine shot, the one that let you lie back, that let the knotted muscles in your chest and neck finally ease. The room was dark, your friends circled the bed like a hand. One by one they told the stories, they made a web of memories with you at the center. So that when they were done, you were remembered, and free to go. You slumped against me, heavy, loose at last, and asked, Can I die? Your voice was so feeble I scarcely heard. Can I die?


  Yes, I whispered. Yes, yes, die now. You would have fought had I said no.


  You smiled, and your mouth got slack. You gave a little shudder, and you died.


  I did not weep. I felt anger and sadness. Your weight. I watched the moonlight on the floor. I heard wheels in the hall. The world had wings.


  THE PAINTED MAN


  Joseph Gangemi


  I


  When David Rivers first met the artist, he did not expect that he would become her lover. She was just a lady with a particularly attractive upstairs apartment for rent, with a widow’s walk and a priceless view of the ocean.


  David worked in a decent seafood restaurant, Madeline’s, in the next town up the coast, a place with its own marina where yachtsmen could dock and drink in the air-conditioned lounge during the syrupy-hot afternoons—when the smell of tar from the weatherproofed pilings of the boardwalk baked up into the air with the heat shimmies and blended with the odors of gulls, warm cement, cotton candy, and the spray of the ocean—and it was in this restaurant that David first saw the artist’s work.


  It was a large painting, almost five feet across, hanging discretely in the restaurant’s atmospheric low lighting. The painting was not the work of an amateur. It chose for its subject matter not the romantic and clichéd images of a schooner on the high seas, or a gaudy, gypsy-colored sunrise, but rather portrayed the Atlantic as David saw it each morning when he went running on the beach, or collecting shells (a pastime he still enjoyed though he considered himself a jaded native by now, and therefore should have been oblivious to the ocean). The painting depicted a simple bit of beach, far from the water and the flat, smooth sand near the edge of the surf; this sand was dirty with shells and dead grass and splinters of driftwood. It was the sand found under the boardwalk pilings, and at the edge of the uncompromising parking lots of the new high-rise hotels. Sand that collected like weeds, as abundant as crabgrass in inland suburbs; it was the raw material of these coastal towns, and it found its way into shoes and pipes and the trunks of automobiles. It suggested to David that the artist understood more about the makeshift quality of these coastal towns than the optimistic natives and tourists would comfortably recognize.


  Maybe he was reading too much into the painting, David thought. He’d made that mistake before in college, confounding the aesthetic with an academic scavenge for meaning. But as he moved past the painting each day waiting tables, his attention was drawn to it again and again, and he memorized the artist’s signature. Emily Lin.


  So when he came across her name again in the want-ads beneath a description of an apartment for rent that met with his modestly expanding income, he circled it with red marker, and drove there the next day.


  The house was at least eighty years old, dated more than likely from before the land contractors had redesigned this coast into a resort. While this was a town of no charm, the house was charming. It stood two stories, perched baroquely at the edge of a sand-and-scrubgrass hill that sloped to become the beach. There was a widow’s walk on the roof, with a low railing, where supposedly in the past women would pace and stare out to sea in the hope of seeing their men return home.


  The shutters were painted a morose black, and the shingles had seen better days, but then he wasn’t going to buy the place, and as long as water didn’t leak into his bedroom he could overlook the repairs the place needed. He walked to the front door and knocked.


  He’d expected an older woman, with severe gray hair pulled back into a bun, and some eccentric outfit—a colorful sari, maybe.


  She was thirty, he would guess, though there was premature gray in her long, stray hair. She answered the door in jeans and a sweatshirt. She was too thin, he judged, even in this day of fashionable starvation. He had been with women like her before, and he knew she would not have to inhale much for her ribs to show. He thought that he could read many things there in her expression—irritation, possibly, and he wondered if she was a recluse desiring only her canvas and the sea; a wit she kept tucked away like ancient love letters, dancing behind her eyes like a moth; and a patience that seemed unhealthy in someone so young. Most of all, he sensed that she wanted to be left alone—


  By others. Not by David. She showed him the apartment—a bathroom with a slanting ceiling no bigger than an airplane restroom; a loft-sized living area with beautiful hardwood floor that played like a creaking symphony as they walked over it; and a leaded glass crescent window that overlooked the ocean.


  “I’m surprised no one has snapped this place up,” he said to her. “How long have you run the ad?”


  “Only a day,” she said.


  “Then I guess I’m the one snapping it up.” He turned to look at her, at her slate-gray eyes like the overcast sky on storm days.


  “I’ve admired one of your paintings that is hanging in the restaurant where I work,” he told her.


  “Which painting?”


  “I don’t know the title. The beach. It’s very realistic, has a quality about it that is closer to the truth than much art that claims realism. Is it a real place around here?”


  “I don’t go out and paint on the beach, if that is what you mean,” she said. “Art is a kind of creation. It’s like poetry or music. It is making something from nothing.”


  “The materials you use are something,” David said. “Paint, ink, typewriter, musical instrument; you don’t start empty-handed.”


  “That is a scientific viewpoint,” she said, and he caught the faintest of smiles. It blew across him like the subtle finger of breeze outside stirring the wind chimes. “Scientists are obsessed with the conservation of matter. Yes, a painting is only a shifting of matter from one place to another, a new organization. But the resonance of its reorganization, the way it affects its audience, is the creation. That is art. That is divinity.”


  It was perfect, the apartment. David tried to give her a folded hundred-dollar bill, a show of good faith. She would not take it. “The place is yours, no one else will have it,” she said. It was almost as if the house and the artist had been brooding by the ocean, waiting for him.


  They were not friends, David and the artist, though the absence of a separate entrance to the apartment forced them into a more intimate relationship than most boarders and their landlords. She was always home, she never left, not even for groceries, it seemed. David offered once to buy groceries for her while he was out doing his own shopping, and she had accepted his offer, had given him a list of vegetables and fruit and eggs and cheese. From then on he shopped for her. It seemed a fair exchange considering the trust she placed in him by giving him a key to the front door. He saw little of the first floor beside the hall by the flight of stairs, and the cluttered, dusty living room off to the left of the stairs, the spartan dining room to the right. He figured that she had inherited the furniture along with the ancient house.


  After their first brief discussion of art, he had hoped to be privy to her works in progress, but two weeks later he had yet to see even her studio. In the mornings he ran, and on returning to the house he would glance up and hoping to see her at work in a window. At night he lay in bed and wondered what she did during the day, and how she supported herself. He wondered if she was famous in art circles, with galleries devoted to her creations, and scores of patrons willing to pay large sums. On stifling hot nights, when the rising heat after a hundred-degree day made his second-floor apartment unbearable, he would move to the widow’s walk on the roof, and while listening to the house creak down beneath him, like a large animal shifting in its rest, he’d wonder about his landlady.


  And then one Saturday, she asked him if he would like to model for her. “It would just be for a short while . . .I’d understand if you are uncomfortable with the idea,” she said.


  David was sitting on her sofa, having been summoned earlier that morning as he came in from his run. As if in compensation for coming downstairs and at least considering her offer, she showed him one of her sketchbooks. Inside were rough sketches done in a rust-colored pencil. The fleshy color of the pencil and the inexactness of the strokes—as if approximating the musculature, mimicking the static nature of the form—gave the subject, a young, fit man close to David’s age, a captured life. He was nude, and the sketches showed him in several poses, emphasizing his wide shoulders and broad back. They reminded David of medical text illustrations of men and women artistically flayed of their skin so that the structure of the muscles and bones could be studied. And like medical text illustrations, the model’s face in her sketches was indistinct, could have been that of any man.


  “Do you mean nude modeling?” David asked. “Is that what we’re talking about?”


  “No, I realize you would be uncomfortable with that, so you could wear a bathing suit.”


  He smiled. “The Bermuda-shorts type?”


  “No,” she said curtly. His smile was lost on her, and so he said, “I’d be glad to model for you. When?”


  “Soon,” she said. “We will do quick poses, none longer than ten minutes.”


  “I could stand longer.”


  “You have never modeled,” she said. “It is strenous—remaining motionless.”


  He nodded. Later that evening, when he drove to work for the dinner shift, he cornered the restaurant’s owner, making a rare appearance, and asked about the painting by Emily Lin in the dining room. He had to lead the man to the painting; the owner couldn’t recall it.


  “Where did you buy this?” David asked.


  “Through a friend,” the owner said. “It cost next to nothing.”


  II


  Posing was different from what David had expected, was considerably less erotic. He stood on a raised concrete dais in her studio in a stance reminiscent of Michelangelo’s David, his weight balanced primarily on his right leg. He wore a bikini bathing suit, and yet his attention was drawn away from his near-nudity to his rebeling muscles. Posed for only ten minutes, the muscles in his upper right thigh and left calf screamed at him to release, while the fire of their complaint spread to his other muscles. Some of the pain was caused by the physical arduousness of the sustained position, but even more the cause of his discomfort was psychological, David suspected; a newly discovered phobia of inactivity. He felt like a roach under strong lights. He felt as if each individual piece of his anatomy wanted to explode away from one another in all directions, away from this concrete center.


  He found some relief in letting his gaze wander—so long as he did not move his head—about the room. At last he could see her studio, and it was cluttered and colorful, busy with sights to distract him from his immobility.


  On the dais he felt like God, the studio spread below him. It was a vantage that had amazed him as a child when he had climbed a ladder in his room and looked down on his bed—the view, he’d thought, that God would have of him at night.


  The only item in the studio in greater abundance than the supplies of her craft—pencils, charcoal sticks, rags, brushes, coffee cans of milky water for washing brushes, egg cartons for mixing paints—were the books. More than a thousand, David estimated: sketchbooks with spiral bindings, heavy black volumes that looked like diaries (and which he later learned were more permanent sketchbooks), art texts, calendars, and almanacs. A broken-spined set of encyclopedias, dating before the first lunar landing, slumped in the comer. David later opened one and a shower of pressed flowers fluttered out like butterflies.


  There were only two framed pictures on the walls. One, an antique or a clever reproduction, was a page from a medical text showing a hand stripped of layers of skin and muscle to reveal the machination of the fingers; the hand, part skeleton and part striated-muscle, looked as if was offering to a lover an orchid of its own flayed skin.


  The other framed work was Emily’s, and David paid particular attention to it, because he thought it would reveal much about her, this one piece of her work she valued enough to frame. It was a sketch of the same man that David had examined earlier in her sketchbook. This was the finest of the sketches, though, with a perfect captured motion of shoulders and limbs, a dancing stillness of form. Thinking about the sketch, David watched Emily as she worked sketching him, and he wondered if she would capture him so completely.


  “That is very good,” she said suddenly. “That was over twenty minutes. I’m sorry, I got lost in what I was doing.”


  He released the lock on his muscles and then began to step down from the dais. She hurried over to help him, and as his knees began to buckle he realized why, and was grateful for her supporting arm. “Let’s get you something to eat,” she said.


  Lunch consisted of apple wedges and raisins, cheese, bread, and ice water. She went to the refrigerator each time she thought of something new for them to have. A plate of raw vegetables. Ajar of preserves. They ate standing, nibbling at the food as they carried it to the table, so that while David thought they were setting out lunch, they were finishing it.


  “You posed very well,” she said to him. Pale light filled the room. There was a glass sun-catcher shaped like grapes in the window, and the sunlight dappled a comer of the table with purple.


  “Modeling is more difficult than I expected.”


  She nodded. “That is why professional models are paid so well.”


  “I thought they were paid well for taking their clothes off,” he said, smiling.


  She returned his smile. “That too.”


  “Maybe I should consider a career change.”


  For a while they ate in silence. David watched her carefully pick pieces of fruit from the plates and consider them before she ate. Living alone and surviving on raw vegetables and fruit, he wondered if she ever needed to use the stove. He asked, “Have you lived here long?”


  “As long as I can remember.” She seemed to be considering if she should tell him more. “My father was an artist, I’ve taken over his studio. Half the things in there were his.”


  “You get your talent from your father,” David said. “Was your mother artistic?”


  “I never knew her.” She did not elaborate. She sipped her water. “My father was somewhat famous. Galleries in New York showed his work.”


  “I’m afraid I haven’t heard of him.”


  “You are not an artist, I wouldn’t expect you to have heard of him. Only the outlandish and flamboyant artists escape the circles of academics and make it to the outside world, though occasionally real talent makes it.”


  “Is that what you want?”


  “I already have what I want now,” she said. She glanced out the window, down at the beige strip of beach. David studied her face. It was smooth, pale from lack of sunlight. Her eyes were older, he thought. They were the eyes of someone who had recently walked into startlingly bright light. “Do you like the apartment?” she asked him. “Is everything all right?”


  “Yes, it’s fine.”


  “Not too hot, I hope. I hear you at night up on the widow’s walk.”


  “It’s bearable. Do you mind if I ask you who used to live up there?”


  “I did for a while,” she said. “Not long, though. It was mostly for storage. My father and I did not need much room.”


  “And no one else has ever lived here with you?” He thought he could risk prying and ask further: there had been affection in that framed sketch. “That man in the sketch you have hanging on your studio wall, was he just a model?”


  She smiled then, craftily, empty of humor—the expression of a chess player when bested by a devious opponent.


  “More than a model, yes.”


  David modeled again for Emily that week, and several times after that. He felt more comfortable with his landlady, moved casually through her home. Where before he had tried to mind his business and venture little more than a glance into the rooms alongside his path to the stairs, now he felt free in the afternoons that he wasn’t working to walk to her studio and say hello. Once, such a casual greeting had turned into a spontaneous modeling session.


  He had just come in from running.


  “Were you jogging?” she asked.


  “Yes. I ran four towns up the beach.” He had been proud of the achievement, pushing his body beyond his normal limit. He’d gotten his second wind, a wave of euphoria accompanying the discovered reserve of strength. He’d thought of what his father had once told him, that only after the exhaustion point was surpassed was new endurance built. Moving into that crest of revitalization, scoops of damp sand flinging behind him as he chased the lip of foam at the edge of the surf, he had believed his father’s words.


  “Why do you jog?” Emily asked.


  David considered her question. He wondered if she genuinely wanted to know, or if his opinion was irrelevant to a skeptical attack awaiting.


  “I enjoy it, I guess. What do you mean?”


  “You must know the reasons behind something you perform so ritually. Is it for your health?”


  “To stay fit, yes. I don’t know,” he said, watching her. He could tell she wanted him to elaborate. “It makes me feel vital, full of potential. After I’ve rested I feel better than when I started.”


  “Would you pose for me like this?” she asked.


  “What, now?”


  “If you could.”


  He hesitated for a moment, and then he pulled his T-shirt over his head. He felt the prickle of sweat drying on his chest, and he felt a shiver run through him, head to toe. It was electric, the fertile potential he felt. He stepped out of his sneakers and then peeled away his damp socks. She took the pile of clothes and moved them.


  “You don’t want to get too close,” he warned her. He wrinkled his nose. She smiled wanly.


  He did not have a bathing suit downstairs with him, and so he said, “Do you want me to pose nude? I think I’d be comfortable with that now.”


  “All right.”


  He hooked his thumbs under the elastic band of his shorts and his underwear, and then he skinned them down. She was not watching as he did it—she was preparing a piece of board on her easel, and arranging the charcoal pencils she used—and the moment felt less dramatic than he’d envisioned it.


  He stepped up onto the concrete dais. The concrete was smooth and cool beneath his bare feet, like bathroom tile. He felt strong. His senses were keen, and he felt like an athlete judging the conditions before a competition. He could feel the damp chill of the sweat drying from his hair against his forehead.


  She turned to look at him, an appraiser’s glance, and then she said, “I want you to stand in whatever way your muscles tell you would be comfortable.”


  “That would be lying down,” he said, smiling, but he let his shoulders sag slightly. “Too relaxed?” he asked.


  In answer, she began to sketch. Her teeth worried at her lower lip as she concentrated. She threw brief glances at him. He remembered his own single art class in college, how he’d been unable to see the forms presented to him as they were—been too unsure of what his eyes took in. Struggling to sketch the arm of a model in that class—a black woman with an enormous Afro, another student—he had drawn the arm as an arm was expected to look: linear, jointed at the elbow. He had been so preoccupied with the task of mimicking the correct proportions of forearm to upper arm that he had missed the sensual curve of the muscles. “Is that really how her arm looks?” his teacher had asked, over David’s shoulder. He had taken David’s pencil and drawn a smooth, incredibly serpentine curve, ridiculously misproportioned, David had thought, until he had glanced back at the model and seen that the drawn arm was absolutely accurate. In later attempts his untalented abilities had caused him to compensate by exaggerating; those pictures were failures, and he’d been happy with his teacher’s sympathetic C grades. He just couldn’t see the form. What was ridiculous to imagine, once committed to paper (the risk taken), became the truest representation of reality.


  He watched Emily sketching him. There was something antique and broken about her. She was porcelain beautiful, he thought, and yet there was a hidden defect which he could not divine. She was a doll that would not close its eyes properly when laid down. It was emotional, he thought. Maybe it was the subtle damage caused by a childhood of neglect by her eccentric father.


  She had hinted once during a posing session that she had become very self-sufficient as a child, through necessity. This had included more than the ability to keep house and prepare her own meals; it included her emotional, and imaginative, life. Like David she had spent half her childhood in her imagination. The ocean and the wonderfully pliable sand—a flux of raw material open to her imagination—had nurtured her, just as David had had the pine forests of North Carolina to entertain him. Somewhere in her development her talents had been focused, disciplined toward art, probably with her father’s encouragement, while David had allowed his imagination to remain vague on into his adult life, a spring of uncontrollable daydreaming and fantasy, there when needed. He liked to think that in her wanderings through her imagination, like an enchanted forest, Emily had stumbled on a paintbrush and palette.


  And yet there was something missing from her, something unhealthy. Perhaps it was her lack of a mate—prejudice, David knew, to assume she was sick simply because she chose to live alone. After all, he didn’t have anyone.


  He had pursued the topic with her before, at least once since he’d questioned her about the framed sketch of the mysterious man, and he knew now that he had been more than just a model, that she had become involved with him, might even have fallen in love. She had told him a little—it was after a successful session of posing, and she was feeling generous.


  “I did a lot for him. He was grateful but eventually he left . . .we broke up.” These last few words seemed awkwardly expressed, as if she had added them to legitimize what she was saying with a modem singles jargon. “I was lonely for a long time.”


  Now, standing naked before her, David asked her more.


  “Did he hurt you terribly?”


  She held one of her quick glances, met his eyes. Her hand was poised above the paper. Cautiously, she asked, “Who, David?”


  “You know. The one in the sketches. You’ve never told me his name.” She was quiet. She had resumed sketching, but her glances at him had stopped; she stared fixedly at her work. “Yes, I was very hurt. I was angry.” He shifted his stance slightly. “Don’t move!” she snapped. Then, “Please—you moved. Are you getting tired?”


  “No.” He felt his heart skipping, as if he were running on the beach. “What was he like? Was he young, older than you? Was he another artist?”


  “Young,” she said. Her words were clipped. “A boy, not an artist, not even a professional model.”


  “And you were together for—”


  She said precisely, “We were together for a long time.”


  She laid down her charcoal pencil, and her calm replaced itself, closed over her like smoke. She smiled. “I was so angry and hurt when he left that I took something away from him.”


  She was standing now. She gingerly picked up the canvas and held it before her as she carried it to him. David stepped down from the dais. She began to turn the sketch so that he could see it, but he pushed it away carefully.


  “I don’t want to see it,” he said. “Not yet.”


  He felt something icy on his hip, and did not need to look down to know that it was her hand. With the contact, a spell was broken, and he realized that in the weeks he had lived here he had never touched her, not even her hand.


  With her other hand she set the canvas down, and then he felt the right hand tickle over him, tracing the lines of his thighs. His quadriceps bunched as if beneath electric current, as her hand moved over him. With one hand she touched his ribs, low, near his stomach, and then the other lightly touched between his legs, the center of him, the feathery touch moving up to hold him. Then she kissed him, as he felt her hands drift over his body.


  They made love in her bed, with the old blankets, smelling of winter storage and dust, thrown back to reveal the sheets. Instead of a headboard, she had a sixty-gallon aquarium, and David watched the gray drifting angelfish in the dark water. At one point the corner of her fitted sheet came loose and the elastic snapped it down around her shoulder, like a cape. The bed was filled with pillows that were used or pushed aside, throw pillows with tassels, or knitted pillows with bits of mirror sewn into them like jewels. He moved sometimes only for himself, to make it feel good for him. Other times he sank deep into a numb but warm darkness so that she called out. They made love until they were good at it together.


  They made love until David almost began to think that he was in control.


  III


  Late at night, when the darkness pressed in around him, as if someone were holding a pillow against his face, David lay in bed listening to Emily’s breathing, rhythmic and almost synchronized with the faraway rush of the surf. Sometimes, when he thought she was asleep, he’d flip onto his stomach and watch the angelfish in the aquarium, and reaching up he’d turned on the aquarium lamp and flood the bed with a luminescent aqueous light that set the sheets to rippling, as if they were sleeping at the bottom of a swimming pool.


  He was cautious turning on the light. In the two weeks they had been lovers he had been unable to recognize accurately the sound of her sleep-breathing. At any moment she could be awake, listening to him. She had surprised him before, speaking suddenly in the middle of the night when he’d thought she was asleep. She always knew when he was awake.


  When he did sleep, she was present in his dreams. He was curious about that—she had penetrated his dream-life much more quickly than anyone he had ever cared for in the past. Her presence in his dreams was comforting. She was never the center of the dreams, and yet she was always on hand, an extension of himself.


  One day she gave him a framed sketch of himself—sexless, faceless, and yet unmistakably his captured essence. He had been touched, and the feeling of belonging had begun to creep in. He was not sure he loved her, but he felt that it was right for him to be with her.


  And yet that sketch had had another effect on him as well: he no longer wanted to pose for her. Standing before her on the dais was unbearable. Finally he told her that he did not want to pose. She really didn’t need him as a model anymore, he thought. She could go back to the other material she had painted.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  He did not know what was wrong, so he tried to laugh, to make a joke of it. “It’s like those aborigines who are afraid photographs will steal their souls.” That seemed closer to the truth than anything else he could think of.


  He did not want to close himself off from her, though. He woke early in the mornings and ran along the beach, chasing clusters of gulls up into the air as he jogged over the crab fragments they scavenged, and when he arrived home he would make breakfast for her. He’d have tea and eggs waiting when she woke, bleary-eyed and barefooted in the gray oxford shirt she wore to bed. He would suggest places for them to visit when he was not working. He suggested driving to Cape May to hunt for the milky, ocean-smoothed stones called diamonds that washed onto the shore. He knew of a nautical museum nearby that he’d always wanted to tour. Or they could drive to Atlantic City and have dinner, see the boardwalk. She wanted none of it though, only the house and David and her work.


  At night David worked at uncovering the wound from her previous lover that had crippled her into this reclusive lifestyle. He was cautious, tempered his examinations with questions about her childhood. She was vague, described events from her past with a mythical simplicity, so that David knew she had been alone with her thoughts for a long time, had polished them into litany. Sometimes her own legends lapsed into the ridiculous—a stilted sense of humor.


  One night, lying in bed, when David had thought she was sleeping, she’d had this to say.


  “I created him, David. I was so lonely that I took my paper and pencils and I sketched him into existence.”


  She treated it like a joke. But the joke was repeated. She had painted him from nothing, sketched him out of the air and put flesh on his bones with watercolors. The legend blossomed: he had dropped out of the sky; he’d tumbled up from the surf; he’d been birthed from the sand. The story elements, reminiscent of primitive creation myths, had in common one feature—his arrival during a storm one lonely night, when the violent sky had been the color of a bruise.


  David tried to convince her that he did not like her fantasy, that it was no longer funny. He wondered if it was just strange bed-talk, made dramatic through the dark and the lateness of the hour, and her fatigue. It annoyed him, but as much as he tried he could not fall asleep while she told her stories.


  And then one night, angry, David had challenged her legends. “You told me once that when he left, you took something from him. What was it?”


  And she had answered, “I took away his memory.”


  David examined daily her sketchbooks, and the faceless man who’d been her lover before him. She had stopped working, hadn’t touched her supplies for two weeks. She blamed it on David, and his lack of interest in posing. In the mornings David ran, earlier now, sometimes down the main roads before the cars were out, from one town to the next, past the pastel saltwater taffy-box homes in hues of pink and blue, as if built for infants. And when he returned home he did not make suggestions for their evenings together.


  She was sick. She stank of it; it overpowered her initial mystique and her beauty. Each action of hers represented to David another example of her instability. He was feeling sick as well, nervous and unsure of himself. He spent more time by himself in the old upstairs apartment. He thought more often of the first painting of hers he’d seen in the restaurant, how he’d been impressed by its unique vision. At work he glanced at her signature at the lower right comer of the painting. Her signature seemed branded in the sand, a scorched bit of splinter trying to bury itself.


  When he woke in the middle of the night he flipped on his belly and unplugged for an instant the air pump to the aquarium, and the familiar hum which meant life for the fish had hushed. In the murky dark, the drifting gray angelfish had seemed to peer out of the glass walls, as if hoping that in the incomprehensible color-world outside their tank, the same hand that miraculously pinched flakes of food onto the water surface might also bring deliverance. David had liked the power in that.


  Now he was looking long and absorbedly at her sketchbooks. He flipped through piles each day, obsessively, so that he knew this was just a manifestation of his own suffocation. Once he had entertained the hysterical thought that if he could bind all the sketches together and flip through them rapidly, like cartoon animation, the sketched man would dance and hop and fight to be released from the paper.


  And then one day David discovered the painting.


  It was in the studio and yet had been rendered virtually inaccessible by the stack of books atop it behind yet more stacks. Finally his determination had freed it and he had dusted it off and set it before him.


  It was a beautiful work. The man was sleeping, his pose unhindered by fatigue, and the artificiality of the dais. He was fit and young, a little younger than David, sleeping in her bed, bathed in aqueous light. David did not like the bit of the man’s face that was revealed.


  It was a painting of a soul.


  “Do you recognize it?” she asked behind him. He turned. She looked small and tired, did not fit the role of creator. “I’m proud of that painting.”


  “He’s the one from the sketchbooks.”


  She walked over to him and took the painting. “I’m glad it doesn’t have to be hidden now, that we can set it out. I’ll put it here—” She removed the framed medical text illustration. She suspended her painting on the nail. “This is where I used to hang it . . .”


  David wasn’t listening. He was searching his memory, riffling through the colorful images and the association of emotions they brought. He could remember. He could remember his parents, and his brother, and his college. He remembered his old apartment, and his childhood. Names were difficult to recall now, but he felt certain . . .almost certain. “But I remember,” he said to her, and he was pleading.


  She was saying, “I remember that night. The sky was darker than tonight. It was storming. I took down the wind chimes so they wouldn’t be broken against the house.” She smiled very faintly. “Please don’t leave again,” she said.


  Now he could move, and he was moving quickly for the door, her spell broken. “It’s not again, it’s the first time I’m leaving,” he said. “I remember who I am and where I was before you. There is no ‘again’ at all. This is all the first time.” The truth was he couldn’t remember now, it was coming apart with the panic.


  He made it to the screen door, and then it clacked shut behind him. The wind was strong tonight and the ocean and sky were tones of gray, slate, and moth, like her eyes. He started walking, not running, away from her, up the beach. He was feeling better, more confident now as he put distance between them.


  Does any more need to be said about David Rivers, and where he was that night? He felt the loss of the artist and yet he knew he would be over it. He had survived her sickness and anything hurtful that he had done had washed away behind him, whisked away as if in swift-moving water. Before him lay new moments, and several more coastal towns. Nothing more need be said. If a legend needs an ending, then it is this one: As far as David Rivers knew, he never saw Emily again.


  TETRAHEDRA OF SPACE


  P. Schuyler Miller


  


CHAPTER I


  A moon of mottled silver swam in the star-flecked sky, pouring its flood of pale light over the sea of blue-green vegetation that swelled up and up in a mighty, slow wave to break in the foaming crest of the Andes. The shadow of the plane raced far below, dipping into the troughs, breasting the summits of that vast, unbroken sea of emerald stretching on and on beyond reach of vision.


  And the stars—blinking Mira nearly overhead, a great Fomalhaut blazing over the far off mountains, and to the south a host of exotic strangers, burning with a fire that we of the north seldom know—clustered like great, glowing fireflies around the invisible Pole. But I paid little heed to moon and stars and silvered jungle, for night had caught me unawares, and it is no simple matter to lay down supplies in a little clearing, marked only by a flickering camp-fire, lost somewhere among the jungles of Brazil.


  Or was it Brazil? Here three great states mingled in an upland of forest and mountain and grassy valley—Peru, Bolivia, Brazil. Here ancient races had made their home, raised their massive temples in the little valleys, wrested a fortune from the mountains, given their lives to the jungles—a people more ancient by far than those others beyond the ranges whom the Incas conquered. Here none had come before to study, yet now, somewhere in the gloom beneath me, was a little oval valley hung midway between crag and forest, and there would be the tents and fires of scientists, men of my own world.


  I must swoop and circle and loose my load, then soar off into the silver night like some great moth spurning the flame, out into the world of the moon and the jungles, back to the government that had sent me, to plunge once more into the hum-drum routine of government flight, the moon and the silvered jungle forgotten and forever gone.


  But there came no glimmer of flame in the darkness, no flicker of white tents in the moonlight. Along the outflung cross of the plane swam the unbroken sea of green, dark and boding against its wan beauty. It takes little error of judgment to miss a tiny clearing in the dark. So, as the western ranges crept out of their alignment, I swooped and soared, and was roaring back, higher now, over the silent moon-lit forests.


  But one gap had I seen in the jungle—a harsh, black scar seared by some great fire from the bowels of the planet, ugly and grim in the soft beauty of the night. Again it slipped beneath, and as the shadow of the plane vanished against its harsh blackness it seemed to me that there came a scurry of furtive motion, an instant’s flicker of shadow against its deeper gloom. I half checked the course of the plane, to wheel and search it closer, then of a sudden the air about me blazed with a dull crimson fire that burned into my body with a numbing fury of unleashed energy, the drone of the engines gasped and died, and we were spinning headlong toward the silver sea beneath!


  As it had come, the tingling paralysis passed, and I flattened out the mad dive of the crippled plane, cut the ignition, and dived over the side. As in a dream I felt the jerk of the parachute, saw the deserted plane, like a huge, wounded bat of the jungles, swoop and check and swoop again in a long flat dive that broke and pancaked into the upper reaches of the forest. Then the heavy pendulum of my body alone beat out the dull seconds as I swung and twisted beneath the silken hemisphere of the ‘chute. And then the leafy boughs, no longer silver but like hungry, clutching talons of black horror, swept up and seized me. I crashed through a tangle of vine and brittle bough into a hot, sweet-scented darkness where little hidden things scurried away into the night and the silence.


  The rain-forest is like a mighty roof stretched over the valleys of tropical America. Interlacing branches blot out the sun from a world of damp and rotting dark, where great mottled serpents writhe among tangled branches and greater vines strangle the life out of giants of the forest in the endless battle for light. And there are little, venomous things of the dark ways—savage two-inch ants with fire in their bite, tiny snakelets whose particolored beauty masks grim death—creatures of the upper reaches and of the glorious world above the tree-tops. With the sunrise, a blaze of life and flaming color breaks over the roof of the jungle—flame of orchid and of macaw, and of the great, gaudy butterflies of this upper world. Beneath, there comes but a brightening of the green gloom to a wan half-light in which dim horrors seem to lurk and creep and watch, and giant lianas twist and climb up and ever up to the living light. And lowest of all is death and damp decay—the dull, sodden carpet of mold and rotting vegetation where fat white grubs burrow in blind fear and huge centipedes scurry underfoot.


  The sun was an hour gone when I fell, but it was not until its second coming when I managed to writhe and slip through the tangle as if I too were of the jungle, moving toward the spot where my memory placed that blasted clearing, and the light. And with the deepening of the gloom in the upper branches, I came upon it, quite by accident, from above.


  It was a little valley, perhaps a mile long and two thirds as wide, lying in an oval of glittering jet against the side of the mountain. Here the Andes were beginning their swift climb up from the jungles to the snows, and beneath me fifty-foot cliffs of sheer, black rock dropped to the valley floor.


  I have spoken of it as blasted, seared into the living heart of the jungle. It was all of that, and more! There was a gentleness in its rocky slopes that spoke of centuries of hungry plant-life, prying and tearing at jagged ledges, crumbling giant boulders, dying, and laying down a soft, rich blanket of humus over the harsh under-rock, forming a little garden-spot of life and light in the dark heart of the forest.


  Then came fire—an awful, scourging blast of fierce heat that even Man’s Hell cannot equal! It blasted that little valley, seared its verdant beauty horribly, crumbling blossoms and long grasses into dead white ash, stripping the rich soil of past ages from its sleeping rocks, fusing those rocks into a harsh, glittering slag of seared, burnt black, cold and dead and damned! The sheer cliffs of its sides, once draped with a delicate tracery of flowered tendrils, had cloven away under the terrible heat, split off in huge slabs of the living rock that had toppled into the holocaust beneath and died with the valley.


  The few thin shrubs that screened me at their summit showed blackened, blistered leaves and twigs, though here the heat had been least. As no other spot on Earth that little upland valley was awfully, terribly dead, yet at its center something moved!


  Eagerly, fearfully, I peered through the gathering dusk. Full and golden, the moon was rising over the forest, throwing new shadows across the valley floor, brightening new corners, revealing new motion. And as its smoky orange cleared to white gold and waned to limpid silver, that glorious light seemed to soften the harsh jet of the valley. It wakened a lustrous opalescence in the two great spheres that nestled like mighty twin pearls against the dark rock, to create beings of the rock and of the shadow, gliding wraithlike among the shattered boulders!


  Painfully I crept through the dense growth of the brink, nearer to those great spheres and their dreadful cargo. Within me my brain whirled and throbbed, my throat froze against the cry of shocked incredulity that rushed to my lips, cold, clammy sweat oozed from gaping pores! It was beyond all reason—all possibility! And yet—it was! Now I could see them clearly, rank on rank of them in orderly file, some hundred of them, strewn in great concentric rings about the softly glowing spheres—harsh as the black rock itself, hard, and glittering, and angular—a man’s height and more from summit to base—great, glittering tetrahedra—tetrahedra of terror!


  They were tetrahedra, and they were alive—living even as you and I! They stirred restlessly in their great circles, uneasy in the dim light. Here and there little groups formed, and sometimes they clicked together in still other monstrous geometric shapes, yet always they moved with an uncanny stillness, darting with utter sureness among the scattered rocks. And now from the nearer of the twin spheres came another of their kind, yet twice their size, the pearly walls opening and closing as by thought-magic for his passing! He swept forward a little, into the full light of the moon, and the rings followed him, centered about him, until the spheres lay beyond the outermost and the giant tetrahedron faced alone the hosts of his lesser fellows!


  Then came their speech—of all things the most mind-wracking! I felt it deep within my brain, before I sensed it externally, a dull, heavy rhythm of insistent throbbing, beating at my temples and throwing up a dull red haze before my staring eyes!


  And then I knew it was no fancy—that the great things of the blasted valley were indeed speaking, chanting, in low, vibrant monotone that beat physically upon me in long, slow waves of the air! You have heard those deepest notes of a great organ, when the windows tremble, even the walls, the building itself vibrate in resonance, beat and beat and beat to its rhythm until you feel it throbbing against your skull, pulsing in your mind in a vast, relentless sea of thundrous sound!


  Such was the speech of the tetrahedra, only deeper still beneath the threshold of sound—so deep that each tiny nerve of the skin sensed its monotonous pressure and shouted it to a reeling brain—so deep that it seemed like a great surf of more-than-sound thundering dismally against desolate, rocky shores!


  For it was without inflection—only the dull, dead beat and beat and beat, mounting throb on throb in my pulsing brain, and bringing madness in its wake! I think now that it was a sort of chant, the concerted cry of all the scores of tetrahedra, dinning savagely, angrily at their giant leader in a dismal plaint of discontent and unease! I think they were restless, aware of unfulfilled promises and purposes, anxious to make sure their mission, or to be gone. I think that the seed of tetrahedral mutiny was sown among them, and that as angry convicts will drum at their prison bars and scream in monotone, even so these things of another world, another life-stuff, drummed their grievances at their mighty leader!


  For soon I sensed a deeper, stronger voice beating against the din, drowning it out, thundering command and reproof, shouting down the mob until its lesser drumming sank to a mutter and ceased. But the voice of the giant tetrahedron rang on, inflected now as our own voices, rising and falling in angry speech and command, pouring out burning sarcasm, perhaps, cowing them with its great insistence!


  Like all great leaders, his followers were as children to him, and the hard, harsh beat of sound swept off into a soothing, cajoling murmur of whispering ripples, tapping ever so lightly against the packed sand of some distant tropic beach, almost sibilant, if such a sound can be so, yet none the less dominant and definite in its message. And it sank to a far, hinting rumble and vanished.


  For a long instant they lay quiet, like graven things of the stone itself, then through the circles, like a spreading wave, rose a thrill of slow motion, quickening, livening, until all were astir! The ranks parted, the giant tetrahedron swept swiftly over the valley floor to the two great spheres, his angular hordes flowing in swift, soft motion in his wake! Again, with that speed and silent mystery of thought, the spheres gaped open and the ranks of the tetrahedra were swallowed up within! Alone, the twin pearls of fire-flecked opalescence nestled among the black rocks—great orbs of soft light, glowing with the magic of the full moon.


  For a long moment I lay there under the bushes at the cliff’s edge, staring out over the valley, stunned by the weird unreality of the thing I had seen. Then, out of the dark behind me, came a hand, gripping my shoulder in a vise of iron! Mad with sudden terror I twisted free, struck blindly at the thing that had seized me, a thing that fastened with the grip of a Hercules upon my flailing arms, pinioned them to my sides—a thing that spoke, its words a hoarse mutter that barely penetrated the gloom!


  “For God’s sake, man, be still! Do you want them to hear?”


  It was a man—a human like myself. My frozen tongue stammered reply.


  “Who are you? What are those things out there? What Hell of Earth did they spring from?”


  “None of Earth, you may rest sure!” came the grim answer. “But we will tell you all that later. We must get clear of this place! I am Marston of the Museum expedition—the biologist. I suppose you are the aviator—Valdez saw them burn you down last night. Follow me.”


  “Yes, I’m Hawkins. The plane is somewhere over there, if it didn’t burn, with all your supplies in it. I was held up crossing the mountains. But tell me, first—those things, there—are they alive?”


  “You’ve wondered that? I suppose anyone would. The Indians make them gods of a kind—realize they’re beyond all experience and tradition. But I’m a biologist. I have had some experience in strange forms of life. They are as much alive as we—perhaps even more than we. After all, if life is energy, why should it not rest where it will? Need we—soft, puny things of carbon and water and a few unstable elements—be the only things to harbor life? But this is no place to moralize—come on!”


  He vanished into the dark, and I followed, plunging blindly after the sound of his crashing progress, away from the seared valley and the tetrahedra, to safety of a sort in the sombre depths of the rain-forest.


  They crouched beside a tiny fire of bark and twigs, like men of old Cro-Magnon, fifty thousand years ago—two gaunt skeletons hung and swathed with soiled rags, brooding over their pitiful little flame. With the crackle of our approach they sprang at bay—two hunted things of the jungle—then relaxed as we came into the firelight


  I will always remember them as I saw them then—Hornby, the Museum archaeologist, tall, grey-haired, his haggard face seamed with deep wrinkles of sleeplessness and fear and puzzled wonderment. Valdez, his colleague of the government that had sent me, short, dark, his Portuguese blood blended with that of the squat tribes of the interior, teeth gleaming in a snarl like that of some great jungle cat, cornered, crazed, and dangerous! He seemed plumper than the others, and I felt that he could and would care for himself very well if need be.


  Now, too, I saw my guide for the first time as something more than a black hulk in blackness. Marston, the biologist, looked like an old-time blacksmith, a massive man of bone and muscle, with keen grey eyes under heavy brows and the beginnings of a mighty beard. A Hercules, I have said—more like an Atlas, upholding the burden of this little wilderness world from the shoulders of one who could not and one who would not share it! Muscles that had had scant padding of reserve flesh now lacked it utterly, jutting like knotted tree-roots from his rugged frame, making him seem a being rudely hewn from some twisted cypress stump by the master hand of a forest god, and given life.


  “We’re all there are, Hawkins,” he rumbled, his unhushed voice bearing much of the quality of the speech of the tetrahedra. “We’ve got to find that plane soon, if it’s still whole. Did you see flames, Valdez?”


  “Flames, Senor Marston? No—as I have so often said, I saw merely the falling of the plane, like a great wounded bird seeking the shelter of the jungle, and Senor—Hawkins, is it—with his parachute. I am not certain that I can find it, now that a day and a night have passed, but I will try. With the guides gone, it is not easy to feed even three mouths—eh, Senor Marston?”


  “Four is no worse than three, Valdez. I’m glad Hawkins is here. He’s new blood, a new brain, and with his help we may lick the damn’ things yet!”


  Then Hornby’s voice—dry and withered as his shrunken body—weary as his tired old eyes.


  “You have seen the tetrahedra, Lieutenant Hawkins? You realize that they are living, intelligent beings? You can comprehend the menace of their presence here on our Earth?”


  “Yes, Professor,” I answered slowly, “I have seen them and heard them. I can see that they’re not like anything I know of, on Earth or off, and that there is some sort of purpose behind them. But I saw them only in the half-light, for a few moments at best. They had a great leader, twice the size of any of them, and the rest seemed to be dissatisfied with the way he was running things.”


  “You hear that, Marston?” cried the Professor, almost savagely. “You hear—they are impatient—they will act, soon, as soon as they have fed again! We dare not wait longer! We must do something, Marston—we must act—now!”


  “Yes, I saw them too,” said Marston slowly. “They’re on the brink, all right. But I don’t know what we can do—four men with three rifles and a couple of machetes against a hundred of them and what they can do. I don’t know that we can even puncture one—they look almighty hard to me!”


  “Marston,” I put in eagerly, “if it’s guns you want, there are two machine-guns and plenty of ammunition in the plane—it was a government ship, fresh from the uprising in the North. If we can find that, there’ll be guns as well as food. I think I could find it, from the valley, in daylight.”


  “Valdez—you hear that? Can you help him search? You are the one who saw him fall, and you have been out with the Indians more than once. How about it?”


  “Very well, Senor Marston, I will do what I can. But do not hope for too much—remember, there has been a day and a night, and I had only a glimpse. And the guns—what can they do against those devils from the spheres? We are fools to stay here, I tell you—we would do better to flee, now that there is food, and warn the world of what has come upon it!”


  “I’ve heard that stuff preached before, Valdez. Stow it! If it comes to announcing them to the world, those things will do it for themselves faster than we could! It would be our own hides we’d be saving, and that not for long! Besides, you know the reputation these Indians have, once they’re roused! Looks like you’re the fool of the lot, Valdez. You’ll hunt with Hawkins in the morning!”


  Professor Hornby had said little—he merely crouched against a tree, staring blankly at the flames. Now, at Marston’s words, he roused again.


  “Marston,” his voice came petulantly, “have you seen the Indians in the forest, as I have? Have you seen them, felt them staring at your back, fingering their little darts in the dark? Marston, they take those tetrahedra for gods, or devils—things to worship and propitiate with sacrifice! The forest is full of them—I feel it—I can tell! Marston, what are they doing?”


  


CHAPTER II


  The Coming of the Tetrahedra


  Marston’s bluff rumble drowned out that final wail. “Sure, Prof, they’re here, all right—all about us, out there in the jungle with the beasts. I can feel them too—watching us from the dark. But they’re harmless—just inquisitive, that’s all. It’s the things yonder that draw them—gods, maybe, or devils, like you said, but something out of old times and old tales, when the Old People had their forts and palaces here under the shadow of the hills. It’s a legend come true, for them, and until they find out different, I reckon they link us with the things that have appeared in the place where we used to be—we, with our white magic and our questions of the Old People. They’re not apt to hurt us for a while yet, but it won’t hurt to slip a mite closer to the valley, where we can watch the things and keep the association fresh for the Indians.”


  Then Valdez slipped in his acid wedge of dissent, smoothly and blandly as ever, yet deadly sharp beneath the flashing smile.


  “You remember, of course, Senor Marston, that these poor Indios retain the superstitions of their ancient masters, and that in time of peril it was the way of the Old People to make blood sacrifice to their gods—the blood of their most holy priests! Old customs linger long among savages, Senor! You have a proverb, I think—’Out of sight, out of mind’, is it not? There is truth in such old maxims, Senor Marston.”


  “Meaning we can skip out and let them forget us? We’re not playing that game, as I think I’ve said before, Valdez. None of us—get that! We’re staying, and we’re fighting, just as soon as you and Hawkins locate those guns, which is tomorrow. Your memory will improve with a little sleep, I think. And, Prof—I reckon Hawkins here would like to hear about those things yonder. Tell him what there is to tell—you have it clearest of any of us, I guess.”


  And so, huddled there by the tiny, flickering fire, I listened as the thin, dry voice of the old Professor marched through the awful story of the coming of the tetrahedra. It was graven deep in his mind, and with every telling the tale grew more vivid to him. Even now the sweat oozed from his face as he spoke, staring in fascination at the dying flames. The eyes of Marston and Valdez watched us across the embers and those other, unseen eyes in the darkness that hung its velvet shroud beyond the waning flicker of the fire-light, peered furtively out of the night.


  They had come to the little valley in the hills, three white men and a half-dozen Indian guides from the more civilized tribes to the north. Here in its oval bowl they had made their camp among flowers and waving grasses, with the dark rampart of the jungle standing about them like the walls of a prison. And from those walls, in the end, came the Indians of the forest—poor, savage creatures hag-ridden by superstition and ignorance, wracked by famine and disease—a feeble remnant of those who had been servants to the Old People in days long gone.


  For they treasured weird legends and aborted ceremonies where understanding of other things had passed. Perhaps they had never known the reality of the great deeds with which they had served the Masters—cunningly fitting huge boulders into smooth-cut walls and terraces, hacking long roads into jungle and mountain, eking out a livelihood for the decadent ruling race.


  But true it was that they bore memories of things that even the savage mind can ponder, memories of magic and ritual, and the adoration of fierce and powerful gods. As the newer magic of this younger, paler race gripped their childish minds, they told of the things that their fathers before them had learned of grandfathers through the centuries, tales not only of custom and life in those long-gone days, but of cities swallowed up in the rain-forest, cities of massive stone and untarnishing metal—”the metal of the Sun,” that sleeps in long, fat serpents in the white rock of the mountains. In Hornby’s old eyes gleamed a new, young frenzy of hope and joy, and in the little eyes of Valdez another, older lust-light wakened at the tale of the golden serpents. Marston saw it, but Marston had known that it would come, and he went about his study of the plants of valley and forest as if it had not been there—worked, and watched.


  Then, one day—and Professor Hornby’s hoarse voice sank almost to a whisper as he told of it—there came the little group of savages who were to lead the way to the buried ruins of a great city of the Old Ones, four little brown men with blow-guns and deadly darts, waiting patiently for the great White Ones to take up their magic and follow. Hornby had stepped to the door of his tent to call their chieftain to conference, and as he went he gazed up at the towering Andes, whence the Old Ones had sprung. There, drifting like wind-tossed bubbles just above the tree-tops, floated the spheres of the tetrahedra!


  Gently they sank to rest at the other end of the little valley—lay there in the thick grass like the eggs of some huge moth out of fable. The Indians had fled in terror, but as Hardy and Marston raced down the slope toward the twin globes they sensed that furtive eyes would be peering from the undergrowth, half-fearful, half-wondering, waiting with timeless patience for new magic—new masters.


  The three came to the spheres as they lay ‘there in the lush grass-Hornby, Marston, Valdez—and in each heart must have been something of the wonder that I in my turn had felt. For the spheres were unbroken by any opening, were as twin orbs hewn from mother-of-pearl, iridescent, with delicate hues of blue and rose tinting their snowy white, and yet there came a force from them, a tingling of excess energy that thrilled in every nerve and set their minds on edge with unwonted keenness!


  It grew in strength, slowly, and it was Marston who first sensed its lurking hostility, who turned his gaze from the enigmatic spheres to see the long grasses about their bases wither and shrivel to soft grey ash under the blasting radiation! It was he who cried the alarm, and in sudden panic they fled a little way up the valley, to stand like startled sheep, then flee anew as the surge of energy poured forth in ever-quickening pulses from the opal spheres.


  It swept all life before it into sudden, luxuriant growth that as suddenly dropped into blighted destruction! Beside their tents, nearly in the shadow of the brooding forest, they stood at last and watched the slow torrent sweep the life of their little valley home into the sullen ash of death. And then its invisible van drifted up the slope to their feet, and again its subtle venom thrilled evilly in their veins, and they ran crazily, headlong, into the jungle!


  But they could not long shun the brain-troubling enigma that had engulfed their little home. Marston, Hornby, Valdez—they struggled back and stared from the damp dark of the forest at the thing that was happening there in the sunlit oval on the mountainside. Then it was that Marston broke the spell of fear that had been laid upon him—seized rifles, blankets, food from the deserted tents in the ebbing of the invisible waves, and fled again as the second billow of devastation poured from the silent spheres! The grasses and delicate blossoms of the valley had passed under the first blight, but here and there grew hardier blooms and bushes, akin to the life of the forest, and higher forms of life—insects, rodents, birds. Again the wave of death surged, and again, and now they could see a faint flush of crimson burning angrily where it passed, a glow more of the atmosphere than of the blighted, seared life of the valley! Then, for a time, there came a lull—a peace almost of the days and hours when this little spot of light in the green dark was the home of happy, busy men—almost, yet not quite!


  For there was a boding in it, an ominous sense of oppression, a tension of the very ether, a stress that spread to mind and brain and sucked hungrily at the dazed consciousness! Now they saw that the spheres were alight with a cold green radiance that glowed vividly even above the glare of the sun upon the bleaching ash! Almost an incandescence they might have called it, yet there was no feeling of heat, only a great, overpowering energy that was being hurled from those unearthly spheres upon the little valley and its walling forests. And they were not wrong, for of a sudden, with an awful violence that shook even the stolid Marston, the storm burst in its full fury over the valley!


  It did not touch the forests—indeed, it seemed to shun their cool, damp dark—and so the three could watch its awful progress and live. In an instant’s time the tension burst into a seething, chaotic turmoil of blue-green flame, electric fire akin to lightning, yet far surpassing any lightning of Earth in its fury!


  In a great beating sea of horrid flame it lashed the oval valley, driving into the soil, into the very rock, waking them into an angry answer of leaping, burning crimson fires. The fires swept the thin black soil from the underlying rock and scored the naked face of the rock itself with an awful furnace of consuming fury. Filling all the bowl of the valley and beating high against its bounding walls, licking away their flowery curtain of lacing vines, rending from them huge flakes of rock that burst like monster bombs as they toppled into the fiery sea below, it rushed in a mighty pillar of roaring fires hundreds of feet into the shuddering air!


  And through the curtain where fire of heavens and fire of Earth met in that terrible holocaust, those three saw the curving flames of the twin spheres gape wide, saw huge angular shapes file from the darkness within—shapes never yet associated in the Mind of Man with the meaning of life! Careless of the flame that seethed about them, they glided out over the fusing rock of the valley floor, score on score of them, showing in the fierce glare as mighty, eight-foot tetrahedra of dark, glistening crystal. They were of a purple that seemed to be of the essence of the things themselves, rather than a pigmentation of their surface; and near one apex each had two green-yellow unstaring, unseeing eyes!


  Within them one glimpsed a spherical body—purple too—from which ran hundreds of curious filaments to the smooth surfaces. Tetrahedra they were—living tetrahedra of chilling terror that feared neither flame nor lightning and spread destruction on every side!


  Sick at heart the three men watched, while the flames died and the winds came and stripped the blanket of dust and ash from the blasted rock. The tetrahedra meanwhile glided about their endless affairs, forming and reforming in geometric pattern. Or they clicked swiftly into many-faceted forms that in turn mounted into monolithic, crystalline monstrosities, then melted with startling suddenness into their original components. These were idle, pointless maneuverings from the human viewpoint, yet fraught with some hidden meaning and purpose as alien to Earth as the things themselves. They suggested the terrible energies that were under their control—energies such as our little science has never hinted at.


  “I cannot tell you of the feeling that came to me,” the weary, dried-out voice of the Professor droned despairingly on. “Here was a power absolutely at odds to all the great, painfully evolved civilization of mankind, a power that could and would crush us as a fly, if we came into conflict with the motives of the tetrahedral race! Here were beings endowed by nature with powers beyond our science—alien to our ideas of evolution, well-nigh to our imagination and reason. I felt the latent doom of mankind and of the very life-forms of all Earth, squatting here in our little, blasted valley with an ominous, cruel indifference that struck chill fear into my heart! And I knew that if Man must die, I would die too—die fighting for my race and my civilization! I think we all felt it, knew it in our hearts, and swore our oath of undying feud upon the violated rock of our valley home!”


  His voice trailed off into silence as his deadened eyes saw once more the vision of that awful day. I thought he had done, but again his voice broke the quiet.


  “Perhaps we can flee, even now—hide away in some corner where they can have no motive for searching—exist for a few dreadful months or years while our planet sinks under their unearthly tyranny. Perhaps, for a little, we can save our lives, and yet—I wonder if it is not better to die foolishly, futilely, but to die with the knowledge that we have been closer than any man to the unfathomable, to the reality that underlies all life.”


  From the dark beyond the glowing embers came Marston’s quiet rumble:


  “We can’t do less, Prof, and we won’t. We will fight, as men fight, and if our way is greater and better than their way, you know, down in your heart, that we will win as Man has always won—and that science will have another doubtful bone to quarrel over. In the morning we must lay our plans. They are getting restless—they may strike any minute, and we must be ready and waiting. We’re going to die, I guess, but we’ll die as men should!” That was all.


  The events of the past few hours had crowded in upon me with such staggering force and complexity that I found my mind in a whirl. I could get no clear-cut impression—no broad meaning—only a blurred, fantastic cyclorama of unearthly event and taut emotion, piling thought on thought in an orgy of color and sound and feeling that completely swamped me. Even now, with it all past and much of it clarified by time, I feel that same vagueness, that groping for concepts, that I felt then. With the morning all this changed—changed swiftly and utterly as event after event rushed upon us, broke like a tidal wave upon our outraged consciousness, and vanished before the tumultuous onslaught of another, greater clash of mind and matter.


  We were up with the dawn, and after a scant breakfast of dried fruits, salvaged from the tents before the destruction of the valley, Valdez and I set out to find the plane. I wanted to return to the valley to get my bearings, but Valdez protested—claimed it was uselessly dangerous, that he could make better time from where we were. We struck into the tangle of dank underwood, Valdez leading, and within seconds of our leaving camp I was utterly lost. My companion seemed sure of his way, slipping through the maze of fine growth like a beast of the jungle, almost as if he were following an invisible trail.


  For nearly an hour we plunged ahead, then of a sudden came a gap in the forest roof as the level of the ground fell in a narrow ravine, and I woke to angry realization of what was happening! The sun, on our right when we started, lay behind us! We were traveling dead away from the valley, the camp, and the plane!


  Angrily I sprang forward, seized Valdez by the shoulder! He spun like a striking snake, fury in his half-closed eyes, fury and crazed fear! In his hand was a gun!


  “So—you have awakened at last, Senor Hawkins,” he sneered. “You feel that things are not quite as they seemed—is it not so? You fool—did you for one moment think I would cast my lot with those idiots back there? Do I seem mad, that I should offer my life for fools like them? You—you were not invited to our little party, but you came—you are here, and on my hands—and you will do as I say or wish you had! Am I clear?”


  “You’re too damn’ clear!” I shouted. “You’re not fit to live, Valdez, and it’s high time someone told you so to your sneaking face! So you’re going to sneak off and leave your comrades to the tender mercies of those tetrahedra—you want to make sure of your precious hide! Why, damn you, it’s you that’s a bigger fool than any of us! How can you expect to get clear of this filthy jungle, with the guides gone? Where are you going to find food when your shells run out? What do you think these damn’ stinking savages will do to you when they catch you out here alone, running away from their new gods? You haven’t the least chance in the world—you’re crazy, that’s it! You’re stark, staring mad—a damned, yellow, mad dog!”


  “You say unfortunate things, Senor Hawkins,” he replied coldly, the ugly sneer still on his thin, red lips. “I think that I can dispense with your company. It might interest you to know that Valdez is the name of my father by adoption, Senor. My people are those whom you have so kindly classified as ‘damned stinking savages’—my home is these very forests that you seem to find so unpleasant! And, Senor Hawkins, have I not said that I can always find your plane?”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “I mean, Senor, that it has always been I who could find the plane, and I who did find it, not very many minutes after it crashed. You would be disappointed, Senor Hawkins, were you to see it now. The food, the guns and ammunition of which you boasted—they can never have existed save in a mind disordered by jungle fevers. Or can it be that the Indios—the ‘stinking savages’ that even now are all about us, there behind you in the shadows, have stolen them? It would be most interesting to know the truth of the matter, would it not?”


  I stared up through the matted branches at the blandly shining sun, red hate clouding my vision! I raised both hands, fists clenched, as if to crash them down upon the evilly smiling face! But the little snub-nosed gun that bored into my belly spoke eloquent warning, and of a sudden came clear thought and cool, calculated words:


  “So even in this you must lie, Valdez! It is bred in the blood, I think! I do not question that you stole the food and weapons that meant life to your comrades—it is much too characteristic an act to doubt—but, Senor Valdez, no Indian would so steal another’s food. Was it, perhaps, your mother who was white?”


  Blind fury glazed his little, bloodshot eyes and drew back his thin lips in an ugly snarl of rage! I saw murder staring at me from those eyes, and in the instant when he stood frozen with his hate I leaped—swung with all my weight on the great liana that was looped over the branch above me! Even as the gun spat flame, the tautening vine caught him full at the base of the skull and toppled him forward into the black mold of the forest floor, out, and out for good!


  


CHAPTER III


  The Tetrahedra’s Power


  It was his life or mine, but I had not contemplated killing him. The vine was heavy and swung loose on the limb, and it whipped taut with the force of a snapping hawser, catching him squarely at the base of his maddened brain! It was an awful blow, every bit as heavy as the swing of a sledge hammer, and it broke his spine free from his skull as I would snap an apple from its stem! I turned him over, his features purple and contorted, and as I lifted him his head flopped forward like that of a rag dummy! With a shudder I dropped him and turned away.


  Yet part of him was white, and all of him was human, and so I scooped a shallow trench in the soft mold and buried him, first searching his body for weapons and food. In his breast pocket was a rough sketch-map, showing the valley, the camp, and a small cross where the plane had fallen. Across its penciled contours ran a fine dotted line, due north from the camp nearly to the place where the plane lay, then bearing off to the west, toward the mountains, and toward a little upland river that ran down from the snows.


  There was the gulley where I stood, a dried-out stream-bed leading up into the lower end of the valley, and just beyond a second little cross, to the south of the trail. I knew what it meant—the food and guns from the looted plane! I could see now that the way was cunningly marked by untangled vines and diverted branches—a path of least resistance, more than a trail—and within five minutes I had uncovered Valdez’ cache, under the cover of an outcropping ledge of quartz, and loaded one of the packs we had brought along.


  How to return to camp with my news was another question entirely. I knew it was hopelessly futile for me to try to follow the back trail, or to run by the rude map for either plane or camp. There remained the valley—straight south along the ravine—and I felt certain that once there I could regain my lost sense of direction or wait until one of the others found me. The valley—and the tetrahedra! Driven by instinct or intuition, I shouldered one of the very light machine-guns and wrapped three belts of ammunition about my waist, under my shirt.


  The going was easier along the rim of the little ravine than at its bottom, where extra moisture made the tangle thicker. Indeed, it seemed almost like the trail Valdez had followed—a path of least resistance, carved invisibly into the underbrush by unknown hands. To right and left the thicket held like a tightly woven fabric, but ahead, parallel to the gulley, the branches slipped silently apart under a slight pressure of the hand and closed us quietly behind. It was obvious that either Valdez or the Indians had made this way to the valley, and it was not on Valdez’ map.


  The trail finally swung away from the stream-bed, toward the east, and suddenly emerged on a sort of peninsula jutting into the valley just above the point where the twin spheres lay. I saw the glare of sunlight through the trees, for there was a sort of clearing overlooking the parade-ground of the tetrahedra. Here were gathered the forest Indians, clustered behind the thin screen of vegetation, gazing in dumb adoration at the things below. So rapt were they that my approach went unnoticed, and I was able to retreat and bear to the west, creeping up to the edge of the valley midway between clearing and ravine.


  It was nearly noon, and the fury of the blazing sun made the valley a black cauldron of flickering air-currents. They boiled up from the naked rock in vast, shimmering waves of heat that made the distant jungle and the rocky valley floor seem to engage in a weird witches’ caper with the unearthly things that basked at the valley’s heart.


  Now, in the full light of day, I could see that it was as Professor Hornby had said. The tetrahedra were formed from some hard, crystalline mineral, black almost to invisibility, with a faint wash of rich purple running through it. As they moved, the sun sent up glittering flashes of brilliance from their polished flanks, dancing like little searchlight rays along the shadowed face of the forest. For the tetrahedra were restless, were weaving aimlessly in and out among the boulders in weird arabesques as of some unearthly dance of the crystal folk, were condensing in little groups of half a dozen or less that formed and broke again even as do restless humans, waiting impatiently for some anticipated event.


  Apart from the rest, motionless in a sort of circular clearing among the rocks, squatted the giant leader of the tetrahedra. In him the deep violet of the crystal became a rich, plum-like hue, purple flushed with warm red, and the underlying black seemed less harsh. It was warmer and more like the calm velvet of the tropic night. But these are impressions, qualitative terms with which to distinguish him in some way other than by mere size from his fellows. To an observer, the distinction was apparent, but it is not easy to express in everyday terms. It must suffice that he was indefinably different from the others, that he seemed to have character and personality, where the rest were but pyramidal crystals, albeit terribly alive.


  And now the giant leader was dinning out his mighty call in long, slow billows of beating sound that seemed to thrust me back, press me into the dark of the forest, away from the alien monsters of the valley! In response came thirty of the lesser tetrahedra, chosen seemingly at random from the scattered ranks, to range themselves at equal intervals about their master, forming a single great circle a dozen yards in diameter.


  Again the throbbing call shattered against the cliffs about me, and now all the hordes of the tetrahedra broke into flowing motion, converging in a torrent of glittering purple crystal upon the natural amphitheater, clustering in threes at the spots that their fellows had marked—all but ten, who glided into place before every third group, forming a giant toothed wheel with hub and rim and spokes of living, sentient crystal—crystal with a purpose!


  There under that blazing sun they lay, gleaming like giant purple gems against the jetty rock. I thought of the great stone wheel of Stonehenge, and of the other monolithic circles that men have found in England and on the Continent. Strange resemblance, between the pattern of living monsters of another world and the ancient temples of a prehistoric race! And yet, is it too far-fetched to suggest that the superstitious savages should pattern their greatest temples after the unearthly gods of their worship-gods of purple crystal that came and smote and vanished again into the skies, leaving the memory of their inevitable circling, and the thunder of their language in the great drums of worship? May it not be that they have come before, and found Earth unfitted for their usage, and passed on to other worlds? And if they have so come, and found us wanting, what lies beyond that has prevented them from bearing back the tale of their findings, marking Earth as useless for their tetrahedral purposes? Why have they had to come again and again?


  I could see that the groups of three that formed the toothed rim of the giant crystal wheel were tipping inward, bringing their peaks together in a narrow focus, and more, that the ten that were the spokes, the binding members of the wheel, were of the same rich hue as their master. The shadows of the myriad tetrahedra squatted short and black about their shining bases, against the shining rock.


  As the sun soared higher, pouring its blazing rays straight down upon the sweltering world, I sensed the beginning of a vague roseate glow at the foci of the circling trios, a glow as of energy, light, focussed by the tetrahedra themselves, yet not of themselves, but sucked from the flood of light that poured upon them from above. For the light that was reflected from their sides gleamed ever bluer, ever colder, as they drank in the warm red rays and spewed them forth again into the seething globes of leashed energy that were forming just beyond their pointing tips!


  The rose-glow had deepened to angry vermillion, seemingly caged within the spheres defined by the tips of the tilted tetrahedra. Thirty glowing coals against the black, ninety great angular forms gleaming ghastly blue in the pillaged sunlight, forms that were slowly closing in upon the center, upon their mighty master, bearing him food, energy of the sun for his feasting!


  Now the scarlet flame of the prisoned light was mounting swiftly in an awful pinnacle of outrageous color—pure fire torn from the warm rays of the sun—raw energy for the glutting of these tetrahedral demons of another world! It seemed to me that it must needs burst its bounding spheres and fuse all that crystal horde with its unleashed fury of living flame, must win free of the unimaginable forces that held it there between the eager, glittering facets, must burst its unnatural bonds and sweep the valley with a tempest of awful fire that would consign the furnace of the tetrahedra to pitiful insignificance! It did none of these, for the power that had reft it from the golden sunbeams could mould it to the use and will of the tetrahedra, as clay before the potter!


  Slowly the great ring contracted, slowly the tetrahedra tipped toward their common center, bearing at their foci the globes of angry flame. Now they stopped, hung for a long moment in preparation. Then in an instant they loosed the cradled energy of the spheres in one mighty blaze of blinding crimson that swept out in a single huge sheet of flame, blanketing all the giant wheel with its glory, then rushing into the blazing vortex of its center. Here, all the freed energy of the flame was flowing into the body of the mighty ruler of the tetrahedra, bathing him in a fury of crimson light that sank into his glowing facets as water into parched sand of the desert, bringing a fresh, new glow of renewed life to his giant frame!


  And now, as in recoil, there spouted from his towering peak a fine, thin fountain of pale blue fire, soundless, like the blaze of man-made lightning between two mightily energized electrodes—the blue of electric fire—the seepage of the giant’s feast! Like slaves snatching at the crumbs from their master’s board, the ten lesser tetrahedra crowded close. As their fierce hunger voiced itself in awful, yearning force, the fountain of blue flame split into ten thin tongues, barely visible against the black rock, that bent down into the pinnacles of the ten and poured through them into the crowding rim of the giant wheel, a rim where again the spheres of crimson fire were mounting to their climactic burst!


  Again the crimson orbs shattered and swept over the horde in a titanic canopy of flame, and again the giant master drank in its fiery glory! Now the fountain of seepage had become a mighty geyser of sparkling sapphire light that hurtled a hundred feet into the shimmering atmosphere, and, bent by the fierce hungering of the lesser creatures, curved in a glorious parabola above the crystal wheel, down over them and into them, renewing their substance and their life!


  For as I watched, each tetrahedron began to swell, visibly, creeping in horrid slow growth to a magnitude very little less than that of their giant leader. And as they mounted in size, the torrent of blue fire paled and died, leaving them glutted and expectant of the final stage!


  It came, with startling suddenness! In an instant each of the hundred clustering monsters budded, burst, shattered into four of half its size that cleaved from each corner of the parent tetrahedron. They left an octohedral shape of transparent crystal, colorless and fragile, whence every evidence of life had been withdrawn into the new-born things—a shell that crumpled and fell in fine, sparkling crystal dust to the valley floor. Only the giant ruler lay unchanged beneath the downward slanting rays of the sun. The hundred had become four hundred! The tetrahedra had spawned!


  Four hundred of the monstrous things where a hundred had lain the moment before! Drinking in the light of the noonday sun, sucking up its energy to give them substance, these tetrahedral beings from an alien world held it in their power to smother out the slightest opposition by sheer force of ever-mounting numbers! Against a hundred, or four hundred, the armies and the science of mankind might have waged war with some possibility of success, but when each creature of these invulnerable hosts might become four, with the passing of each noon’s sun, surely hope lay dead! Man was doomed!


  On the jutting point to my left I sensed new activity. The Indians were chanting, in weird low tones, to the rhythm of a great, deep-throated drum. It was some monotonous hymn or supplication to their ancient gods—gods now personified in the things below. Through the screen of shrubbery between us, I glimpsed their chieftain, taller by a head than the rest, his arms up-raised, leading the exhortation. Their voices rose, broke in an angry clamor as a dozen of their kind burst from the forest dragging the bound form of a white man—of Marston!


  I must be closer. Here, separated from them by a hundred feet of space and a double screen of matted vines, I dared not fire for fear of slaying friend with foe! Headlong I dived into the tangle, shoving the machine-gun ahead of me! Had they not been utterly engrossed in their savage ritual, the Indians must surely have heard my blundering approach, ripping blindly through the undergrowth with caution flung to the winds! By chance or fortune the tangle was less matted than elsewhere, and I burst into the cleared space barely in the nick of time.


  For all of his traitorous hypocrisy, Valdez had spoken truly of old customs and old sacrifices! Marston’s huge, straining frame was bent back over a rounded slab of polished rock in the center of the clearing, the dwarfed forest-men fairly swarming over him to hold him in place! Arms raised in supplication, their chieftain stood over him, his features distorted by something more than fear of his gods, and frenzy of sacrifice! Hate and terrible rage had seized upon his bronzed visage, making of it a veritable devil-mask! And in his clenched fist he grasped a glittering knife of steel, a knife that half an hour ago I had seen buried in the black soil of the forest—Valdez’ knife!


  Again he was raising his chant of dedication and sacrifice, screeched to the thunderous rhythm of the drum in the manner of those Old Ones before the Incas! Again it mounted to its climactic crescendo of frenzied adoration and black hate—rose to a maddened scream, and broke as his arm swept down against that bearded throat! With a merry cackle of savage laughter, my gun woke the echoes, sweeping leaden death across the clearing, mowing its swath of lives in sacrifice more terrible than any savage mind could plan!


  Through a bloody haze I saw the brown, broken bodies twisted and flung bodily from their feet by thudding missiles that tore their unresisting flesh from their broken bones and bathed the altar and the gaunt form stretched over it with spouting, smoking blood! Blood lust was in me as I raked their bewildered ranks with the laughing death, then the belt of cartridges was gone, and as I fumbled for a second the few cowering survivors fled screaming into the sheltering jungle!


  Sanity came, and horror at the slaughter I had done, and with them an awful fear that in my unreasoning rage I had murdered friend as well as foe! Stumbling over the torn and bleeding windrows of slain humanity, I raced across the bloody clearing to where he lay, the gun forgotten! And as I reached the rude altar where he lay, Marston heaved his blood-soaked frame free of the bodies that covered it, sat up, and growled whimsically:


  “Are you quite sure you’ve killed enough for the day? Or didn’t you know it was loaded?”


  “Marston, man!” I shouted frantically. “Are you all right? Did I hit you?”


  “Oh, not at all. I’m quite all right. You’re a rotten shot if I do say it—bring in a blasted flail, and then you can’t hit me! Though I’ll not say you didn’t try hard enough. You did well by the innocent bystanders, and of course the public must come first in the mind of every good citizen.”


  As a matter of fact, I had nicked a chunk out of his arm—a nice, clean hit—and the blood on him was not all Indian. Still, his sarcastic joshing served its purpose and brought me out of my near-hysteria, where I was doing nobody the slightest good, into a sort of sanity in which I could at least talk without dithering like a crazy fool. Not until we were well clear of the shambles around the altar did he speak of Valdez.


  “What happened?” he asked. “Did Valdez bolt?”


  “He tried to,” I replied glumly. “He had the stuff from the plane cached on the trail out, and—well, I wouldn’t listen to reason, he pulled a gun, and we had it out. I broke his neck—killed him.”


  “I’m not blaming you for it. I saw it coming, and I reckon it was you or he. But it’s stirred up merry hell among the Indians. Did you know he was a breed? He claimed to be pure Indian, son of a jungle chieftain and a princess of some remnants of the Old People, but he was a breed, and crossed the wrong way! The least hint that anyone had guessed the truth made a beast of him. I’ve seen him deliberately bash a man’s head to jelly because the fellow, a Portuguese muleteer, claimed relationship—on his mother’s side! He was one of their priests, a heritage from his father, and I guess they found his body. Hornby doesn’t know, though, and if I were you I’d lay the blame to the Indians—the dead ones. Right?”


  “I suppose so. It happened as you guessed. I slugged him in the neck with a heavy liana, too hard. But how did they get you?”


  “I told you I was suspicious of Valdez. I tried to follow you, and they jumped me, south of here, near the ravine. It must have been shortly after they found Valdez, for they were all crazy mad. I think the Doc is safe, though. Do you realize that this spawning means that they’re ready to go ahead and burn their way right through everything—make this whole planet a safer and better place for tetrahedra? Doc has figured they’re from Mercury—overcrowded, probably, by this wholesale system of reproduction in job-lots, and hunting for new stamping-grounds. I don’t know what our chances are of bucking them—about a quarter of what they were an hour ago—but they’re mighty slim, armed as we are. You’ve got the other machine-gun?”


  “It’s at the cache, with most of the food, if the Indians didn’t find it when they found Valdez. I have a map here, that he was using.”


  “Good. Let’s have it. You keep an eye on the Professor tomorrow, now that the Indians are out for blood, and I’ll get the stuff back to camp. Now I know they’re hostile, I’ll keep my weather eye open for trouble and I’ll guarantee I won’t be caught napping again. Come on—let’s hunt him up now, while they’re still scared.”


  “Wait, Marston,” I replied. “You get the stuff now. I have a hunch we’ll need it, and that soon. I can find Professor Hornby well enough, and I don’t think the Indians will want any more for some time to come.”


  “Right you are!” he exclaimed. “So long then.” And he swung off along my back-track.


  


CHAPTER IV


  At Bay!


  I had no trouble in finding the Professor. In truth, he found me. He was all but boiling over with excitement, for he had seen something we had not.


  “Hawkins,” he exclaimed, grabbing my shoulder fiercely, “did you see them spawn? It is remarkable—absolutely unequalled! The speed of it all—and, Hawkins, they do not have to grow before cleaving. I saw two that divided and redivided into three-inch tetrahedra—over a thousand of them! Think of it—Hawkins, they can overrun our little planet in a few days, once they start! We’re done for!”


  “I guess you’re right, Professor,” I replied. “But tell me—have you seen anything of the Indians?”


  “The Indians? Yes—there seems to be something wrong with them now, Hawkins. They seem to have lost their reverence for the tetrahedra. These tribes do not paint much, but those I have seen were decorated for battle, and one old man was cursing the things from the edge of the forest, working himself up into a regular frenzy of invective. They may resist, now, if the tetrahedra try to start anything.”


  “Marston will be glad to hear that! Right now, I think we had better strike for the high ground across the ravine, where their flame is less likely to reach us. I’ll leave you there and then look for Marston and the guns. We’re going to need them before long.”


  “Very well, Hawkins. Your plan sounds good, and I’m glad you found the plane. But where is Valdez? Isn’t he with Marston?”


  “No. He’s dead.”


  “Dead! You mean—the Indians?”


  “Um. They nearly got Marston too, but I had one of the guns. Come on, we’ll pick it up, and my pack of food, and find a place where we can see what happens and still be fairly safe. Follow me.”


  We found an ideal fortress, high on the west side of the ravine, where a little spur ran down from the highlands to the valley of the tetrahedra. Indeed, it had been used as a lookout by the ancient inhabitants of the region, ages ago, when great cities of cut stone lay in the valleys now choked by vegetation. Enough of the ancient walls remained to provide a decent bulwark against attack, and I left Professor Hornby with the gun to hold the fort until I could find Marston.


  I had little difficulty in locating him, and between us we transferred the supplies from cache to lookout, while the Professor kept a perfunctory guard over them. As a matter of fact, he was more interested in digging around in the ancient floor of potsherds and tools of the former inhabitants. He explained that the ancient Pleistocene wave of immigration from Asia, via Alaska and North America, had split at Panama to pass down both sides of the Andes. On the west, along the coast, arose the ancient American civilizations, culminating in the Incas. On the east were the forest Indians, poor savage creatures of the thick jungles, such as we had seen. And here, on the boundary between these two regions, he sought a link between the two. Perhaps he had found it. We were never to know.


  It was two days before the hostilities began. Meanwhile we had found the wreck of the plane, very nearly intact but quite useless in this dense jungle. We drained the tanks of what gasoline they contained, storing it in great glazed jars of painted earthenware that Professor Hornby had found intact in a niche below our present floor-level. His idea was to fight fire with fire, incidentally clearing a space about the spur on which our little fort was perched, so that we could see what we were about in case of trouble.


  Marston and I cleared out the brush as best we could, and cut deep slots in the larger trees on the down-hill side. A back-fire is ticklish work in the forest, but we worked it, piling the quickly drying underbrush at the far side of our little swath, saturating it with gasoline, then digging in to one of the Professor’s excavations while the fireworks went off. In a drier climate we would not have lived to tell the tale. As it was, we more or less leveled the thick forest for about two hundred feet on all sides, before the fire petered out, leaving a tangled mess of blackened wreckage that effectively kept us in and others out, as well as clearing the field of view.


  Our fire may have served to set off the onslaught of the tetrahedra. Certainly, with the next morning, there was renewed activity in their rocky pocket. They cleared out a sizeable ring of forest before sun-set. The next noon they had another sunfeast, and now the blackened valley was fairly teeming with their angular forms, large and small, for many seemed to have split without growing, as the Professor had seen one do before.


  Now, their army of destruction assembled, the tetrahedra began their conquest of Earth! In vast waves of horrid destruction with rays of angry yellow flame darting from apexes their flaming floods of energy swept over the jungle, and now not even its damp dark could resist. Mighty forest-giants toppled headlong, by the cleaving yellow flame, to melt into powdery ash before they touched the ground. Giant lianas writhed like tortured serpents as their juices were vaporized by the awful heat, then dropped away in death to lie in long grey coils along the stripped rock of the forest floor—rock that was fast taking on the glassy glare of the little valley, rock fused by heat such as Earth had never known.


  By evening, our spur of rock was a lone peninsula, an oasis in a desert of harsh black, a height which the tetrahedra, for some unknown reason, had not attempted.


  Now we could watch their plan of campaign, and our hearts sank in fear for our race, for while half of the tetrahedral army engaged in its holocaust of destruction, the remaining half fed and spawned in the full blaze of the sun. With every day dozens of square miles were added to their hellish domain and thousands of tetrahedra to their unnatural army. For now we could see that more and more of them were taking the second course, were splitting into hosts of tiny, three-inch creatures which, within a few days’ time, had swelled to full size and on the following day could spawn anew! It was dreadful, but now we were hopelessly isolated—an island in a sea of black rock, untouched as yet by the blasting fires, but utterly unable to save ourselves or our world.


  Aside from the vegetation which they were so methodically blasting, the Mercutian tetrahedra—for such Professor Hornby swore they were and such we later found them to be—had not yet come into real contact with the life of our planet, much less its master, Man. The worship of the Indians had been carried on from afar, and we ourselves were careful not to tempt our visitors from space. Now all that was changed in something of a double-barreled fashion. It began with the Indians. It ended with us.


  Now that we were shut off from the jungle, we no longer sensed the unease and stealthy activity of the forest people. Their gods had betrayed them—perhaps they thought them devils now—their sacrifice had been interrupted and their chief men slaughtered unmercifully by the slayers of their half-white brother. Their whole life and legend had gone wrong. The tetrahedra were to blame, and the tetrahedra must pay!


  The invaders did not start their daily program of devastation until the sun was high. Of late, the people of the forest had become creatures of the night, and so it was that Marston roused us about midnight to watch the fun, as he put it. As a matter of fact, we all realized that what the Indians did would probably be of vital importance to our own situation.


  The spheres were too small to hold all the tetrahedral hosts, now, and they lay crowded in great confocal ovals about them, sleeping, if such things can be said to sleep. The first indication of the attack was a tiny fire of leaves and twigs on the rocks above the ravine, now choked with slabs of rock scaled from its walls by the terrific heat. It was barely visible—merely a smudge in size, kindled for some magical purpose. Then there came a low, wailing chant, rising swiftly in vehemence and bitter hatred—a curse designed to blast the unearthly invaders where they lay. Professor Hornby was fairly gasping at the enormously ancient background of legend and superstition which it revealed, when it suddenly broke in a shrill, senile yammer of sheer madness! The strain was more than the old priest could stand.


  As in answer, other, greater fires sprang up all along the walls of the valley, and by their light we could see the Indians closing in from the edge of the forest—thousands of them, drawn to worship over untold leagues of jungle paths, and now racing into battle with all the mad fanaticism of an outraged religion! It was like a tidal wave of screeching humanity, pouring down over the black rock to break over the sleeping tetrahedra! Yet, as the last Indian burst from shelter of the jungle, the attacking force was revealed as pitifully small, compared to the ranks of those whom they attacked. Like a great city of black, tetrahedral tents the Mercutians lay, dim-lit by the failing moon, as if unaware of the savage swarm, led by its gibbering priest, that raced upon them. But they were far from unaware!


  It was I who first noticed the faint, rosy glow that hung over the silent ranks—a glow like that which had brought down my plane. I whispered to Marston, and he told me that it had not been there before—that the tetrahedra must be awake, and waiting!


  He was right. The red glow was spreading swiftly, out over the valley floor, and there must have been another, invisible emanation that preceded it, for I saw the old priest falter, beat with clawed fists at an unseen wall, then topple with a choking scream and lie still. Now, all round the valley, the first ranks of the savages were meeting this slowly advancing wall of unseen death—meeting it, and falling before it! In long windrows they lay, body after body piling up before the momentum of the unleashed rush of the red-skinned hordes! Stones, arrows, spears flew through the thickening red mist to clatter harmlessly upon the quiescent tetrahedra! But not as harmlessly as it seemed, for here and there among them showed a little spurt of pale blue flame as one of the smaller things was crushed by a hurtling stone! They were hard, but their skins of crystal were thin, and a well-flung stone might break them! They were not invulnerable!


  The Indians sensed this, too, for they had deserted spears and darts in favor of a hail of stones, large and small, that clattered among the tetrahedra in a veritable downpour, dealing really telling destruction among those who had not attained a fair size.


  The savages were yelling in triumph, now, thrilled with success, and their blind onslaught was checked, but still the invisible barrier crept on, dealing death all along their evilly grimacing front, and still the rose-red haze followed after, dissolving the crumpled bodies in fine white ash that in turn vanished in the deepening red. The yelling circle was thinning fast, yet they had not realized the futility of their attack when suddenly the tetrahedra deserted quiet defense for active combat!


  The cause was evident. Five Indians on the upslope had shoved over the cliff a huge rounded boulder that bounded like a live thing among the rocks and crashed full into the side of a great eight-foot tetrahedron, splintering its flinty flank and freeing the pent-up energy in a blinding torrent of blue flame that cascaded over the nearby ledges, fusing them into a white-hot, smoking pool of molten lava that glowed evilly in the ill-lit gloom! It was the last straw! The mad attack had become a thing of real menace to the tetrahedra, and they sprang into swift retribution. From their apexes they flashed out the flaming yellow streaks of destruction.


  Now at last the Indians broke and fled before the advancing hordes, but flight came too late, for the tetrahedra were aroused and they gave no quarter! Long tongues of yellow reached out, beating down like awful flails on the fleeing savages and searing them with swift agony, dropping them in their tracks, driving them down in shapeless horror against the smoking rock, where the scarlet sea swept over them and dissolved them in drifting, fusing ash! The doomed Indians seemed to float in a yellow sea and what the sea touched was gone in an instant! Before that awful barrage nothing living could stand!


  Of a sudden the tragedy was borne forcibly to our own quarter, as a handful of Indians sought the refuge of our rocky spur! Like brown apes they scrambled up its precipitous side toward our fortress and burrowed through the tangled debris of our back-fire. They were men like ourselves, men in awful danger of their lives, and Marston and Hornby sprang to the parapet, shouting at them in their native tongue. But the frightened savage knows no friend, and their reply was a volley of long arrows that toppled the Professor into my arms and sent Marston cursing for the guns! Lips set grimly, he sprayed the rocky slope with whining leaden death, mowing down the frenzied savages as I had done in the place of sacrifice! At sight of us, their madness burst forth anew and they broke their flight to rush our pinnacle, voices raised in wild vituperation!


  Laying Professor Hornby under the shelter of the wall, I dragged out the other gun and kicked open a case of ammunition, joining Marston in the defense of the fort. That other time I had had surprise and superstition to aid me in my single-handed victory, but now we two were leagued against outraged fanaticism, and the odds were great. Like locusts they came on, from every side, eyes red with blood-lust, teeth bared in hate-beasts of the jungle, ravening for the kill! It was the debris of our backfire, piled in a matted belt around the spur, that saved us, for here the mad charge must halt and here our guns took their toll. Nor were we two alone, for now I heard the crack of a rifle and knew that Professor Hornby was covering the ledge of rock that ran back at our rear to join us to the hills.


  Even so, I think our defense must have failed but for the tetrahedra. They had not been slow to recognize the changed nature of the Indians’ fight, and they turned that realization to their own advantage, curving around the spur to cut off a second retreat, then laying down their fiery yellow barrage upon the rear of the clamoring savage host, licking them up as a bear licks ants. It was a matter of minutes before the last Indian lay in grey ash on the rocky slope of the crag.


  For a moment matters were at a deadlock. We paused and took stock-three men with their guns against thousands of tetrahedra, armed with lightnings. Hornby had slumped back against the low wall, his eyes closed, his spare frame racked with coughs that brought back blood to his twisted lips. An arrow had pierced his lungs. Marston dropped the machine-gun, now smoking-hot, and grabbed up a rifle. I followed suit. So for perhaps two minutes the rival forces held silent, waiting.


  The Mercutians took the initiative. Their yellow tongues of flame crept slowly up the hillside, scouring it clean—up, up toward our little refuge on the peak. Now they began to glide forward, on every side, beginning the ascent. In answer our rifles rang out, and now there was no doubt as to their vulnerability, for wherever the steel-jacketed lead hit, there the thin crystal splintered and the night was lit by the glare of freed energy, the life-blood of the tetrahedra! We could not save ourselves, but we would do no puny damage!


  Now came a dull thunder from the rear, and by the dim light of the red mist I could see the giant leader of the Mercutians, standing at the summit of the cliff above the valley, commanding the attack. In reply, the yellow barrage began to beat upward along the rock, toward us, and with the same signal a faint, blurred scheme leapt into my fuddled brain! I raised my rifle, fired—not at the advancing front but farther back, into the body of the horde, slowly driving my fire back toward the giant commander, picking off monster after angular monster, nearer and nearer to where he squatted!


  Then he was flinching, gliding back before the sea of flame that burst around him as his crystal warriors fell, and in reply I brought down one after another of those toward whom he was retreating, hemming him in with death, threatening—but not striking! I cannot tell why we did not destroy him, for Marston had followed suit, neglecting the threat of the flame, which waned and died as the tetrahedra woke to the meaning of our fire. Somehow we felt that it was wiser to spare him, and our intuition was good. For a moment he hesitated, then thundered his drumming command, and the ranks of the tetrahedra drew slowly back, leaving us in peace and safety.


  So we remained, virtually prisoners, for eight days. On the third, Professor Hornby died—a blessing, for he suffered greatly. He was the only one who really understood these tetrahedra, and we shall never know how he deduced that they were from Mercury, a fact which Marston later proved. The archaeological data collected by the expedition are lost, too, since both he and Valdez are dead and we could bring out no specimens. The tetrahedra left us alone, barring us from flight with their haze of red energy, which extended up the slope to a level above that of the saddle connecting us with the forested mountain-slopes. Meanwhile they continued their barrage of the jungle, laying it waste on every side, mile after mile, day after day.


  Through the binoculars we had watched them slowly advance, and noted their very human surprise as they burned the covering jungle from the great ruined city which the expedition had sought. It was their first real experience with the works of Man, and it caused a great commotion among them. Led by the purple giant, they swarmed over and through its ruined labyrinth, studying its every niche and angle, learning it. Here was their proof that Earth harbored a civilization—that they might expect real opposition. I do not think they ever realized that our puny defense was a fair example of what that civilization could do.


  Later in the same day they found the wreck of the plane, and this time consternation indeed reigned. Here was a machine of some sort, evidently the product of that civilization that they feared. Moreover, it was recent where the city was ancient. Could it mean that they were watched—that the unseen creatures of this unknown ruling race were lurking in the dark of the jungle, with their engines of war and destruction—waiting? Now, as never before in their descent on Earth, the tetrahedra were faced by the stark blankness of the utterly unknown, and I think that they began to be afraid.


  The little valley was still the center of their activity, and every day we watched their spawning as the sun rode high, saw the piling up of the hordes that would overwhelm our race and planet, and make of it a dead, black thing like that little pocket on the east slope of the Andes. There was always a double ring of the tetrahedra about us now, and their aim-son sea of energy beat high about our prison. The giant who led them came often to observe us, to sit and stare with invisible eyes at our fortress and ourselves. Their drumming speech had grown familiar, too, and I felt that it would not be hard to understand, given the key to its meaning.


  Marston seemed fascinated with the things and their ways. There was a spring, just above the limit of the red haze, where we got our water, and he would sit there by the hour, as close to the things as he could get, watching and listening. I could see him sway to the rhythm of their thunderous speech, see his lips move in low response, and I wondered if he were going mad.


  Ever since Marston had first mentioned Professor Hornby’s theory that the things were Mercutians, I had been trying to find some way of verifying it. Now that we were in semi-intimate terms with the tetrahedra, I wondered if I might not get them, somehow, to supply this evidence. I thought of stories I had read of interplanetary communication—of telepathy, of word-association, of sign-language. They had all seemed far-fetched to me, impossible of attainment, but I resolved to try my hand at the last.


  There was some rather soft rock in the structure of the watch-tower, and as Valdez had rescued my tool kit from the plane, I had a hammer and chisel. With these, and a faulty memory, I set out to make a rough scale diagram of the inner planets, leaning a bit on the Professor’s theory. I cut circular grooves for the orbits of the four minor planets—Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars—and dug a deep central pit. In this I set a large nugget of gold, found in the ruins of the fortress, for the Sun, and in the grooves a tiny black pebble for Mercury, a large white one for Venus, and a jade bead from the ruins for Earth. Earth had a very small white moon, in its own deep-cut spiral orbit. Mars was a small chunk of rusty iron with two grains of sand for moons. I had a fair-sized scale, and there was no room for more.


  Now I was prepared to attempt communication with the tetrahedra, but I wanted more than one diagram to work with. Consequently I attempted a map of Earth, with hollowed oceans and low mountain-ridges. All this took plenty of time and trouble, but Marston was not at all in evidence, and I was not sorry, for my scheme seemed rather pointless, and I did not relish his ridicule.


  


CHAPTER V


  Face to Face


  So things stood when the tropical storm broke over us. Its cause is not hard to explain. Remember, when those scathing fires blasted the jungle, all the superabundant moisture of the region was vaporized. Even our little spring, as it ran down into the crimson haze, vanished in plumes of steam as it passed the scarce visible boundary between life and death. To add to this, during all the long summer, the sun had been literally boiling the moisture out of the rain-forests all over the Amazon Basin. The air was nearly saturated with water-vapor, though the rainy season was normally a month off. The electrical disturbances set up by the continual barrage of fire added to the general effect. Things were ripe for a storm, and it camel


  A cloud-burst, it would be called in the United States. The heavens opened in the night, and water fell in torrents, streaming from every angle of the rock, standing in pools wherever a hollow offered itself, drenching us and the world through and through. Day came, but there was no sun for the tetrahedra to feed on. Nor were they thinking of feeding, for very definite peril threatened them. To the tetrahedra, water was death!


  As I have said, their fires had flaked huge slabs of rock from the walls of the ravine leading from the high-walled valley where they slept, choking its narrow throat with shattered stone. And now that the mountain slopes, shorn of soil and vegetation, were pouring water into its bed, the stream that had carved that ravine found its course dammed—rose against it, poured over it, but not until the valley had become a lake, a lake where only the two pearly spheres floated against the rocky wall, the thousands of tetrahedra gone forever—dissolved!


  Water was death to them—dissolution! Only in the shelter of the spheres was there safety, and they were long since crowded. The hordes of the tetrahedral monsters perished miserably in the night, before they could summon the forces that might have spun them a fiery canopy of arching lightnings that would drive the water back in vapor and keep them safely dry beneath. A hundred had come in the twin spheres. A hundred thousand had been born. A bare hundred remained. Our way of escape was clear!


  But escape had been possible before, and we stayed then as now. Flight was delay—nothing more. A miracle might save us, and I think we believed in miracles. So we vainly sought shelter from the deluge in the ruins of the tower, and stared through the falling rain at the two spheres, now clear of the water and perched on the ravine’s edge, above the dam.


  Our ‘local shower” lasted for three days. Then came the sun, and the mountains began to drain. Only the new-born lake remained to remind us of the rains, a lake stained deep violet with the slowly dissolving bodies of the crystal tetrahedra. Those in the two spheres waited for a day, then came forth to survey the ruins of their campaign—the giant leader and a scant hundred of his richly purple subordinates. And now, too, came proof of the method in Marston’s madness.


  The tetrahedra had resumed their guard about the base of our crag, although the crimson barrage did not beat so high nor so vividly. Their master squatted outside the ring, brooding, watching us—perhaps pondering our connection with the tempest that had wrecked his hopes. And now Marston took under his arm the great Indian drum that I had brought away from the place of sacrifice, a drum of ancient ritual, headed with well-tanned human skin, and stalked down the slope to confront the tetrahedra. I stuck by the guns and waited.


  I can see them yet, giant leaders of two utterly different races, born on two planets sixty millions of miles apart at their nearest, inherently opposite and inherently enemies, squatting there on the black rock, watching each other! A rumble of speech from the great leader and the rose-hue of the barrage deepened, climbed higher about the crag. A bluff, it was. Marston did not move.


  And then he took up the great drum. He had cared for it as for a child during the long rain, sheltering it as best he could, testing the tautness of its grisly membrane, drying it carefully with sun and fire during all the previous day. Now I learned the reason.


  Slowly, softly, using the heel of his palm and his fingers in quick succession, he began to drum. This was not the rhythmic throb of native dances, not the choppy voice of signal drums. Faster, ever faster the great drum of sacrifice boomed forth its message, until the beats melted into a low, continuous thunder of bottomless sound, mounting in volume to a steady, rolling roar, rising and swelling in delicate inflection. His wrist must have been wonderfully strong and flexible to so control the sound! On and on in great throbbing billows rolled the drumming, and but for its thunder all the world lay still—Marston and I on the slope of the spur, the tetrahedra about its base, the purple giant beyond, on the shore of the lake. On and on, thundering through my brain in dull, insistent beatings of dead surf on the beaches of a dead world, possessing me, filling me, speaking to me in the voice of the storm—speaking—that was it! Marston was speaking to the tetrahedra with the voice of his giant drum!


  During those long, empty days on the crag-side he had been listening, learning, drilling into his scientist’s brain the meaning of every voiced command that the great master of the Mercutian tetrahedra thundered to his crystal hosts, learning their inflections, storing them in his mind! He had memorized a simple vocabulary—sounds that signified the great commander, the horde, the tetrahedra as a class; simple verbs for coming and going, for altering the barrage; words for human beings, for their planet and our own—a host of nouns and verbs that even yet seem beyond the power of any man to glean from the muttering of an alien race, coupled with the actions that fitted the words. But Marston had learned, and with the sullen voice of the giant drum he was replying, in rough, broken, ill-chosen words, falteringly expressed, words that the tetrahedron understood!


  For the crimson mist faded, vanished. The crystal ranks split, and through the lane between them glided the giant ruler, coming to where Marston sat with his drum. He stopped, spoke in words very like those that Marston had used—simple words, such as our own babies learn, roughly connected.


  “What—you?”


  And the drum: “We—tetrahedra—Earth.” I translate rudely, as they spoke. His words were not so literal as I must make them, to suit our limited tongue—were ideas, rather than words. And yet, they got their message across!


  The giant was startled. How could we, misshapen, flabby monstrosities, be rulers of a planet, equal to themselves? He was incredulous:


  “You—tetrahedra?”


  The drum muttered approval, as for a fulfilled command. The idea had been transferred, but the purple giant did not seem to think much of it.


  “You—weak! (Easily vulnerable, like vegetation, was the sense of the term used.) You—dead—easy. (Here he used a term with which he had designated the tetrahedra shattered in the battle with the Indians.) We— tetrahedra—our planet—and Earth!”


  There wasn’t much answer to that one. They could rule both planets with ease. And yet—Marston called to me.


  “Hawkins, bring down those stones you’ve been chipping, and a flask of water. Wait—bring two flasks, and a gun.”


  So he had seen me at work and guessed my plan. Well, his own beat it hollow, but if he had an idea, I wasn’t going to hinder him. I lugged the slabs down and went back for the stoppered canteens of water and the gun. At his directions I set one flask against the rock of the hillside, above him. He took the other. And all the while his drum was murmuring reassurance to the giant and his horde.


  “You work the slabs, Hawkins,” he said, “while I talk. I’ll translate, and you act accordingly.” The drum spoke:


  “Sun—Sun—Sun.” He pointed. “Your Sun—our Sun.”


  The tetrahedron approved. He came from our own Solar System.


  Now he was pointing to my diagram, to the Sun, the Earth and its orbit. “Sun. Sun. Earth. Earth.” I rolled the jade bead slowly along its groove, the white moon-pebble following in its spiral course. I rolled the other planets, showed him their colors and relative sizes. Marston was drumming again, as I touched planet after planet, questioning.


  “Your planet—your planet? Your planet—what? This?”


  The giant disapproved. It was not Mars.


  “This?” It was anything but Venus! Venus must have been pretty wet for the completest comfort


  Eagerly—”This?” Assent! The Professor was right! They came from Mercury! But Marston wanted to be sure. He found a white speck of quartz in the black stone that was Mercury, and now he turned it to the golden Sun—held it there as Mercury revolved slowly in its orbit. There was emphatic approval. Mercury it was—the planet with one side always to the Sun. So far, so good. Marston took my other plaque—the relief map of Earth.


  “Earth—Earth.”


  Yes, the Mercutian recognized it. He had seen it thus from space.


  With a crystal of quartz, Marston gouged our particular section of South America, pointed to the ground, to the lake, the forests. “This—this,” he said.


  More approval. They knew where they were, all right.


  Now he reopened a closed subject. He started up the monotone of reassurance, then superimposed on it a few deft words.


  “You—tetrahedra—Mercury.” They sure were!


  “We—tetrahedra—Earth!” Not so good! He repeated: “You—Mercury. We—Earth. We—tetrahedra!” There were evident signs of dissent! Marston swelled the reassurance-tone, then added a sharp call to attention, raised his gun, fired twice, threw the weapon down, and redoubled his assurance of well-meaning and safety.


  His aim had been good. The flask was pierced at top and bottom, and a thin stream of water was jetting forth, trickling over the glassy rock toward us. It made a little pool at his feet, lipped over, and the double rank of tetrahedra drew back to let it pass. It formed another little pool, close to the base of their giant leader. He wasn’t taking bluffs! A flash of blinding energy and the pool was steam and the rock white-hot! Marston learned another word.


  “Water—dead! We—tetrahedra—Mercury and Earth!”


  Not so good! Marston tried another.


  “You—tetrahedra—Mercury. Water—tetrahedron—Earth!”


  An alarming idea that! Water the lord of Earth!


  “Water—no—dead!” Decided negation in the drum. He pointed. True enough, the steam was condensing and running down the smooth rock in little droplets. Water could not be killed! It always came back!


  “We—tetrahedra—water!”


  Phew! That was a statement! He proved it. He dabbled his fingers in the pool at his feet, took some up in his hand and slicked back his hair. I gave a thunderous grunt by way of attracting attention, uncapped the other canteen, and poured a long and very visible stream of water down my throat. Marston took the canteen and did the same, then sent me for more water, a pailful.


  “Water—tetrahedron—Earth!” he reiterated. He illustrated his point, dipped water from the pail with much splashing and poured it over my relief of the Earth, filling the hollows of the seas. He emphasized it, with a gloomy note in his drumming. “Water—tetrahedron—Earth. Water. Water!”


  He had another hunch, rolled Venus around its orbit. “What?” asked the drum. He was answered, glumly. He dipped Venus in the water. Venus was pumice and floated.


  “Water—tetrahedron—Venus?” Oh, decidedly. The purple giant was sure of that. Marston tried Mercury. Mercury sank. Time after time it sank. Water didn’t like Mercury.


  “You— tetrahedra—Mercury. Water—no—tetrahedron—Mercury.” A pause. Then slowly, ominously—”Water—tetrahedron—you!”


  And he was right. Water had them licked. I had a bright idea, and Marston moved camp to the brink of the lake, striding like a conqueror between the double file of tetrahedra. Arrived beside the water, with the giant fairly close and the army very much in the background, I stripped and dove in—”brought up bottom”—brought up a chunk of half-dissolved purple crystal! Marston rubbed it in, gleefully.


  “Water—tetrahedron—you!” They had to admit it. Now he tried to coin a word—pointed to the sky and shuffled syllables on the drum. “Up—up. Water—up.” The giant caught on and supplied the correct term. Marston coined a real one—a genial, murmurous “Thank-you”—on his drum. I tried my hand again, dipped up a bucket of water and doused Marston, then stepped toward the great tetrahedron with another. He retreated. I wallowed in it myself instead—childish, but convincing. By now the idea was definitely set that water was rank poison to the tetrahedra and a second home to us. Now for the real information!


  Marston drummed attention and reassurance, and the great leader glided back, carefully avoiding puddles. I could see that he floated about three inches clear of the ground. Perhaps, with the lesser gravitation of Mercury, he flew.


  I started demonstrating my little Solar System again, while Marston announced again that Earth was largely water—no fit place for tetrahedra—water that could be killed, but that came down again in rain. He drilled in the idea of rain, until he was sure he had made his point, securing various Mercutian expressions of disgust and dislike. He found a word for “rain”—really coined one, for it did not seem to exist in Mercutian. It was a combination of “water” and “up,” so as to be quite clear, with a double-ruffle of emphasis to characterize it. The etymology of the word was quite clear to all concerned. They knew what rain was, now.


  I had poked a hole through the soft, thin rock of Mercury’s orbit and put clay plugs in Earth’s orbit at diametrically opposite points. Now Marston demonstrated. He poured water on Mercury. It vanished.


  “Mercury—no—rain. No!” The entire host had crowded in, and there was a general murmur of assent


  Venus, on the other hand, being a deep groove, held plenty of water. “Venus—rain. Water—tetrahedron—Venus.”


  They got that, too. Weather of Venus is ideal for ducks and frogs—wot for tetrahedra.


  He moved out one planet, and I could feel a tensing. They knew what he was driving at! He was going to describe weather-conditions of Earth. Half Earth’s orbit held water to the brim. The other half was rather damp. He slowly moved Earth around her circles, showing that six months were wet and six not so wet. He took to the drum for emphasis.


  “Water—tetrahedron—Earth. We—tetrahedron—water. Water—tetrahedron—you.” A delicate inference. Then, slowly, emphatically, “Water—Venus. Water—Earth.” And now his final card.


  He set Mercury in its orbit, placed Venus almost opposite, paused. The giant assented. That was where the planets were at present. He skipped Earth and went to Mars, rolled it along its orbit, stopped it. Assent. All true, so far. And now I saw his point, for when he dropped Earth in place, very nearly in line between Mars and Mercury, it fell in the middle of the dry half of the orbit!


  A hundred tetrahedra slid back a yard or so in recoil. This rain which had drowned out practically all of their army of thousands, was an example of our dry season! By inference, our real wet weather must have been sheer Mercutian hell to every tetrahedron of them!


  But Marston was too good a diplomat to give them a hands off without suggesting an alternative. He slowly poured water on Mars. Mars apparently, and actually, had a hole in its bottom, for it drained bone dry. Mars, now, was very nice. But Earth was nasty and wet, as bad as Venus or worse. And it was inhabited by a race of super-intelligent fish, to judge from the impression he gave the tetrahedra. He picked up the drum for a last word.


  “Earth—rain. Mars—no—rain. We—Earth. You—no—Earth. You—Mars?” He dwelt on the question. “Mars? Mars???” He rolled out an endless question-mark, then suddenly quit, took a long, flashing drink of water from the flask, and dove into the lake, clothes and all. I followed him, and together we splashed to the other shore, making our mastery of the water very evident, then climbed out, waiting. If things worked out, all well and good. If they didn’t—well, we had the lake between us.


  And it did work! For a moment they stood motionless, the mighty sixteen-foot tetrahedron of royal purple and his eight-foot purple retinue, silent, considering. Then came a sudden command, and the hundred flowed in orderly motion to the spheres, entered. Their mighty master was alone. For an instant he hesitated, then swept forward to the very edge of the lake. From this towering peak beat the white lightnings, lashing the purple waters into great billowing clouds of steam that threw up a dense wall of mist between us! Through the hiss of the steam came his thunderous voice, in last comment upon the invasion of his tetrahedral race! Marston translated, softly:


  “Water—tetrahedron—Earth. You—tetrahedron—water. We—kill—water! You—Earth. We—Mars. Mars!” And a long, rolling assent, an infinitely underlined YES!”


  Water and Earth seemed to be synonymous, and we were perfectly at ease in that dangerous element. For all that, they, the tetrahedra of Mercury, could “kill” it, which, by inference, we could not. They weren’t going to admit defeat, by Man or water, but this was a big Solar System. We could have our soggy Earth! They were going to Mars!


  Up from behind the wall of “killed” water rose two great, glorious pearls, marvelously opalescent in the rays of the setting sun—up and up, smaller and smaller, until they vanished into the deepening blue above the Andes. Ironically, it began to rain.


  As you see, “Tetrahedra of Space” belongs in the same tradition as the stories of Meek. The setting is South America, and it is the Indians this time who are superstitious savages and clearly subhuman. When the half-breed, Valdez, is killed, the hero buries him saying, “. . . all of him was human,” but also says, “. . . part of him was white.”


  P. Schuyler Miller has been the book reviewer for Astounding now for almost as many years as I have been writing, and I know him to be a liberal and humane person, one of the gentlest and most generous souls I have ever met. It is a measure of how far the unthinking stereotypes can penetrate and of how taken-for-granted they were in this type of adventure fiction, that even Miller could fall victim to them.


  What fascinated me in this story and what caused it to live on in my memory was the picture of extraterrestrials who were utterly non-human. This wasn’t often done in those days, or, for that matter, in the more primitive forms of science fiction even today. In so many cases, intelligent creatures are assumed to be quite human if they are virtuous, and distortedly human if they are villainous, as in “Submicroscopic.”


  There was, further, the picture of the tetrahedra spawning and of the final communication of the two intelligences, which was handled rather subtly, I thought then—and thought again recently, when I reread it.


  One other thing that occurs to me in connection with the story is the mere word “tetrahedra.” Miller doesn’t define the word anywhere in the story, but the illustrations by Frank R. Paul (one of them on the cover of the magazine) made it clear to me that they were solids with four, triangular faces.


  It was the first time I had ever heard the word, and, of course, I never forgot it. Any form of reading will improve one’s vocabulary, but science fiction automatically improves one’s scientific vocabulary.


  “Tetrahedra of Space,” incidentally, contains another common characteristic of early magazine science fiction: elephantiasis of the adjectives. Especially in the first portion of the story, every sentence carries a load of them that breaks it in two. Combine that with inverted word order and unnecessary italics, and you find yourself breathing heavily and losing track of the sense.


  To me in my younger days, and to others in theirs, and to some, I fear, in all their days, this thick layer of fatty adjectival froth seems to be a mark of good writing. And, indeed, adjectivitis was most common in the fantasy of the time and in such admired writers as A. Merritt, H. P. Lovecraft, and Clark Ashton Smith (whom, however, I am afraid I never admired, even when I was young and might have been excused the error).


  Clark Ashton Smith, in particular, had a second interesting literary aberration. He used long and unfamiliar words as another way of impressing the naive with the quality of his writing. In the same issue with “Tetrahedra of Space,” for instance, there is Smith’s “Beyond the Singing Flame,” and since Sam Moskowitz had sent me the complete issue in this particular case, I looked at the Smith story for old time’s sake.


  In the very second paragraph, I found him using “veridical” when he meant “true,” and I read no further. Yes, “veridical” does mean “true,” but I cannot imagine any occasion (outside a certain specialized use among psychologists) when “true” is not very greatly to be preferred.


  In my early days, I tried to imitate these adjectival examples of writing. My style was most ornate in the days before I had published anything. Some of the fat had been steamed out by the time I was publishing, and my writing has grown progressively leaner with the years. I am not sorry.


  THE LAST ONE LEFT


  Bill Pronzini


  The alien leans toward Cavender and folds two of its six tentacles on the desk blotter. Bright green eyes on slender stalks regard him gravely. “Now then,” it says, “what did you say is disturbing you? It would be best to get right to the point. Of course,” it adds in gentle tones, “if you’d prefer not to discuss it at the present moment that would be all right too. Ultimately you must be the judge, the controller, the captain, as it were, of your life.”


  Cavender smiles. He winks at the alien; it pretends not to notice. He is used to this kind of thing by now and is not even surprised that Doctor Fount has been replaced. His own wife, his secretary, half of his office staff in the last week; surely his psychiatrist was inevitable. He sees Fount twice a week, was somewhat surprised the replacement had not been accomplished on Tuesday.


  When the aliens first appeared, just one week ago, they had started at the fringes: marginal people, beggars, cleaning ladies, token sellers, busboys and the like. The next day it had been the children and white-collar workers. Last night it had been Eunice and three-quarters of the opera company. And now it was his shrink. Ah well. He had never got along with Fount anyway.


  It doesn’t really matter, he thinks. What does matter is finding out why they have moved in and from where they’ve come. And why nobody but him seems to have been aware of the replacements when they started; no pandemonium on the streets, no newspaper articles, routine applause at the City Opera last night. Is he the only one who can see them?


  Once he has the answers to these questions Cavender is sure he will be able to find a way to banish or destroy the aliens. He will have to save the world—that occurred to him during the sextet, just before all six of the singers sprouted tentacles. Not to put too fine a point on it, but the fate of Mankind is in his hands. Which is not unusual. He has been cleaning up weaker people’s messes all of his life, it seems.


  “All of my life,” he says, and realizes that he has spoken most of this aloud. An old trait, this talking to himself, which has increased markedly in the past couple of days, what with the pressures and losing Eunice and all. Who could blame a man for becoming a little less stable under these circumstances?


  The alien, who has been listening to him with polite attention, says, “This is very interesting, Albert. Why do you think this is so? Why does the fate of Mankind, that is to say, rest exclusively upon you?”


  Like Fount, the alien replacement is humoring him. It must have read the files, listened to the tapes. No matter; Cavender loves to be humored. Why pay a hundred dollars for forty-five minutes if not for that? He has always enjoyed psychotherapy, although now of course he can hardly continue.


  “Because,” he says, “I seem to be the only one aware of the invasion. Your invasion, I mean, through which one by one you’ve usurped almost all the population of New York. I wonder if it’s this way in the midwest, to say nothing of the Eastern bloc?”


  The alien regards him sadly. “How long have you felt this way?”


  “Oh come on,” Cavender says, “I’ve been in this shrinking game for four years and I know all the tricks better than you. You don’t have to deal with me as if this is reactive depression with paranoid focus.”


  “Come again?”


  “Never mind,” Cavender says. He pauses. “What I want to find out,” he says, “is why you’re doing this. I mean, what’s your primary motivation? Simple conquest of an inferior race? Or what? And what happens to all the good folks you’ve replaced? Are they simply being eliminated or are they transferred to your home planet, whatever strange place that must be, and put to work in mines or labor communes?”


  The alien holds a pencil between two of its tentacles and assumes an expression of professional concern. It seems to be waiting with interest for him to continue.


  “Labor communes would be my guess,” Cavender says. “Let’s see. You needed to take over a new world because living conditions on your planet are becoming intolerable. Pollution, overpopulation, that sort of thing.”


  “Mmm,” the alien says noncommittally.


  “But you don’t want to just abandon your home because there are plenty of natural resources left. None of your people want to stay there and work in the communes, so that’s where we come in. Where the ones you’ve replaced come in, rather. How about that? Am I on the right track?”


  One of the alien’s eyestalks flicks aside. Nothing else changes in its expression and it doesn’t speak, but Cavender thinks: Aha! On target, all right.


  “Now the next question is,” he says, “why am I exempt? Why haven’t I been replaced and why is it I can see you for what you are and nobody else suspected a thing?”


  “Perhaps you’d care to venture another guess there, Albert,” the alien says.


  Cavender nods, considers, and has what he takes to be another insight. “Maybe you aliens are only able to replace people who don’t need shrinks,” he says. “The unimaginative masses, the normal ones. Normal ones,” he says again, because he likes the sound of the phrase. “Does that make any sense?”


  “What do you think, Albert? It’s you on whom all of this must focus, after all. Are you pleased with your insights?”


  “Stop patronizing me,” Cavender says. “I’m one of the last ones left and you know it. Maybe I’m even the last one by now, who knows?” He pauses, suddenly at a loss. “I’m quite disturbed by all of this,” he adds after a while.


  “I’m sure you are, Albert,” the alien says in a sympathetic way. “Of course you realize I have no answers. The only answers must come from you, as I have explained in the past.”


  The alien’s color has shifted, Cavender notices. It is the most delicate of orange now, its tentacles a pastoral and bucolic blue, as blue as an inverted bowl of sky against the earth-colored speckles of the upper and lower extremities. His perspective lurches; he feels a moment of confusion. Another moment of confusion?


  “I think I’m going to leave,” he says.


  “That is your decision. You don’t have to talk, though: we can just sit here if you like.”


  There is a beauty to the tentacles; they have the symmetry and the fine detail of the backs of old violins. “No,” Cavender says, “I want to leave. You’ll bill me, I guess. Do aliens send out bills?”


  “Of course I’ll bill you, Albert,” the alien says kindly. “But why don’t you lie down on the couch and rest for a time? You still have twenty minutes left and you want to get full value for your money, don’t you?”


  “You have no mercy,” Cavender says. “I’m not bitter about that but it’s the truth. No mercy at all.”


  “Why do you say that? Why do you think I have no mercy?”


  “Because you don’t. You could make it easier for me by admitting the truth, but you just won’t do it.”


  “What truth, Albert?”


  “Oh all right,” Cavender says irritably and stands. The beauty of the tentacles is beginning to unnerve him. “An invasion is an invasion. You people are obviously superior to us in every way and your mass hypnosis and transferral program is almost a hundred percent effective. You hold all the advantages. For now,” he adds in a cryptic tone. “For now.”


  “We’ll continue this next Tuesday,” the alien says. “Unless you’d care to change your mind and stay on for the rest of your session—”


  Cavender shakes his head, turns, and leaves the office. He notes as he walks through the reception area that in the interim Fount’s secretary has also become an alien—a small, delicate, five tentacled creature in fetching magenta with multicolored eye-stalks. It is all slipping away very quickly; he should have known that they would make a second sweep of all clerical personnel. He sighs and goes through the outer door, waits in the corridor by the elevator.


  Three aliens emerge wobbling from the periodontist’s office adjacent and stand by him, complaining to each other about excessive bleeding and the perils of anesthesia. Aliens, it would seem, have the same dental problems as humans. He must keep that in mind, Cavender thinks; it might be a flaw in their armament. Perhaps it can be worked with, used against them as a means of saving the world. If there is any world left to save, that is. If he is not already the last human left.


  The elevator comes and takes them all silently to the lobby, where they part. Cavender walks toward the entrance at a brisk pace, and then he—


  —rolls through the flickering doors. Comes into a burning and omnipresent sunlight. Conditions here are not nearly so good as advertised, he thinks; there is too much sunlight and too much air. At the very least they could have denextified the amorlets for the Crossing, piped through a little inductivity. But then, Headquarters gives grattl about the amenities. All they care about is ranking and rendling, ninking and bocck, and little compassion for the furnerraghts as always.


  Waving his tentacles meditatively, denextifying as best he can unsupported, Szzlvey Trg establishes rolicular modal control and warkles toward Cavender’s hutch.


  THE UNREMEMBERED


  Edward Mackin


  Mrs. Gregwold buttoned the auto-chef, and turned to her husband who was sitting near the picture-window, gazing out over the Levels.


  “Tea’s on, Timothy,” she said, as the meal rattled out on to the service table.


  Timothy Gregwold got to his feet, and stretched his limbs, grunting as he did so.


  “Those sporter-flivs go faster all the time,” he remarked. “I just saw two playing skeet across the Levels. Must have been doing all of three-hundred. Beats me what these youngsters use for brains these days. They’re speed mad.”


  He sat down at the table, and looked at the processed stew, and at the price on the credit tag.


  “One of them crashed over on Tenth last night,” his wife told him. “It killed three people and a Labrador dog. A lovely animal. I saw its picture in the News Flash.”


  “A point-one increase,” frowned Mr. Gregwold. He examined the other dishes. “Fruit’s up, too,” he grumbled. “If this goes on we’ll be raiding our capital.”


  “It’s the Rejuvenation Clinics,” his wife said. “They’re costing more to run, I believe.”


  “Oh, we mustn’t knock them, must we?” he said, sarcastically. “Where would we be without them?”


  “Dust hath closed Helen’s eye,” she quoted, vaguely.


  “Two hundreds years dead.” He dug at the stew. “I sometimes wonder why we bother, though.”


  She sat opposite him, and unwrapped the ready-buttered bread, arranging the pieces carefully on a plate. “You know why,” she said, quietly. “One of them was here today.”


  He swallowed some of the food, and looked uneasy. “Here? You mean outside the flat?”


  She nodded. “I was going to have a chat with Mrs. Benz. She gets very lonely, you know, being on her own. Well, I opened the door and he was standing there. I felt as though I should know him; but I didn’t. And then he’d gone. He was near the end of the corridor, walking away from me.”


  “No time interval?”


  “You know how it is. He was by the door, and then he wasn’t. I’ve been trying to think ever since about what he looked like; but I can’t.”


  “I know. He looked like everyone you ever knew, and nobody in particular.”


  “Oh, someone in particular, I think; but it was hazy.” They finished the meal in silence, and when she pressed the appropriate button the center of the table with the remnants of the meal rolled silently back into the wall and disappeared. He turned in his chair, and switched on the video. After idly watching the images form on the mock stage he switched off again, and sat with his back to it.


  “No washing up,” he mused, looking at the early sky-ads flare up over Ford Capitol on East Twelfth Level, which was the highest they’d got. “No rattle of dishes, no smell of cooking. I’ve lived too long.”


  She came and sat next to him, moving her chair through the floor slots. “Stew doesn’t agree with you,” she said. “Maybe you should have milk and bananas odd days.”


  He shook his head. “Not for me. You never see a real banana these days. They’re always ready-skinned and in one of those cute little plastic jackets. What was wrong with the original skin? I’ll tell you what. They couldn’t charge it, that’s what. They’re pre-package mad these days. Oranges peeled so you can see the fruit, all yellow and slimy. And those apples, sans peel, sans core, and sans taste. Or maybe you want a fresh egg so you can go old-fashioned and actually beat it up yourself in your milk. Well, the machine will humor you, if you press the right button. But what do you get? You get the palest of pale yellow eggs in a transparent little doodah. It’s indecent! An egg should be in a shell.”


  She smiled at him indulgently, and switched off the table light. It was silly to waste credits. Timothy, it seemed, was in one of his grumbling moods. These were usually triggered off by indigestion, and covered everything from food and other Government shortcomings to the putrid programs on the video, which he never looked at anyway.


  “Perhaps you should have a talk with the hens,” she chaffed. “They could be eating plastic instead of grit.”


  “Hens?” He sounded as though he couldn’t believe his ears. “Hens? Get up to date, woman, for heaven’s sake! You know what? I saw an egg production unit once. It’s just a damn great automated hell! There were three-thousand hens there; but you couldn’t see a single one. Not one. They were de-squawked and built in. Machines of flesh. Just parts of a larger machine, and each one fed at precise intervals with measured quantities of food through the neck. What does a hen want with head or eyes? It doesn’t need to peck grit either. The soft eggs drop into neat little plastic containers, which are whipped away by the belt to be sealed and stamped.


  “When the production figures decline for any unit it is automatically replaced, and still you don’t see a hen. Just a metal box, wired and tubed, and inside is a legless, feather-less, headless creature; a bit of equipment that wore out. So, I don’t like eggs without the shells.”


  She was horrified. “You’re making it up,” she said. “No one would be so wicked.” She tried to think when she had last seen a shell-egg; but gave it up. “Someone should do something about it,” she decided.


  He nodded. “That’s up to the youngsters. But they won’t do anything. They have that mindless look about them.”


  “The young always seem like that to the old. They’ll be all right. You see.”


  “Maybe they’ll blow us all up,” he said, with a grin, “and go off somewhere else to live on an acre apiece and a cow. By God, if only I were young again! That’s what I’d do. I’d blow it so high it would rain plascrete and people for three days solid. What good are we doing? What’s the use of it all?”


  “You’ve been missing attendances at the clinic,” she said. “You shouldn’t do that. You don’t want to be like . . . like . . .”


  “One of those,” he finished for her. “No, I don’t. When I feel it coming on I’m going to walk off the Level.”


  She looked at him a trifle anxiously. The tell-tale signs of neglect were there on his thin, almost waxen face, as though a warm hand had been passed over the image of a man, erasing his personality.


  “You’ll really have to go to the vats very soon, Timothy,” she urged. “It must be three years since you were there last.”


  “Five years and some odd days,” he corrected her. “You could do with some treatment yourself.”


  She nodded, brightly, and essayed a brief smile. “I’m going this afternoon,” she said.


  “Forget it,” he told her. “I went along yesterday. The vats are closed for extensive alterations, or so the notice says. They’ve been closed for over a week.”


  Her eyes widened with fear. “You mean you can’t get treatment until the stupid alterations are finished?”


  “That’s just an excuse,” he said. “It’s all over the city that the Lunar strike-petered out. The total stock of selenite could be heaped on a dinner plate. Process that and you are left with maybe a teaspoon of catalyst-49; just about enough for three full treatments. I videoed the Appointments Bureau six times before I finally got through. I was told that they are only doing emergencies; but my name would be placed on the priority list. They’ll get in touch with me in due course, I don’t think. It’s my guess that the emergencies are really private stockholders.”


  He shifted his position so that he faced the video, and snapped the News-Flash button. A smooth-faced announcer with a little brush moustache was halfway through an item on traffic casualties. Timothy switched off.


  “Fifty-per-cent up on last week’s,” he remarked. “With the birthrate falling the way it is, and the youngsters killing themselves off wholesale, this will be a world of ghosts before another century has passed. Unless, of course, Professor Gorgon is successful with his artificial womb. In that case we can look forward to having a race of zombies to nod at. Those of us who are left, that is. With a bit of luck we’ll be dead by then, though.”


  “You shouldn’t talk like that,” she said uneasily.


  “Better that than being a kind of wraith, blocked off from both life and death, and existing in some sort of Limbo. I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. There’s not much else to do, is there, at our age? Anyway, I’ve come up with a kind of theory.” He drew an imaginary line on the table with his forefinger. “The Life Force carrier wave,” he explained. “Now we’ll have some modulation.” His finger traced this up and down and along the carrier wave. “You know what that is? It’s a speech pattern wave. It’s the Word. A single word spoken by the Almighty.” He placed an imaginary dot near where he thought he’d drawn the base line. “A point of life,” he said, while she watched with a faint, puzzled frown; but the frown was for the closed Rejuvenation Clinics. Worrying about this she hardly heard what he was saying, and wouldn’t have understood anyway.


  He gave a quick side glance to ensure that he had her attention, and then tapped the dot again. “A point of life,” he repeated, “which moves gradually upwards and forwards as the creature matures. The whole wave train feeds it at first, and then it begins to miss the shorter peaks, which is when time seems to be going faster, and then faster, still as we grow older, and older. When we are really old only the longer peaks feed life into us. Normally, around about this time we’d be old and tottery, and a fair target for everything lethal; in fact, a living write-off.”


  “Yes,” she said quickly, as he paused and looked at her again.


  “Nowadays, however,” he went on, and allowed himself a sardonic smile, “the catalyst treatment can pull you back; but if, after a great many years, you stop the treatment what happens? What happens is that you shoot up and away from the Life Force modulation, if you see what I mean, until just the tip of an occasional peak fires your conscious mind, and then only the tip of an exceptionally long peak. Eventually—we don’t know when because we don’t know how long the longest peaks are—we should just fade into oblivion.


  “As it is,” he said, seeing it all in his mind’s eye, and searching for the means to describe it, “there is a period when we are just asprawl in the great gaps between the longer peaks, and during that time we aren’t here at all. We? I mean they, of course. Those poor ghosts we see all around us these days, and almost recognize. They exist only in spasms, and even though we may have known them we find it impossible to recollect anything about them. Oh, they are never completely forgotten, just unremembered. They are beyond help, and too insubstantial even for Death to claim.”


  “You sound just like the man on the video,” she said, contriving a smile. “He was on last week sometime, and he was explaining it all with diagrams and things, and squiggly bits that didn’t make any kind of sense at all. But he said that the apparitions—he called them that—he said the apparitions would increase; but not to be frightened because they were harmless.”


  “Did he?” he said, and seemed disconcerted. “I didn’t see it,” he added, “but I heard someone talking about it, and it set me thinking . . .”


  There was a haziness about him. She began to think of the dog that had been killed in the crash, and wondered why she should be more concerned about an animal than the human beings killed at the same time. It was its essential innocence, of course. It wasn’t in any way concerned with the mechanical muddle that Man had got himself into.


  She looked at the empty chair next to her, and something flickered in her mind, some vague memory that wouldn’t reveal itself. It was almost as though someone should have been sitting there with her. Nonsense, of course, she told herself. There had never been anyone.


  She got to her feet slowly, almost painfully, and looked out of the picture window. Just below, on the near Level someone was looking up at her. She wondered who it could be, and decided it looked like the man she had seen standing outside the door of the flat earlier that day. Then he was gone, to reappear further down the Level. It was one of them, she thought, and felt troubled.


  She looked around the room, and a little frown creased her rapidly aging features. There seemed to be something missing somehow. She sighed.


  “I’ll have to get a little dog,” she said, aloud.


  On Level 17, East Block, where the flat building that housed the Rejuvenation Clinic was situated, there was a small crowd of people of both sexes assembled in a rough queue. Timothy Gregwold joined them.


  “What goes?” he asked the man in front. “Have they got the vats working?”


  The other shook his head. “They’re issuing euthanasia permits.’’


  So it had come to that. Timothy looked around at the busy Levels; at the tall buildings, the cloud-toppers, piercing the huge layered structures, and at the linking flyovers and pedways, bright with the late spring sunshine. He watched the hordes of jets, and hovercabs, and the stripped-down sporter-flivs darting like dragonflies between the shining facade of glass and plascrete and suddenly, for the first time in years, he realized, with a little tug at the heart, that it meant something to him. He didn’t want to leave it. Idiot, he thought. You sentimental old idiot! There’s no room here for you. Your world is dead and buried. All this belongs to the younger ones, God help them!


  A young couple passed, arms around each other, and glancing towards the queue laughed loudly. The young man said something that Timothy took to be derisive, and they laughed again; but the oldsters queueing for death ignored them. They had passed the point of no return, and felt themselves already dead.


  Timothy Gregwold turned on his heel and walked away. He felt that the important thing now was not to panic, and to try and preserve some semblance of human dignity. He wasn’t queueing for permission to die. If he reached the point where it was either that or worse then he would do it in his own way, and under his own steam. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a tall, wavering shape that shifted its position constantly over to his left. One of them, he thought. A lonely ghost looking for solace.


  On a sudden impulse he walked to the edge of the Level, and looked over the parapet. Here there was a sheer drop of nearly a thousand feet. He put one leg over and sat on the smooth plascrete. Then he tried to bring the other leg over to join it preparatory to a plunge that would take him into an abyss of fear and pain and then oblivion; but he couldn’t do it.


  “Haven’t got the nerve,” he said at last. A uniformed patrolman came over to him, hand resting lightly on his stun gun. “Not that way, old-timer,” he said. “It makes such a mess. What’s the problem? Credits or the clinic?”


  Timothy brought his leg back over the parapet and stood up. “Neither,” he said, bitterly. “Just lack of guts.”


  He walked away. The patrolman’s mocking voice came after him. “Try a Mother Reilly’s special. That’s our problem just now.”


  He was referring to a drink consisting of three parts of cheap wine with one part of pure alcohol and a dash of wood spirit. It was much favored by the city’s poorer drunks and the flotsam that could be found in every niche and doorway on almost every Level despite the Government’s massive welfare programs. The trouble was, Timothy reflected, that most of the money was being siphoned off and into the pockets of a rat pack of professional leeches, and greedy entrepreneurs.


  Just the same, he decided, a drink might help at that. In an effort to combat alcoholism and its attendant ills the authorities had opened a number of bars as an experiment The idea was to wean the bulk of the addicts from the more lethal concoctions. Ironically, they had been taken up by the bored but respectable strata of society, and no member of the submerged tenth would have dared to show his nose in any of them, even supposing he could pay the exorbitant prices now demanded.


  He called in at Randy’s Bar, and asked the white-coated barman for a double Scotch. He drank this off almost in a gulp, while the man passed his credit card through the register, and ordered another.


  The barman looked sympathetic. “They’ll be shipping a load in any day now,” he reassured Timothy.


  Timothy gave a wry smile. “It shows, huh?” he said.


  “I’ve had over a dozen in this morning all worried to hell about the same thing, the clinic shut-down.”


  The old man looked around the empty bar. “We must be your only customers,” he remarked.


  The barman took up a spotless glass and polished it “It brightens up towards evening,” he said. “People calling in on the way home from business mostly; but later on we get crowded. I have to switch over to auto-service. Can’t cope on my own. It makes me wonder sometimes what blessed use I am. The auto could handle it right through.”


  “The human touch,” Mr. Gregwold said, a bit thickly after downing his second double. “This place would be nothing without the human touch. Will you have one with me?”


  “Thank you, sir,” the barman said. He passed Timothy’s card through the register again, and transferred the drink price to his tip credit Then he poured the double whisky for his customer, and ginger ale for himself out of a similar bottle. “Your good health, sir,” he said, “and here’s to the clinics opening again shortly.” They drank to that.


  “Yes,” murmured Timothy to himself, “that’s what the whole damn set-up lacks. The human touch.” He nodded to the barman. “That’s what makes this place such an oasis. I should have come here more often; but now I won’t be able to.”


  “Any day now they’ll be shipping it in,” said the barman. “You see if they don’t.”


  This time it sounded even less convincing. Timothy shook his head. “The mines are worked out. They were just pockets anyway. The only deliveries still going through are from private stockpiles.”


  The barman nodded, and began to polish the same glass all over again. “You tumbled to it,” he said. “I hear a lot in this bar. People forget you’re around when they’ve had a few. That’s what it is, dad. They’re slinging in the private stuff because that’s all there is. These characters were allowed to buy themselves in to ease Government expenditure, and they were able to stockpile about twenty per cent of the raw selenite. On top of this they took ten per cent of Earth deliveries in lieu of freightage for their own stock. Now these boys are the only ones with any selenite. Only they’re not selling. They’re keeping it for their old age, and their children’s old age, if they have any children. Yeah, that’s it; but what can you do about it?”


  “Get drunk, maybe,” said Timothy. “That’s about all.”


  The barman put the glass under, the counter somewhere. “What about a massive dose of anabolic steroids? I’ve heard they’re treating some people with that and a few other drugs. They used to get some pretty spectacular results with those things years ago.” He wiped his hands on the cloth, and hung it up.


  “I’m past that,” Timothy said. “Long past it.” He drank the rest of the whiskey and slid the glass across the counter. The barman looked at him, pityingly. As he moved away the room shifted slightly, and he was outside without knowing how he got there.


  “Just missed a couple of low peaks,” he told himself, fear gripping him. “No need to get panicky, though. There’s still a chance.”


  He saw the same patrolman approaching him, and turned and walked the other way. He was staggering a bit because of the unaccustomed drinking bout; but looking back he saw that the patrolman had stopped to watch a helicab, which was coming down in a restricted parkway. He moved off purposefully towards it, and Timothy began to run towards the edge of the Level. Without any hesitation this time he threw himself over the low parapet and fell, turning over and over, to a projecting lower Level.


  Then, miraculously, he was walking away unhurt. It had happened after all. He had been just too late, and he was between the peaks, a reluctant immortal. He felt the hard laughter inside him. Nothing could kill him now.


  After this he just seemed to wander about in a soundless world, which came to noisy life in occasional burst when he hit an exceptionally long peak. He had a sense of timelessness, and was conscious of being everywhere at once: outside the Rejuvenation Clinics; looking up at his apartment; gazing at strange people, whom he felt he should know, and seeing only vague recognition mixed with fear in their faces; walking along all the Levels; standing in all the bars, and peering at everyone from everywhere in the city. This awful ubiquity filled him with black horror.


  Sometimes he was aware of being outside the solar system altogether, journeying through the galaxy with the ice-cold radiance of the unblinking stars his only company, and this was worse. His personality was reduced to shards and then to dust, and the dust scattered over the cosmic wastes, and along the star trails. He saw the myriad planets teeming with strange life forms, experienced the impact of a million alien cultures, and was afraid in every part of him.


  The last enemy was not that which he had expected. It was an awareness of the white hot hate of Truth. Not man’s truth; but the truth that was the original Chaos. The truth that he had always rejected with all of his being; for man had risen above this, molding it to his own image and burying, in his subconscious, what wouldn’t fit.


  Suddenly, and quite without warning, he beheld the real. It was like the lifting of a third curtain, the truth behind the truth behind the truth. The glimpse that he had was of pure beauty, terrible to behold. He fled across the galaxies and, with each screaming mote of his being, prayed that it would end. Nothing now to be added or taken away, oh Lord, he prayed, except awareness. Let me not be forever and forever . . .


  Yet, somehow, it was borne upon him that it could not end like this. It was the final disintegration before the ultimate integration. Gradually, as the realization came, the fear went, and then he knew. He was an integral part of a multidimensional pattern; a part of everyone who had gone before and who would come after, before man even and after man. That terrifying ubiquity, fading now that he had become orientated to something greater than self, was a manifestation of the many facets of that part of the universal mind that he had occupied as an entity, and enclosed.


  After the first death there can be no other; only the scattered light returning to its source. He felt a drawing-in of his fragmented personality, and he was content. Somewhere at the center of this spiritual lodestone, serene and ineffable, would be the Word before it was made flesh . . . the healing Word . . . the world’s end, and a new beginning . . .


  SEA WRACK


  Edward Jesby


  Greta Hijukawa-Rosen sat on the beach watching her escort maneuver a compression hover board above the waters of the Mediterranean. He stood on the small round platform, balancing it a few inches above the spilling tops of the wind-driven waves with small movements of his legs. The board operated on the power sent to it from the antennae above the chateau, but he operated on his own.


  “Viterrible,” Greta thought, stretching to lift the underside of her small breasts to the full heat of the sun. She giggled, wondering what her sisters would think of her use of a commercial word, and then shrugged and looked at her own golden tan comparing it to her escort’s dark color. Abuwolowo was humus brown. “Deep as leaf mold,” she said speaking aloud, and stood up to watch him lift the thin platform to its maximum altitude of six or seven meters. His figure rapidly diminished in size as he sent it wobbling in gull-like swoops out over the Mediterranean. Ultimately it was boring, she decided, there was no real danger. He had a caller fitted into his swim belt, and if he fell into the water the board he rode on would save him, diving into the water and lifting him to safety. Now he was very far out, and all that was visible above the wave tops was the black bobbing ball of his head.


  “I suppose I should have a feeling of loss.” There was contempt in her voice, and it came from her knowledge that all she knew of loss was what she had read about in a recent television seminar on great books, but she gasped, losing reality, when she saw the head in close to the beach.


  Looking desperately for her binocular lorgnette she asked, “Abuwolowo?” in a shout, but the head was white, and not merely the color of untanned skin, but a flat artificial white, like the marble statues in the garden of the summer home. Now, to her further horror, the rest of the apparition appeared out of the shallows. Above the blue sea, silhouetted against the paler sky, was a black figure with a dead white head. It staggered through the chopping waves with efforts to lift its legs free. When the creature succeeded in lifting its feet clear she was reassured. It was wearing swim fins, and she ran forward to help.


  After she had gotten her hand onto the large soft arm she asked, “Are you all right?” The man nodded and kindly leaned a bit of his weight onto her. She was thankful, the figure stood a foot above her six foot three inch height, and its shoulders were broader than Abuwolowo’s Nigerian span.


  Firmly ensconced on the sand the man made a magician’s pass at his neck and lifted the covering away from his face. He shot a quick look at the sky with black eyes that filled huge sockets and said, “Bright.” He looked down at the sand, and after a few stertorous breaths spoke. “Thank you,” he paused reaching into his armpit, and continued, “Basker hit me out there.”


  Breathing more easily he was easy to understand. The liquid mumbling of his first words had disappeared, and he looked directly at her. “Pretty,” he said, “Pretty deserves an explanation. A basker drove me into the bottom. Something scared it from in the air and it dove.”


  “Basker?” she asked, wanted to hear the strange soft cadences of the voice that issued from the round head with its huge eyes.


  “Basking shark,” he said, “lying on the surface and it dove, I had no time to signal or to warn.” He fell forward, breathing easily, but she saw blood welling from a cut on his back as he slumped onto his knees. “Excuse,” he mouthed, when she gave a small touched cry. There was a long gash traversing his back from the left shoulder blade to his waist at his right side, and the rubbery material of his suit had rolled back and pulled the wound open. She tried to lift him, but his weight was too great, and all she succeeded in doing was to push him over into the sand. She straddled him and pulled at his long thick arm, trying to turn him over, but that too was impossible. Flat as he looked spread out on the sand, with long thin legs and a midsection that had no depth, he was still enormously heavy. She jumped away from him and looked out into the sea. Abuwolowo was coming in toward the shore and she frantically waved and shouted, throwing her long pigtail and the points of her body in spastic jerks until he rode his board up onto the beach. “There’s a man hurt there,” she said, turning her back to him until the sand blasting up from the vehicle’s air jets had subsided.


  “Man?” Abuwolowo questioned, but he heaved at the collapsed figure. “He’s as heavy as a whale. It’s no use, I’ll go up to the house and get help.” He ran off in long loping strides that brought him to the elevator in the cliff with an instantaneous violation of distance that was dreamlike. She stayed to watch her charge, fascinated by the long breaths he took. Easy inhalations that moved down his length in a wave from his chest to midriff in a series that seemed to never stop. One breath starting before the other had finished.


  She waited silently, foregoing her usual monkey chatter to herself, eschewing fashion in the presence of the impassive white straw colored hair, whose only life showed in the delicate flutter of petal nostrils. Finally, after no time had passed for her, Abuwolowo returned with four of the servants, strong squat men from neighboring Aegean islands. Puffing, their legs bowed under the weight, they half carried, half dragged the wounded man to the elevator and folded him into it under Abuwolowo’s direction. Abuwolowo climbed over him, and braced between the walls, walked up the sides of the car until he was perched above the body. He held the up button down with a strong toe, the doors closed, and the elevator whirred invisibly away.


  Greta had prepared for dinner, dressing and making her face up with unusual care, and was coming down the great ramp that swept into the entrance hall when she heard her brother-in-law talking to some of the guests. She stopped, amused, he was not really talking, but lecturing in a voice that his Kirghiz accent made even more didactic than he intended.


  “Amazing,” he was saying, “the recuperative powers they have. After we had gotten him off the kitchen truck, and onto the largest reclining ottoman in the casual room, he sat right up. He smiled at me. He stretched.” Her brother-in-law paused, either overcome with amazement or staling down someone who appeared to be about to interrupt. “As I was saying,” he went on in measured periods, “he stretched.”


  Greta could not resist her chance, she slipped down the ramp, and crossed to the speaker. “He stretched, and then what?”


  Hauptman-Everetsky gave her the limited courtesy of his chill smile. “He stretched, and his water suit opened up and came off like a banana skin. He checked under his arm, the gill slit, you know, and climbed off the ottoman. He ignored me and turned around, and the cut was healed. There was only a thin line to show where it had been.”


  Greta moved away, not waiting to hear the inevitable repetition and embellishments her brother-in-law would give to his reactions. She passed through the archway that led to the casual room, undisturbed by the slight malfunction of the pressure curtain that allowed a current of air to lift the hem of her long skirt.


  The man from the sea was standing in front of the panoramic glass watching the slow turning of the sights from the island’s perimeter. A passing flow of scenery that was magnified and diminished by the tastes programed into the machine. Just at this moment it was dwelling on the lights of the skyscrapers of Salonika. He was engrossed, but her cousin Rolf was questioning him with his usual inquisitiveness. Dwarfed by the figure next to him he blurted questions in his fluting high American tones.


  The question she heard as she approached was, “And you came all that way?” Rolf’s voice did not hold disbelief, it held pleasure, a childish love for a reaccounting of adventure.


  “Surely,” the huge man said, “I have said it. I came from outside Stavangafjiord. I was following an earth current. I hoped it might teach me something about the halibut’s breeding. But I felt that was foolish, and so I hunted down the coast until I came to here.” He turned back to the glass to catch the artistic dwindling of the city as the machine withdrew his view to a great height. “And,” he said, coming politely back to his interrogator, “and the dolphins told me, when they were racing off Normandy, that the waters here were warm, and,” he paused, noticing Greta, “and the women beautiful, with yellow hair, and brown limbs.”


  Greta nodded. “You’re very kind. But I do not have your name.”


  “Gunnar Bjornstrom-Cousteau of the dome Walshavn.” He bowed, and she noticed how curious he looked covered by evening clothes. The short open jacket that barely reached the stretch tights exposed the rectangular expanse of his chest, a smooth fall of flesh without muscle definition that made her remember the tallowy layer of fat his wound had exposed. She shuddered, and he asked, “Does my face disturb you?” and for the first time she noticed that his skin was peeling, and there were angry welts under his chin. “I was careless to take such a long trip without going under the lamps at home first. But then I did not intend to come into the air then. I am not used to the sunlight.”


  “Into the air?” Rolf was off again, but Greta stopped him.


  “Dinner must be ready.” She took the stranger’s arm. “Will you take me in?” With Rolf tagging along behind, shaking his head, and bouncing every few steps to see if he could bring himself to the sea giant’s height, they entered the dining room.


  The dining room was at the top of the chateau. It was open on all sides, and protected from the weather by polarized static fields that were all but invisible and brought the stars too plainly close.


  “That fish,” Hauptman-Everetsky had passed from awe to condescension, as he answered someone’s question, “I could not throw him back like an undersized trout.” He gestured, “And it’s about time we had some amusement. We are beginning to bore one another.”


  Greta felt her companion stiffen, and held onto his arm tighter. He bent his head to her, and said, “Do not fear, I will not fall. It is long since I have walked. I must become accustomed to being unsupported by the friendly weight of the water.” She noticed that he stressed the word friendly, and remembered that one of the few things she had heard about the underwater people was that they had brought back dueling. In the infinite reaches of the sea the enforcement of organized law was difficult, encounters with the orca and the shark common, and the lessons they taught strong.


  Yet her companion was smiling at Everetsky and his circle of friends, shaking hands with him firmly, and appraising the women. “At least I will not be bored,” he said staring at her sister Margreta’s painted chest. Greta took his arm again, relieved, and glad she had chosen to wear her blue gown that completely covered all of her except her hands and face.


  “Are we going to sit down now, Carl?” she said to Everetsky, and he led the way to the table, placing Gunnar at his right and her at his left.


  The dinner went smoothly enough at first, the early conversation centered around the futility of investing money in the moon mines, and the necessity of mollifying the government with sums small enough to be economic and yet larger than mere tokens. All of the men from the rich steppes and Russian mountain regions had recommendations: lobbyists to recommend, purveyors of formuli to complain about, and complaining tales of corruption. While Rolf was concluding a story that centered on a bribed official who refused to honor his obligations without further payments that would have nullified the capital payments he had agreed to save, he rediscovered Gunnar’s spherical face amid the contrasting ground of the tanned guests with their pointed chins.


  “Nasty little fellow he was—dishonest as the day is long.” Rolf stopped. “But you my seaman friend, you don’t understand any of this?”


  “I,” Bjornstrom-Cousteau burbled laughter, “do not understand these problems, but we have our own with the government.” He seemed to like Rolf, but he spoke to his host. “They are difficult to explain.”


  “I suppose so,” Abuwolowo spoke, “but tell us anyway.”


  Gunnar shrugged, and the massive table trembled slightly as he shifted his knees. “They want us to farm more, and hunt less.”


  “Why not?” Abuwolowo challenged. “In the past my people adjusted to the changing times. They learned to farm and to work in factories.”


  “Yes.” He was quiet for a moment. “I suppose some day we must, but as Hagar the poet sang—”


  “Poets.” Abuwolowo dismissed them. “We were talking of the government here.”


  “Hagar said,” the sea guest went on inevitable as the tides, pleasurably quoting a beloved line, “The sea change suffered by we; Cannot make the airmen think free.” He chanted on, squaring his shoulders to expose more of his pale flesh, “For we have chosen deep being, not the ease of their far seeing.” He stopped to stare out into the night with the depthless stare of his great dilated pupils.


  Rolf, always jolly, rubbed his hands together, sniffing at the next course. “Ah, domestic venison,” he said, changing the subject, cutting Abuwolowo’s rejoinder short. “But our new guest doesn’t seem to be eating much, and mine host’s cook is excellent.”


  “The food is cooked,” Gunnar said, as if it explained everything. It explained too much, and when he caught the expression on Hauptman-Everetsky’s face he stood up and excused himself. “I am still tired from healing my hurts. You will excuse me.” The last was a statement, not a question, and he left, moving with a tired lagging stride. His powerful body pushed down by the force of unrelieved gravity.


  Morning came, and the first thing Greta did was to look far Gunnar. She had left the dinner party soon after him and started for his room, but Abuwolowo had overtaken her, and she had gone with him. Now she searched the gardens, moving through the regions of climate. She found him in the subtropical section standing in front of a red rubber plant grown to treelike proportions. He was fingering a paddle sized leaf, pressing his finger tips deep into it as he regarded it with slightly parted lips.


  “Like meat,” he said. “Whale meat,” he said smiling at the picture she made coming down the cedar chip path between the walls of greenery. “You look very pretty this morning.”


  “And you looked like a child when you were touching that plant, with your mouth open as if you wanted to taste it.”


  “It does look edible,” he gave the leaf a last squeeze that pressed liquid out onto his hands. He licked the juice and made a face, and she laughed happily to see the soft corrugations that wrinkled around his head. “Well, it is bitter,” he said defensively, and reaching out lifted her off her feet and into the tree. “Bite it and see.”


  Satisfied after she had clicked her teeth several times with mock gusto he set her down again, and she rubbed her sides. Seriously she looked up at him, appraising his bulk. “I was reading about you this morning,” she said, looking down with a strained intensity as if performing the unfamiliar task of following lines of print.


  “So now I have become famous.”


  “Oh, no,” she said, “in the encyclopedia. It says you are homo aquati—”


  “Homo aquaticus, one of the old words.” He touched her bare shoulder. “Yes, and one of the better.”


  “That’s it,” she said, dwelling on the pronunciation, “homo aquaticus. And a long time ago a man named Cousteau said that you were to be.”


  “Cousteau.”


  “Yes,” she altered her pronunciation, “Cousteau. A relative?”


  “He is dead, and my surname is said the way you pronounced it the first time.”


  “No matter,” she said, “I will show you the grounds now,” and she took his arm. She started out chattering to him about the shrubbery, but she soon discovered that it was another subject she knew very little about. He was naturally silent, and her thoughts turned to the things she had found in the encyclopedia. It had said that the first colonies were set up in the Mediterranean. The warm water was perfect for man, and the sudden mistral born storms were no trouble ten fathoms in the sea. The underwater colonies raised sea slugs, and clams, farmed algae and adapted fruits, and hunted the smaller whales with hand weapons. She had read very quickly, scanning down the page in s-curves in her hurry to go and meet him, but womanlike, she did remember some things about human births under the sea. The children were born into the pressures they would live under, fitted with gill mechanisms that took oxygen from the water, and subjected to chemotherapies that prepared them for their lives.


  “But why do you live in the cold seas in the north?” she asked. The question was an outgrowth of her thoughts, yet he seemed to know what she meant.


  “Because so many of our people live here?” he went on without needing to have an answer. “My greatgrandfather felt the bottoms were becoming too crowded, that the life would become too easy, and so, we left.” He swiveled his head to sniff at the sea offering her a view of the seal foldings of his neck. “And now we could not live here at all. We have changed our bodies, and we have learned to love the hunt.”


  “But you come to the waters off this island.”


  “I came only for a short hunt. I would have returned very soon.”


  Further conversation was cut short by the interesting spectacle of wide eyed gardeners dodging into the bushes to avoid their advance. The servants variously crossed themselves, or made the sign of the horns, some of them did both. They knew, if Greta did not, that there was a conflict between the sea peoples and the dwellers on the land. Servants listened to political conversations, but eighteen year old girls of good family were expert in oblivious attention. The gardeners had heard from the house staff how the world government in New Kiev, on the Baltic, was demanding more taxes in algae proteins from the independent sea states. Some of the servants’ relatives had served in the fleets of small boats equipped with grapple buckets that were sent in punitive expeditions against the algae beds and the sea slug pens. The duty was dangerous, the seamen darted to the surface in spurting pushes from shallows to rocks and overturned boats, they cut the grapple cables, and tied derisive messages to their severed ends. What the raiders did capture was diseased, or of thin stock that had gone to seed.


  The servants did not hate the seamen, they feared them as they feared the storms, and rages of nature. They did not respect them as they did their masters: the seamen were unnatural facts of nature. Not to be dealt with except through the practice of the magics that had come back in the few short years of barbarism after the Two Months War.


  Gunnar had some idea of what the men who had run away were thinking, but that part of the problem did not concern him. After all, his dome did not farm enough to be involved in the commercial disputes. He looked at Greta. She was still caught up in the uniqueness of the servants’ scuttling disappearance.


  “It has been a long time since we went into the sea,” he said, touching her on the shoulder again, knowing that physical contacts reassured her, “and they do not remember us. We are strangers.” She leaned her weight against his side, as soon as he had touched her, he noticed, and she made many movements with her hips and torso, but he attached no significance to her wriggling.


  Greta became silent and swayed away from him. She had worked the individual muscles her governesses had trained her to use. Trained in long gymnasium sessions when she was young for the pleasurable obligations of adulthood, she accepted her expertness, and was piqued by his callous indifference. She almost believed that the sea women were more expert, but, on second thought, she disregarded that. Her instructors, and Abuwolowo, had assured her that she was perfectly trained in the amatory arts.


  Hadji Abuwolowo Smyth watched them from a free standing balcony that projected, fingerlike, out over the gardens. “The girl is infatuated with the Fish,” he thought. “It is nothing more than his difference.” Abuwolowo remembered the long hours of dancing that had trained him, the great factories that his parents managed, and Greta’s brother-in-law’s desire for new markets for his heavy machinery, and concluded that he had nothing to worry about. He went into the house to have a suppling rubdown to prepare him for the prelunch wrestling.


  Every day all the young men but Rolf wrestled for the amusement of the other guests. They fought in a combination of styles, jiu-jitsu coupled with the less dangerous holds of Greco-Roman wrestling. They were full of energy, had little to do, and they passed the time waiting for the day when they would assume the managerial offices their parents held in the automatic factories.


  Gunnar and Greta emerged from the tree lined walk as the matches were about to start. Gunnar blinked, and rocked his head as the forenoon heat bit into his sunburn. Halting he made an effort; Greta felt oil under her hand, and saw his skin flex and knead. His pores opened and a smooth layer of clear oil covered his body. He took several more of his curiously peristaltic breaths, and with each one squeezed more protective fluid onto his skin.


  “Now,” he said, as she let go of him, “We can go on, but first tell me what is happening here.”


  “They are wrestling,” Greta said shortly, either still angry at his unresponsiveness, or caught up in the combat.


  They watched Hadji Abuwolowo win the first fight easily. Throwing his opponent with a hip toss and pinning him with a leap. The Nigerian nodded to Greta with a victory grin on his face. “And you Fish,” he said, “do you wrestle?”


  “Not with you,” Gunnar said politely, intending to imply that Smyth was too practiced a hand for his small skill.


  “I am not a worthy opponent,” Abuwolowo chose to misunderstand him. “Or perhaps you are afraid?”


  Gunnar felt Greta’s small hand in his back and walked forward onto the sanded turf looming more and more over Abuwolowo as he went. The Nigerian regretted his impetuousness for a split second, but compensated with a bound that was intended to carry him to the seaman’s head. The leap was successful, but his ear-grab hold was not. There was nothing to grip. Gunnar’s ears were tiny, and set deep into his skull. Their pavilions were vestigial, the auditory canals covered by membranes, and the skin oil slippery. Abuwolowo’s planned knee drive spun him over on his back, and he lay spraddled with his ludicrous failure driving his anger. Rolling backward he bounced up once and came down to jump flat through the air with his legs doubled. Just as he straightened to strike his adversary with the full force of his flight, and kicking legs, Gunnar dropped under the trajectory, folding with the flexibility of an eel. Abuwolowo skidded along the ground, and rolled over to rub sand into his back, certain that the man had not moved his feet. It was too much for him, but his urge to kill made him calculating. He stood up and ran, with short hunter’s steps, silently to Gunnar’s back, and unleashed an ax-like swing at the neck using the full strength of his wide shoulders. The edge of his hand struck and rebounded, but he was gratified to note that he had staggered Gunnar.


  “You forget your title, Hadji,” Gunnar said in deeper tones than he had used before. Abuwolowo moved forward a shuffling half step and was thrown four or five feet backwards by an open handed slap he did not see start. When he recovered himself, Gunnar was standing stock still waiting. It was too late to go back, and he charged hopelessly. He felt the long flexible arms, as thick at the wrist as the shoulder, reach out to pick him up, but he could do nothing about it, even though they appeared to be moving very slowly. For a minute Gunnar held him in a strangely compassionate embrace, but then threw him into the air straight up. He felt himself rise, and he floated for a long interval, but when he fell he could remember no more.


  Hauptman-Everetsky leaped to his feet and ran forward, but Gunnar was there before him. He knelt by Abuwolowo’s side and twisted him in his hands.


  “Guards,” Everetsky screamed and fearlessly rushed toward the seaman.


  “Stop,” Gunnar’s words were commanding, either out of their awesome depth, or because of the certainty of knowledge. “He will be all right. His back was hurt, but I have fixed it.” These last words were the ones that broke Everetsky’s code of hospitality. They were too much like a repairman speaking about a robot toy.


  He stammered, peering out of slitted eyes that accentuated his Mongol blood, but Gunnar could only command his control. His first thought was to stop the guards.


  “Back, quiet now,” Everetsky’s diction was irregular, but his pitch was properly adjusted to the command tone of the mastiffs. The dogs, with the metallic crowns of their augmented skulls glittering, turned back and sat in their places under the chateau wall, once more becoming statues. Now that his first duty was accomplished, he could come back to the business of Gunnar.


  “Sir,” he said, and now his voice was under control. “You have injured one of my guests. That would be permissible, but it is certain to happen again. There is enmity between you and him, and,” he paused, to collect himself, “I must be truthful, I do not like your kind myself. I ask you to leave. If you feel yourself insulted I offer you satisfaction.”


  “You are a brave man,” Gunnar said, and with a sudden baring of his teeth. “Well fleshed too, so the spoils might be worth the fight, but your way is not ours. I cannot ask you to sport with me.” He showed Everetsky his teeth, opening his lips back to his neck, and dropping the hinges of his jaw. “I would have to ask you into the water so that we could play, and,” he asked with icy rhetoric humor, that amused no one but him. “what chance would you take?”


  “Thank you,” Everetsky said, not holding his contempt, “but I must nevertheless ask you when you will leave my house.”


  “I ask your indulgence to wait until tonight when the tide is good.” Everetsky nodded, and the seaman turned and walked toward the beach path as if he remembered using it before.


  Down on the beach Gunnar studied the water, watching for the signs of the incoming tide: seawrack would soon be tossed up onto the shore, pieces of the sea’s jetsam, thrown there to waste away on the cleansing shore. The dead seaweeds, fish and bubbles would soon push ahead of the growing combers to outline the demarcation between his domain and Everetsky’s. “Lubber,” he said, “you do not understand,” and stopped, putting his hand, palm-down, flat on the sand. He felt the vibrations of approaching feet.


  Two servants appeared carrying his water suit, signaling their trepidation with stiff backs and firm jaws. Behind them came two more servingmen, and a kitchen maid. The bearers put his suit down at his feet, at a distance they thought out of the radius of his arms. They backed off and squatted on their heels to wait for the others to come up, remaining, guardedly watching him, until the woman and her companions reached them.


  “Greetings to you,” Gunnar said when the woman had come to a halt, spreading her legs to balance the weight of a waist thickened by years of carrying full water jars up steps cut from island rock.


  “Greetings,” she said, in a Greek dialect as bastardized as the letters that appeared on ancient Scythian coins. She alone observed him with equanimity.


  “Speak,” he said, viewing a full half circle of the beach and horizon, moving his eyes independently. He knew what was coming, three times now he had performed this rite.


  She waddled up to him pointing the forefinger of her left hand at his face. When it touched his closed mouth a rapturous look transformed her thickened features and the Attic awe encompassed her functioning. Obediently he opened his lips, and, with a sharp snap, clipped the end of her finger off. The nauseating taste of warm blood, and dirty fingernail, filled his mouth, but he swallowed quickly and spoke again.


  “I have accepted. Speak.”


  The woman could not resist looking back at her entourage with triumph, and Gunnar thought, “Poor fellows, now she is a full fledged witch, ugly and to be obeyed in all things.” She would have the ultimate power over her fellows. Commands were to be her normal mode of speech. The mere pointing of her maimed hand, a gesture of pollarded horns, could call a man to her bed, or a maid to his; but, more important, it would fuse the serfs into a unit. They would be a group that would respond to the messages of Gunnar’s people when the time came. He knew that the inheritors and owners of the earth understood their world very well from its blueprints; but they could not find the switches and valves and all the simple tools to work them.


  “Did you speak your true thoughts when you promised to eat the master, Great Fish?”


  Gunnar made the obligatory answer. “You have prayed to us.”


  “Demon of Poseidon, my people would be saved.” She too was familiar with the ritual.


  “I am no demon, but a servant,” he rose to his feet, and gave the toothy yawn that had impressed Everetsky. “Poseidon wants more servants who love the sea.”


  “We will accept.”


  Gunnar bit a piece of blubber from his forearm and spit it into the cup of her waiting hands. Immediately she kissed it ritually and squirreled it into the dirty fold of her blouse.


  “When the appointed time is come I will return.” He watched them go, the woman leading, and the men with their heads inclined to the woman.


  Gunnar was ashamed of himself, not for his threats to his host and their outcome. He had planned that series of happenings, and, had in fact, played this role many times before. His people could not hope to fight the land dwellers if the war was to be fought on the basis of numbers and equipment. The sea cities were very vulnerable, the simplest sort of guided torpedo could destroy the domes, and economic sanctions would quickly disrupt the lives of the ocean bed farmers and their cities. He was not ashamed of his tactics, but of the unmanly squeamishness which had overtaken him. To feel his stomach turn at the mere taste of human kind. It was true that the heavy starch diet of the airbreathers and the dark cooked meats they ate gave their flesh an unpleasant, alien taste, but it was not so different from the savor of enemies he had killed in the days-long hunting duels in his home-ground.


  He stopped his train of thought, and studied the sea with heightened awareness. Wondering what disturbed him would do no good. He knew it would be better to relax, but the strange dislocation of his abilities was still with him: He breathed deeply, sucking great mouthfuls of air, and held them until his chest and diaphragm puffed out in a rotund bladder. Slowly he let the air escape through his nostrils, a silent flow of aspiration, until any observer would have noticed the change in his posture. Everything about his body was lax, his legs lay separately on the sand, and his head lolled, but the eyes were alive. They turned in their, sockets independently scanning the surface of the sea. It was a look born in the middle twentieth century studies of frogs’ nervous systems. There were circuits spliced into the optical nerves that bypassed the brain and fed the sorted visual stimuli back to the eye muscles. Only the significant motions on the surface of the sea were allowed to reach the brain.


  After a few seconds of this activity Gunnar’s legs twitched, his eyelids drooped, and the eyes themselves seemed to withdraw back into the skull. He brought his knees up, and hugged them, sitting in this childlike posture with a broad grin on his face.


  “Hauptman-Everetsky was foolish,” he thought as he changed his position to stand, moving in a serpentine flow that ended in a run toward the surf. His last thoughts before he hit the water in a flat dive were of his hunger, and a mental note to come back to the beach to see if his calculations about Greta were correct. He hit near the bottom of a wave and let the undertow carry him toward the sudden deep just beyond the breakers. Turning in a free somersault he pushed for the boulder-filled bottom and found a current that carried him between the rocks. As he estimated his speed he slowed himself by pressing his heels into the sand, touching at chosen points much like a professional polo player guides his pony with touches of his spurs. When he saw the bathysphere that Everetsky had ordered sunk, he momentarily regretted not wearing his swim fins, but he did not dwell on the thought. It could hold no more than three men, he thought, and swam towards its hatch.


  The three guards saw him as soon as he came into the bathysphere’s circle of light. They started out the open hatch. Gunnar caught the first man by the scruff of his neck as he came out, but they had expected to use the vanguard as a delay to allow others to come up on him. What they had not allowed for was the simplicity of Gunnar’s tactics. He held the man like a kitten and plucked the mouthpiece of his oxygen recirculator out of his face, pointed him toward the bottom, and, with a wide hand spread across his buttocks, pushed him under trampling feet. The second man tried to divert him with a shot from his speargun. Gunnar, feeling foolishly inept for his slowness, ducked and caught it just over his shoulder, and drove the blunt staff into the marksman’s solar plexus. He hauled this opponent out by a flopping arm, without time to watch his agonized contortions. The third member of Everetsky’s murder party refused to join the combat. Gunnar showed his grinning face at an illuminated port, and disappeared to the top of the sphere. He took the cable ring in his hands and threshing his legs swam the bathysphere over onto its side. With a little adjustment the hatch fitted neatly into the bottom and Gunnar surveyed his handiwork before he swam to the man curled on the bottom with his legs doubled up over his stomach. No matter how he struggled, the man felt himself being drawn straight out. A round face, suspended inches from his mask, gently studied his last reactions.


  The beach was deserted when Greta finally escaped from the chateau to look for the seaman. She kicked a puff of sand into the night breeze in exasperation and would have left, but she saw something break out of the water amid the froth of incoming waves. A second later she could see Gunnar’s figure wading ashore. He bent and reached under the water, and taking a handful of sand wiped it across his mouth. As he drew closer she could see the flicker of his tongue picking at the crevices in his teeth.


  “Hello,” she said, not finding anything else to say for the moment, and wrapped her long cloak tighter around her.


  “Hello,” he said, noticing her shivers. “Come, you are not used to the night air without screens to protect you.” He led the way to the shelter of the cliff, and continued, “What are you doing here?”


  Greta did not know, except that she was attracted to him, and that he was the first man she could remember feeling anything but familiarity for, but she said, “Well, you beat Abuwolowo so easily.”


  “In the jousts of love,” Gunnar said declaratively, having thought better of finishing his statement questioningly.


  Greta gave him her best arch smile. “But I could talk my brother-in-law into letting you stay. He owes something to me.”


  Gunnar would have told her about the affair he had just ended in the sea, but the strange repugnance overtook him again. “He would not really want me,” he said, but even he, not given to nuances of this sort, noticed the hesitant tone in his own voice.


  “But his concern is always for the amusement of his guests,” Greta said, and giggled fetchingly at some private joke, “and they are getting bored. Very bored,” she said masterfully.


  “And I would soon be boring too, Little Greta.” He rumpled her hair with a touch of rough power, and she stepped closer to him.


  “You couldn’t bore me. Ever.” She turned her face up and Gunnar saw the plumb line of her throat. Thin, but adolescently rounded with a touching surplus of young fat. The strangest rules of his dialectic told him that he should destroy her as an incipient breeder.


  “No,” he said, “I can do better.” He explained himself to the elders in the dome under the sea.


  Greta was tired of waiting for an embrace that never came. She changed her posture, and spoke with irritation. “What was that?”


  “Nothing.” Plausibly, he said, “I must go back to my family. I have been gone very long.”


  “Your wife you mean.”


  “I am too young to swim in the breeding tides.”


  The metaphor’s meaning escaped Greta, but the surface of the statement could be turned into the small victory of a compliment.


  “You will come back when you are ready?”


  Gunnar found the source of his weakness. Somehow she had taught him to find the meaning behind simple words. He smiled.


  “Of course. Where else would there be for me to go now?”


  Greta had forgotten all her careful training: the sophistications that her governesses had taught her. She beamed, threw her arms around his waist, and leaned her head on his sternum. “Thank you,” she said, appreciating a compliment with coquetry.


  “You are very welcome,” Gunnar said, and managed to keep his laughter out of his voice. “But you can do me a favor.” Before he spoke he studied the water. Now he must leave, he decided, and turned back to her. “It is very simple.” He said, “Remember to tell your brother-in-law this: war will be fought in places he has not yet thought of.”


  “Yes?” Greta said, bewildered.


  “No more.” Gunnar patted her head kindly, and sat down, smoothed his suit onto his body, and put his fins on his feet. When he had his mask in place he could no longer speak and he walked silently into the breakers to vanish. Later that same night he talked with the porpoises, chased a school of silvery fish out into the moonlight and then dove to flirt in swirls in a whirlpool current that spun him out in the direction of home.


  Greta gave Hauptman-Everetsky her cryptic message; he took little notice of it, and she remembered less and less of Gunnar with the passing years. When she did recall, it was too late, the figures coming out of the surf, to be greeted by the servants, were not Gunnar, but triumphant victors. The island was without power, the servants in revolt, and nostalgia was not a shield.


  The war had been fought; neither she nor her brother-in-law had known it. In the subterranean tunnels the ripped ends of power cables spluttered hopeless sparks, water poured from torn mains, and bells and voices, however loud, brought no servants back from their welcoming songs. The always obedient chattels only watched, with blank dark eyes, as the fish came to play their game with Greta.


  THE LOTUS EATERS


  Stanley G. Weinbaum


  “Whew!” whistled “Ham” Hammond, staring through the right forward observation port. “What a place for a honeymoon!”


  “Then you shouldn’t have married a biologist,” remarked Mrs. Hammond over his shoulder, but he could see her gray eyes dancing in the glass of the port. “Nor an explorer’s daughter,” she added. For Pat Hammond, until her marriage to Ham a scant four weeks ago, had been Patricia Burlingame, daughter of the great Englishman who had won so much of the twilight zone of Venus for Britain, exactly as Crowly had done for the United States.


  “I didn’t,” observed Ham, “marry a biologist. I married a girl who happened to be interested in biology; that’s all. It’s one of her few drawbacks.”


  He cut the blast to the underjets, and the rocket settled down gently on a cushion of flame toward the black landscape below. Slowly, carefully, he dropped the unwieldy mechanism until there was the faintest perceptible jar; then he killed the blast suddenly, the floor beneath them tilted slightly, and a strange silence fell like a blanket after the cessation of the roaring blast.


  “We’re here,” he announced.


  “So we are,” agreed Pat. “Where’s here?”


  “It’s a point exactly seventy-five miles east of the Barrier opposite Venoble, in the British Cool Country. To the north is, I suppose, the continuation of the Mountains of Eternity, and to the south is Heaven knows what. And this last applies to the east.”


  “Which is a good technical description of nowhere.” Pat laughed. “Let’s turn off the lights and look at nowhere.”


  She did, and in the darkness the ports showed as faintly luminous circles.


  “I suggest,” she proceeded, “that the Joint Expedition ascend to the dome for a less restricted view. We’re here to investigate; let’s do a little investigating.”


  “This joint of the expedition agrees,” chuckled Ham.


  He grinned in the darkness at the flippancy with which Pat approached the serious business of exploration. Here they were, the Joint Expedition of the Royal Society and the Smithsonian Institute for the Investigation of Conditions on the Dark Side of Venus, to use the full official title.


  Of course Ham himself, while technically the American half of the project, was in reality a member only because Pat wouldn’t consider anything else; but she was the one to whom the bearded society and institute members addressed their questions, their terms, and their instructions.


  And this was no more than fair, for Pat, after all, was the leading authority on Hotland flora and fauna, and, moreover, the first human child born on Venus, while Ham was only an engineer lured originally to the Venusian frontier by a dream of quick wealth in xixtchil trading in the Hot-lands.


  It was there he had met Patricia Burlingame, and there, after an adventurous journey to the foothills of the Mountains of Eternity, that he had won her. They had been married in Erotia, the American settlement, less than a month ago, and then had come the offer of the expedition to the dark side.


  Ham had argued against it. He had wanted a good terrestrial honeymoon in New York or London, but there were difficulties. Primarily there was the astronomical one; Venus was past perigee, and it would be eight long months before its slow swing around the Sun brought it back to a point where a rocket could overtake the Earth.


  Eight months in primitive, frontier-built Erotia, or in equally primitive Venoble, if they chose the British settlement, with no amusement save hunting, no radio, no plays, even very few books. And if they must hunt, Pat argued, why not add the thrill and danger of the unknown?


  No one knew what life, if any, lurked on the dark side of the planet; very few had even seen it, and those few from rockets speeding over vast mountain ranges or infinite frozen oceans. Here was a chance to explain the mystery, and explore it, expenses paid.


  It took a multimillionaire to build and equip a private rocket, but the Royal Society and the Smithsonian Institute, spending government money, were above such considerations. There’d be danger, perhaps, and breath-taking thrills, but—they could be alone.


  The last point had won Ham. So they had spent two busy weeks provisioning and equipping the rocket, had ridden high above the ice barrier that bounds the twilight zone, and dashed frantically through the storm line, where the cold Underwind from the sunless side meets the hot Upper Winds that sweep from the desert face of the planet.


  For Venus, of course, has no rotation, and hence no alternate days and nights. One face is forever sunlit, and one forever dark, and only the planet’s slow liberation gives the twilight zone a semblance of seasons. And this twilight zone, the only habitable part of the planet, merges through the Hotlands on one side to the blazing desert, and on the other side ends abruptly in the ice barrier where the Upper Winds yield their moisture to the chilling breaths of the Underwind.


  So here they were, crowded into the tiny glass dome above the navigation panel, standing close together on the top rung of the ladder, and with just room in the dome for both their heads. Ham slipped his arm around the girl as they stared at the scene outside.


  Away off to the west was the eternal dawn—or sunset, perhaps—where the light glistened on the ice barrier. Like vast columns, the Mountains of Eternity thrust themselves against the light, with their mighty peaks lost in the lower clouds twenty-five miles above. There, a little south, were the ramparts of the Lesser Eternities, bounding American Venus, and between the two ranges were the perpetual lightnings of the storm line.


  But around them, illuminated dimly by the refraction of the sunlight, was a scene of dark and wild splendor. Everywhere was ice—hills of it, spires, plains, boulders, and cliffs of it, all glowing a pallid green in the trickle of light from beyond the barrier. A world without motion, frozen and sterile, save for the moaning of the Underwind outside, not hindered here as the barrier shielded it from the Cool Country.


  “It’s—glorious!” Pat murmured.


  “Yes,” he agreed, “but cold, lifeless, yet menacing. Pat, do you think there is life here?”


  “I should judge so. If life can exist on such worlds as Titan and Iapetus, it should exist here. How cold is it?” She glanced at the thermometer outside the dome, its column and figures self-luminous. “Only thirty below zero, Fahrenheit. Life exists on Earth at that temperature.”


  “Exists, yet. But it couldn’t have developed at a temperature below freezing. Life has to be lived in liquid water.” She laughe’d softly. “You’re talking to a biologist, Ham. No, life couldn’t haveevolved at thirty below zero; but suppose it originated back in the twilight zone and migrated here? Or suppose it was pushed here by the terrific competition of the warmer regions? You know what conditions are in the Hotlands, with the molds and doughpots and Jack Ketch trees, and the millions of little parasitic things, all eating each other.”


  He considered this. “What sort of life should you expect?” She chuckled. “Do you want a prediction? Very well. I’d guess, first of all, some sort of vegetation as a base, for animal life can’t keep eating itself without some added fuel. It’s like the story of the man with the cat farm, who raised rats to feed the cats, and then when he skinned the cats, he fed the bodies to the rats, and then fed more rats to the cats. It sounds good, but it won’t work.”


  “So there ought to be vegetation. Then what?”


  “Then? Heaven knows. Presumably the dark-side life, if it exists, came originally from the weaker strains of twilight-zone life, but what it might have become—well, I can’t guess. Of course, there’s the triops noctivivans that I discovered in the Mountains of Eternity—”


  “You discovered!” He grinned. “You were out as cold as ice when I carried you away from the nest of devils. You never even saw one!”


  “I examined the dead one brought into Venoble by the hunters,” she returned imperturbably. “And don’t forget that the society wanted to name it after me—the triops Patriciae.” Involuntarily a shudder shook her at the memory of those Satanic creatures that had all but destroyed the two of them. “But I chose the other name—triops noctixnvans, the three-eyed dweller in the dark.


  “Romantic name for a devilish beast!”


  “Yes, but what I was getting at is this: it’s probable that triops—or triopses—say, what is the plural of triops?”


  “Trioptes,” he grunted. “Latin root.”


  “Well, it’s probable that trioptes, then, are among the creatures to be found here on the night side, and that those fierce devils who attacked us in that shadowed canyon in the Mountains of Eternity are an outpost, creeping into the twilight zone through the dark and sunless passes in the mountains. They can’t stand light; you saw that yourself.”


  “So what?”


  Pat laughed at the Americanism. “So this. From their form and structure—six limbs, three eyes, and all—it’s plain that the trioptes are related to ordinary native Hotlanders. Therefore, I conclude that they’re recent arrivals on the dark side; that they didn’t evolve here, but were driven here quite lately, geologically speaking. Or geologically isn’t quite the word, because geos means earth.Venusologically speaking, I should say.”


  “You shouldn’t say. You’re substituting a Latin root for a Greek one. What you mean is aphrodisiologically speaking.” She chuckled again. “What I mean, and should have said right away to avoid argument, is paleontologically speaking, which is better English. Anyway, I mean that trioptes haven’t existed on the dark side for more than twenty to fifty thousand Earth years, or maybe less, because what do we know about the speed of evolution on Venus? Perhaps it’s faster than on the Earth; maybe a triops could adapt itself to night life in five thousand.”


  “I’ve seen college students adapt themselves to night life in one semester!” He grinned.


  She ignored this. “And therefore,” she proceeded, “I argue that there must have been life here before triops arrived, since it must have found something to eat when it got here or it couldn’t have survived. And since my examination showed that it’s partly a carnivorous feeder, there must have been not only life here, but animal life. And that’s as far as pure reason can carry the argument.”


  “So you can’t guess what sort of animal life. Intelligent, perhaps?”


  “I don’t know. It might be. But in spite of the way you Yankees worship intelligence, biologically it’s unimportant. It hasn’t even much survival value.”


  “What? How can you say that, Pat? What except human intelligence has given man the supremacy of the Earth—and of Venus, too, for that matter?”


  “But has man the supremacy of the Earth? Look here, Ham, here’s what I mean about intelligence. A gorilla has a far better brain than a turtle, hasn’t it? And yet which is the more successful—the gorilla, which is rare and confined only to a small region in Africa, or the turtle, which is common everywhere from the arctic to the antarctic? And as for man—well, if you had microscopic eyes, and could see every living thing on the Earth, you’d decide that man was just a rare specimen, and that the planet was really a nematode world—that is, a worm world—because the nematodes far outnumber all the other forms of life put together.”


  “But that isn’t supremacy, Pat.”


  “I didn’t say it was. I merely said that intelligence hasn’t much survival value. If it has, why are the insects that have no intelligence, but just instinct, giving the human race such a battle? Men have better brains than corn borers, boll weevils, fruit flies, Japanese beetles, gypsy moths, and all the other pests, and yet they match our intelligence with just one weapon—their enormous fecundity. Do you realize that every time a child is born, until it’s balanced by a death, it can be fed in only one way? And that way is by taking the food away from the child’s own weight of insects.”


  “All that sounds reasonable enough, but what’s it got to do with intelligence on the dark side of Venus?”


  “I don’t know,” replied Pat, and her voice took on a queer tinge of nervousness. “I just mean—look at it this way, Ham. A lizard is more intelligent than a fish, but not enough to give it any advantage. Then why did the lizard and its descendants keep on developing intelligence? Why—unless all life tends to become intelligent in time? And if that’s true, then there may be intelligence even here—strange, alien, incomprehensible intelligence.”


  She shivered in the dark against him. “Never mind,” she said in suddenly altered tones. “It’s probably just fancy. The world out there is so weird, so unearthly—I’m tired, Ham. It’s been a long day.”


  He followed her down into the body of the rocket. As the lights flicked on, the strange landscape beyond the ports was blotted out, and he saw only Pat, very lovely in the scanty costume of the Cool Country.


  “Tomorrow, then,” he said. “We’ve food for three weeks.”


  Tomorrow, of course, meant only time and not daylight. They rose to the same darkness that had always blanketed the sunless half of Venus, with the same eternal sunset green on the horizon at the barrier. But Pat was in better humor, and went eagerly about the preparations for their first venture into the open. She brought out the parkas of inch-thick wool sheathed in rubber, and Ham, in his capacity as engineer, carefully inspected the hoods, each with its crown of powerful lamps.


  These were primarily for vision, of course, but they had another purpose. It was known that the incredibly fierce trioptes could not face light, and thus, by using all four beams in the helmet, one could move, surrounded by a protective aura. But that did not prevent both of them from including in their equipment two blunt blue automatics and a pair of the terrifically destructive flame pistols. And Pat carried a bag at her belt, into which she proposed to drop specimens of any dark-side flora she encountered, and fauna, too, if it proved small and harmless enough.


  They grinned at each other through their masks.


  “Makes you look fat,” observed Ham maliciously, and enjoyed her sniff of annoyance.


  She turned, threw open the door, and stamped into the open.


  It was different from looking out through a port. Then the scene had some of the unreality and all of the immobility and silence of a picture, but now it was actually around them, and the cold breath and mournful voice of the Underwind proved definitely enough that the world was real. For a moment they stood in the circlet of light from the rocket ports, staring awe-struck at the horizon where the unbelievable peaks of the Greater Eternities towered black against the false sunset.


  Nearer, for as far as vision reached through that sunless, moonless, starless region, was a desolate tumbled plain where peaks, minarets, spires, and ridges of ice and stone rose in indescribable and fantastic shapes, carved by the wild artistry of the Underwind.


  Ham slipped a padded arm around Pat, and was surprised to feel her shiver. “Cold?” he asked, glancing at the dial thermometer on his wrist. “It’s only thirty-six below.”


  “I’m not cold,” replied Pat. “It’s the scenery; that’s all.” She moved away. “I wonder what keeps the place as warm as it is. Without sunlight you’d think—”


  “Then you’d be wrong,” cut in Ham. “Any engineer knows that gases diffuse. The Upper Winds are going by just five or six miles over our heads, and they naturally carry a lot of heat from the desert beyond the twilight zone. There’s some diffusion of the warm air into the cold, and then, besides, as the warm winds cool, they tend to sink. And, what’s more, the contour of the country has a lot to do with it.”


  He paused. “Say,” he went on reflectively, “I shouldn’t be surprised if we found sections near the Eternities where there was a down draft, where the Upper Winds slid right along the slope and gave certain places a fairly bearable climate.”


  He followed Pat as she poked around the boulders near the edge of the circle of light from the rocket.


  “Ha!” she exclaimed. “There it is, Ham! There’s our specimen of dark-side plant life.”


  She bent over a gray bulbous mass. “Lichenous or fungoid,” she continued. “No leaves, of course; leaves are only useful in sunlight. No chlorophyl for the same reason. A very primitive, very simple plant, and yet—in some ways—not simple at all. Look, Ham—a highly developed circulatory system!”


  He leaned closer, and in the dim yellow light from the ports he saw the fine tracery of veins she indicated.


  “That,” she proceeded, “would indicate a sort of heart and—I wonder!” Abruptly she thrust her dial thermometer against the fleshy mass, held it there a moment, and then peered at it. “Yes! Look how the needle’s moved, Ham. It’s warm! A warm-blooded plant. And when you think of it, it’s only natural, because that’s the one sort of plant that could live in a region forever below freezing. Lifemust be lived in liquid water.”


  She tugged at the thing, and with a sullen plump it came free, and dark driblets of liquid welled out of the torn root.


  “Ugh!” exclaimed Ham. “What a disgusting thing! ‘And tore the bleeding mandragore,’ eh? Only they were supposed to scream when you uprooted them.”


  He paused. A low, pulsing, wailing whimper came out of the quivering mass of pulp, and he turned a startled gaze on Pat. “Ugh!” he grunted again. “Disgusting!”


  “Disgusting? Why, it’s a beautiful organism! It’s adapted perfectly to its environment.”


  “Well, I’m glad I’m an engineer,” he growled, watching Pat as she opened the rocket’s door and laid the thing on a square of rubber within. “Come on. Let’s look around.”


  Pat closed the door and followed him away from the rocket. Instantly the night folded in around them like a black mist, and it was only by glancing back at the lighted ports that Pat could convince herself that they stood in a real world.


  “Should we light our helmet lamps?” asked Ham. “We’d better, I suppose, or risk a fall.”


  Before either could move farther, a sound struck through the moaning of the Underwind, a wild, fierce, unearthly shrieking like laughter in hell, hoots and howls and mirthless chuckling noises.


  “It’s triopts!” gasped Pat, forgetting plurals and grammar alike.


  She was frightened; ordinarily she was as courageous as Ham, and rather more reckless and daring, but those uncanny shrieks brought back the moments of torment when they had been trapped in the canyon in the Mountains of Eternity. She was badly frightened and fumbled frantically and ineffectually at light switch and revolver.


  Just as half a dozen stones hummed fast as bullets around them, and one crashed painfully on Ham’s arm, he flicked on his lights. Four beams shot in a long cross on the glittering peaks, and the wild laughter rose in a crescendo of pain. He had a momentary glimpse of shadowy figures flinging themselves from pinnacle and ridge, flitting specterlike into the darkness, and then silence.


  “Oh-o-oh!” murmured Pat. “I—was scared, Ham.” She huddled against him, then continued more strongly: “But there’s proof. Triops noctivivans actually is a night-side creature, and those in the mountains are outposts or fragments that’ve wandered into the sunless chasms.”


  Far off sounded the hooting laughter. “I wonder,” mused Ham, “if that noise of theirs is in the nature of a language.”


  “Very probably. After all, the Hotland natives are intelligent, and these creatures are a related species. Besides, they throw stones, and they know the use of those smothering pods they showered on us in the canyon—which, by the way, must be the fruit of some night-side plant. The trioptes are doubtless intelligent in a fierce, bloodthirsty, barbaric fashion, but the beasts are so unapproachable that I doubt if human beings ever learn much of their minds or language.” Ham agreed emphatically, the more so as a viciously cast rock suddenly chipped glittering particles from an icy spire a dozen paces away. He twisted his head, sending the beams of his helmet lamps angling over the plain, and a single shrill cachinnation drifted out of the dark.


  “Thank Heaven the lights keep ’em fairly out of range,” he muttered.


  But Pat was again engaged in her search for specimens. She had switched on her lamps now, and scrambled agilely in and out among the fantastic monuments of that bizarre plain. Ham followed her, watching as she wrenched up bleeding and whimpering vegetation. She found a dozen varieties, and one little wriggling cigar-shaped creature that she gazed at in perplexity, quite unable to determine whether it was plant, animal, or neither. And at last her specimen bag was completely filled, and they turned back over the plain toward the rocket, whose ports gleamed afar like a row of staring eyes.


  But a shock awaited them as they opened the door to enter. Both of them started back at the gust of warm, stuffy, putrid, and unbreathable air that gushed into their faces with an odor of carrion.


  “What—” gasped Ham, and then laughed. “Your mandragore!” He chuckled. “Look at it!”


  The plant she had placed within was a mass of decayed corruption. In the warmth of the interior it had decomposed rapidly and completely, and was now but a semiliquid heap on the rubber mat. She pulled it through the entrance and flung mat and all away.


  They clambered into an interior still reeking, and Ham set a ventilator spinning. The air that came in was cold, of course, but pure with the breath of the Underwind, sterile and dustless from its sweep across five thousand miles of frozen oceans and mountains. He swung the door closed, set a heater going, and dropped his visor to grin at Pat.


  “So that’s your beautiful organism!” he chuckled.


  “It was. It teas a beautiful organism, Ham. You can’t blame it because we exposed it to temperatures it was never supposed to encounter.” She sighed and slung her specimen pouch to the table. “I’ll have to prepare these at once, I suppose, since they don’t keep.”


  Ham grunted and set about the preparation of a meal, working with the expert touch of a true Hotlander. He glanced at Pat as she bent over her specimens, injecting the bichloride solution.


  “Do you suppose,” he asked, “that the triops is the highest form of life on the dark side?”


  “Beyond doubt,” replied Pat. “If any higher form existed, it would long ago have exterminated those fierce devils.” But she was utterly wrong.


  Within the span of four days they had exhausted the possibilities of the tumbled plain around the rocket. Pat had accumulated a variegated group of specimens, and Ham had taken an endless series of observations on temperature, on magnetic variations, on the direction and velocity of the Underwind.


  So they moved their base, and the rocket flared into flight southward, toward the region where, presumably, the vast and mysterious Mountains of Eternity towered across the ice barrier into the dusky world of the night side. They flew slowly, throttling the reaction motors to a bare fifty miles an hour, for they were flying through night, depending on the beam of the forward light to warn against looming peaks.


  Twice they halted, and each time a day or two sufficed to indicate that the region was similar to that of their first base. The same veined and bulbous plants, the same eternal Underwind, the same laughter from bloodthirsty trioptic throats.


  But on the third occasion, there was a difference. They came to rest on a wild and bleak plateau among the foothills of the Greater Eternities. Far away to the westward, half the horizon still glowed green with the false sunset, but the whole span south of the due-west point was black, hidden from view by the vast ramparts of the range that soared twenty-five miles above them into the black heavens. The mountains were invisible, of course, in that region of endless night, but the two in the rocket felt the colossal nearness of those incredible peaks.


  And there was another way in which the mighty presence of the Mountains of Eternity affected them. The region was warm—not warm by the standards of the twilight zone, but much warmer than the plain below. Their thermometers showed zero on one side of the rocket, five above on the other. The vast peaks, ascending into the level of the Upper Winds, set up eddies and stray currents that brought warm air down to temper the cold breath of the Underwind.


  Ham stared gloomily over the plateau visible in the lights. “I don’t like it,” he grunted. “I never did like these mountains, not since you made a fool of yourself by trying to cross ’em back in the Cool Country.”


  “A fool!” echoed Pat. “Who named these mountains? Who crossed them? Who discovered them? My father, that’s who!”


  “And so you thought you inherited ’em,” he retorted, “and that all you had to do was to whistle and they’d lie down and play dead, and Madman’s Pass would turn into a park walk. With the result that you’d now be a heap of clean-picked bones in a canyon if I hadn’t been around to carry you out of it.”


  “Oh, you’re just a timid Yankee!” she snapped. “I’m going outside to have a look.” She pulled on her parka and stepped to the door, and there paused. “Aren’t you—aren’t you coming, too?” she asked hesitantly.


  He grinned. “Sure! I just wanted to hear you ask.” He slipped into his own outdoor garb and followed.


  There was a difference here. Outwardly the plateau presented the same bleak wilderness of ice and stone that they had found on the plain below. There were wind-eroded pinnacles of the utmost fantasy of form, and the wild landscape that glittered in the beams from their helmet lamps was the same bizarre terrain that they had first encountered.


  But the cold was less bitter here; strangely, increasing altitude on this curious planet brought warmth instead of cold, as on the Earth, because it raised one closer to the region of the Upper Winds, and here in the Mountains of Eternity the Underwind howled less persistently, broken into gusts by the mighty peaks.


  And the vegetation was less sparse. Everywhere were the veined and bulbous masses, and Ham had to tread carefully lest he repeat the unpleasant experience of stepping on one and hearing its moaning whimper of pain. Pat had no such scruples, insisting that the whimper was but a tropism; that the specimens she pulled up and dissected felt no more pain than an apple that was eaten; and that, anyway, it was a biologist’s business to be a biologist.


  Somewhere off among the peaks shrilled the mocking laughter of a triops, and in the shifting shadows at the extremities of their beams, Ham imagined more than once that he saw the forms of these demons of the dark. If there they were, however, the light kept them at a safe distance, for no stones hummed past.


  Yet it was a queer sensation to walk thus in the center of a moving circle of light; he felt continually as if just beyond the boundary of visibility lurked Heaven only knew what weird and incredible creatures, though reason argued that such monsters couldn’t have remained undetected.


  Ahead of them their beams glistened on an icy rampart, a bank or cliff that stretched right and left across their course.


  Pat gestured suddenly toward it. “Look there!” she exclaimed, holding her light steady. “Caves in the ice—burrows, rather. See?”


  He saw—little black openings as large, perhaps, as a manhole cover, a whole row of them at the base of the ice rampart. Something black skittered laughing up the glassy slope and away—a triops. Were these the dens of the beasts? He squinted sharply.


  “Something’s there!” he muttered to Pat. “Look! Half the openings have something in front of them—or are those just rocks to block the entrance?”


  Cautiously, revolvers in hand, they advanced. There was no more motion, but in the growing intensity of the beams, the objects were less and less rocklike, and at last they could make out the veinings and fleshy bulbousness of life.


  At least the creatures were a new variety. Now Ham could distinguish a row of eyelike spots, and now a multiplicity of legs beneath them. The things were like inverted bushel baskets, about the size and contour, veined, flabby, and featureless save for a complete circle of eye spots. And now he could even see the semitransparent lids that closed, apparently, to shield the eyes from the pain of their lights.


  They were barely a dozen feet from one of the creatures. Pat, after a moment of hesitation, moved directly before the motionless mystery.


  “Well!” she said. “Here’s a new one, Ham. Hello, old fella!”


  An instant later both of them were frozen in utter consternation, completely overwhelmed by bewilderment, amazement, and confusion. Issuing, it seemed, from a membrane at the top of the creature, came a clicking, high-pitched voice.


  “Hello, fella!” it said.


  There was an appalled silence. Ham held his revolver, but had there been need, he couldn’t have used it, nor even remembered it. He was paralyzed; stricken dumb.


  But Pat found her voice. “It—isn’t real,” she said faintly. “It’s a tropism. The thing just echoes whatever sounds strike it. Doesn’t it, Ham? Doesn’t it?”


  “I—I—of course!” He was staring at the lidded eyes. “It must be. Listen!” He leaned forward and yelled, “Hello!” directly at the creature. “It’ll answer.”


  It did. “It isn’t a tropism,” it clicked in shrill but perfect English.


  “That’s no echo!” gasped Pat. She backed away. “I’m scared,” she whimpered, pulling at Ham’s arm. “Come away—quick!”


  He thrust her behind him. “I’m just a timid Yankee,” he grunted, “but I’m going to cross-question this living phonograph until I find out what—or who—makes it tick.”


  “No! No, Ham! I’m scared!”


  “It doesn’t look dangerous,” he observed.


  “It isn’t dangerous,” remarked the thing on the ice.


  Ham gulped, and Pat gave a horrified little moan.


  “Who—who are you?” he faltered.


  There was no answer. The lidded eyes stared steadily at him.


  “What are you?” he tried again.


  Again no reply.


  “How do you know English?” he ventured.


  The clicking voice sounded: “I isn’t know English.”


  “Then—uh—then why do you speak English?”


  “You speak English,” explained the mystery, logically enough.


  “I don’t mean why. I mean how!”


  But Pat had overcome a part of her terrified astonishment, and her quick mind perceived a clue. “Ham,” she whispered tensely, “it uses the words we use. It gets the meaning from us!”


  “I gets the meaning from you,” confirmed the thing ungrammatically.


  Light dawned on Ham. “Lord!” he gasped. “Then it’s up to us to give it a vocabulary.”


  “You speak, I speak,” suggested the creature.


  “Sure! See, Pat? We can say just anything.” He paused. “Let’s see—‘When in the course of human events it—’ ”


  “Shut up!” snapped Pat. “Yankee! Remember you’re on English territory now. ‘To be or not to be; that is the question just—’ ”


  Ham grinned and was silent. When she had exhausted her memory, he took up the task: “Once upon a time there were three bears—”


  And so it went. Suddenly the situation struck him as fantastically ridiculous—there was Pat carefully relating the story of Little Red Riding Hood to a humorless monstrosity of the night-side of Venus! The girl cast him a perplexed glance as he roared into a gale of laughter.


  “Tell him the one about the traveling salesman and the farmer’s daughter!” he said, choking. “See if you can get a smile from him!”


  She joined his laughter. “But it’s really a serious matter,” she concluded. “Imagine it, Ham! Intelligent life on the dark side! Or are you intelligent?” she asked suddenly of the thing on the ice.


  “I am intelligent,” it assured her. “I am intelligently intelligent.”


  “At least you’re a marvelous linguist,” said the girl. “Did you ever hear of learning English in half an hour, Ham? Think of that!” Apparently her fear of the creature had vanished.


  “Well, let’s make use of it,” suggested Ham. “What’s your name, friend?”


  There was no reply.


  “Of course,” put in Pat. “He can’t tell us his name until we give it to him in English, and we can’t do that because—oh, well, let’s call him Oscar, then. That’ll serve.”


  “Good enough. Oscar, what are you, anyway?”


  “Human, I’m a man.”


  “Eh? I’ll be damned if you are!”


  “Those are the words you’ve given me. To me I am a man to you.”


  “Wait a moment. ‘To me I am—’ I see, Pat. He means that the only words we have for what he considers himself are words like man and human. Well, what are your people, then?”


  “People.”


  “I mean your race. What race do you belong to?”


  “Human.”


  “Owl” groaned Ham. “You try, Pat.”


  “Oscar,” said the girl, “you say you’re human. Are you a mammal?”


  “To me man is a mammal to you.”


  “Oh, good heavens!” She tried again. “Oscar, how does your race reproduce?”


  “I have not the words.”


  “Are you born?”


  The queer face, or faceless body, of the creature changed slightly. Heavier lids dropped over the semitransparent ones that shielded its many eyes; it was almost as if the thing frowned in concentration.


  “We are not born,” he clicked.


  “Then—seeds, spores, parthenogenesis? Or fissure?”


  “Spores,” shrilled the mystery, “and fissure.”


  “But—”


  She paused, nonplussed. In the momentary silence came the mocking hoot of a triops far to their left, and both turned involuntarily, stared, and recoiled aghast. At the very extremity of their beam one of the laughing demons had seized and was bearing away what was beyond doubt one of the creatures of the caves. And to add to the horror, all the rest squatted in utter indifference before their burrows.


  “Oscar!” Pat screamed. “They got one of you!”


  She broke off suddenly at the crack of Ham’s revolver, but it was a futile shot.


  “O-oh!” she gasped. “The devils! They got one!” There was no comment at all from the creature before them. “Oscar,” she cried, “don’t you care? They murdered one of you! Don’t you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “But—doesn’t it affect you at all?” The creatures had come, somehow, to hold a sort of human sympathy in Pat’s mind. They could talk; they were more than beasts. “Don’t you care at all?”


  “No.”


  “But what are those devils to you? What do they do that you let them murder you?”


  “They eat us,” said Oscar placidly.


  “Oh!” gasped Pat in horror. “But—but why don’t—”


  She broke off; the creature was backing slowly and methodically into its burrow.


  “Wait!” she cried. “They can’t come here! Our lights—” The clicking voice drifted out: “It is cold. I go because of the cold.”


  There was silence.


  It was colder. The gusty Underwind moaned more steadily now, and, glancing along the ridge, Pat saw that every one of the cave creatures was slipping like Oscar into his burrow. She turned a helpless gaze on Ham.


  “Did I—dream this?” she whispered.


  “Then both of us dreamed it, Pat.” He took her arm and drew her back toward the rocket, whose round ports glowed an invitation through the dusk.


  But once in the warm interior, with her clumsy outer garments removed, Pat drew her dainty legs under her, lighted a cigarette, and fell to more rational consideration of the mystery.


  “There’s something we don’t understand about this, Ham. Did you sense anything queer about Oscar’s mind?”


  “It’s a devilishly quick one!”


  “Yes, he’s intelligent enough. Intelligence of the human level, or even”—she hesitated—“above the human. But it isn’t a human mind. It’s different, somehow—alien, strange. I can’t quite express what I felt, but did you notice Oscar never asked a question? Not one!”


  “Why—he didn’t, did he? That’s queer!”


  “It’s darn queer. Any human intelligence, meeting another thinking form of life, would ask plenty of questions. We did.” She blew a thoughtful puff of smoke. “And that isn’t all. That—that indifference of his when the triops attacked his fellow—was that human, or even earthly? I’ve seen a hunting spider snatch one fly from a swarm of them without disturbing the rest, but could that happen to intelligent creatures? It couldn’t; not even to brains as undeveloped as those in a herd of deer, or a flock of sparrows. Kill one and you frighten all.”


  “That’s true, Pat. They’re damn queer ducks, these fellow citizens of Oscar’s. Queer animals.”


  “Animals? Don’t tell me you didn’t notice, Ham!”


  “Notice what?”


  “Oscar’s no animal. He’s a plant—a warm-blooded, mobile vegetable! All the time we were talking to him he was rooting around below him with his—well, his root. And those things that looked like legs—they were pods. He didn’t walk on them; he dragged himself on his root. And, what’s more, he—”


  “What’s more?”


  “What’s more, Ham, those pods were the same sort as the ones that the triops threw at us in the canyon of the Mountains of Eternity, the ones that choked and smothered us so—”


  “The ones that laid you out so cold, you mean.”


  “Anyway, I had wits enough to notice them!” she retorted, flushing. “But there’s part of the mystery, Ham.


  Oscar’s mind is a vegetable mind!” She paused, puffing her cigarette as he packed his pipe.


  “Do you suppose,” she asked suddenly, “that the presence of Oscar and his crew represents a menace to human occupancy of Venus? I know they’re dark-side creatures, but what if mines are discovered here? What if there turns out to be a field for commercial exploitation? Humans can’t live indefinitely away from sunlight, I know, but there might be a need for temporary colonies here, and what then?”


  “Well, what then?” rejoined Ham.


  “Yes; what then? Is there room on the same planet for two intelligent races? Won’t there be a conflict of interests sooner or later?”


  “What of it?” he grunted. “Those things are primitive, Pat. They live in caves, without culture, without weapons. They’re no danger to man.”


  “But they’re magnificently intelligent. How do you know that these we’ve seen aren’t just a barbaric tribe, and that somewhere on the vastness of the dark side there isn’t a vegetable civilization? You know civilization isn’t the personal prerogative of mankind—look at the mighty decadent culture on Mars, and the dead remnants on Titan. Man has simply happened to have the strangest brand of it, at least so far.”


  “That’s true enough, Pat,” he agreed. “But if Oscar’s fellows aren’t any more pugnacious than they were toward that murderous triops, then they aren’t much of a menace.”


  She shuddered. “I can’t understand that at all. I wonder if—” She paused, frowning.


  “If what?”


  “I don’t know. I had an idea—a rather horrible idea.” She looked up suddenly. “Ham, tomorrow I’m going to find out exactly how intelligent Oscar really is. Exactly how intelligent—if I can.”


  There were certain difficulties, however. When Ham and Pat approached the ice ridge, plodding across the fantastic terrain, they found themselves in utter perplexity as to which of the row of caves was the one before which they had stood in conversation with Oscar. In the glittering reflections from their lamps each opening appeared exactly like every other, and the creatures at their mouths stared at them with lidded eyes in which there was no readable expression.


  “Well,” said Pat in puzzlement, “we’ll just have to try. You there, are you Oscar?”


  The clicking voice sounded: “Yes.”


  “I don’t believe it,” objected Ham. “He was over more to the right. Hey! Are you Oscar?”


  Another voice clicked: “Yes.”


  “You can’t both be Oscar!”


  Pat’s choice responded: “We are all Oscar.”


  “Oh, never mind,” cut in Pat, forestalling Ham’s protests. “Apparently what one knows they all know, so it doesn’t make any difference which we choose. Oscar, you said yesterday you were intelligent. Are you more intelligent than I am?”


  “Yes. Much more intelligent.”


  “Hah!” snickered Ham. “Take that, Pat!”


  She sniffed. “Well, that puts him miles above you, Yankee! Oscar, do you ever lie?”


  Opaque lids dropped over translucent ones. “Lie?” repeated the shrill voice. “No. There is no need.”


  “Well, do you—” She broke off suddenly at the sound of a dull pop. “What’s that? Oh! Look, Ham, one of his pods burst!” She drew back.


  A sharply pungent odor assailed them, reminiscent of that dangerous hour in the canyon, but not strong enough this time to set Ham choking or send the girl reeling into unconsciousness. Sharp, acrid, and yet not entirely unpleasant.


  “What’s that for, Oscar?”


  “It is so we—” The voice was cut short.


  “Reproduce?” suggested Pat.


  “Yes. Reproduce. The wind carries our spores to each other. We live where the wind is not steady.”


  “But yesterday you said fissure was your method.”


  “Yes. The spores lodge against our bodies and there is a—” Again the voice died.


  “A fertilization?” suggested the girl.


  “No.”


  “Well, a—I know! An irritation!”


  “Yes.”


  “That causes a tumorous growth?”


  “Yes. When the growth is complete, we split.”


  “Ugh!” snorted Ham. “A tumor!”


  “Shut up!” snapped the girl. “That’s all a baby is—a normal tumor.”


  “A normal—well, I’m glad I’m not a biologist! Or a woman!”


  “So’m I,” said Pat demurely. “Oscar, how much do you


  know?”


  “Everything.”


  “Do you know where my people come from?”


  “From beyond the light.”


  “Yes, but before that?”


  “No.”


  “We come from another planet,” said the girl impressively. At Oscar’s silence she said, “Do you know what a planet is?”


  “Yes.”


  “But did you know before I said the word?”


  “Yes. Long before.”


  “But how? Do you know what machinery is? Do you know what weapons are? Do you know how to make them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then—why don’t you?”


  “There is no need.”


  “No need!” she gasped. “With light—even with fire—you could keep the trioptes away. You could keep them from eating you!”


  “There is no need.”


  She turned helplessly to Ham.


  “The thing’s lying,” he suggested.


  “I don’t think so,” she murmured. “It’s something else—something we don’t understand. Oscar, how do you know all those things?”


  “Intelligence.”


  At the next cave another pod popped sullenly.


  “But how? Tell me how you discover facts.”


  “From any fact,” clicked the creature on the ice, “intelligence can build a picture of the—” There was silence. “Universe?” she suggested.


  “Yes. The universe. I start with one fact and I reason from it. I build a picture of the universe. I start with another fact. I reason from it. I find that the universe I picture is the same as the first. I know that the picture is true.”


  Both listeners stared in awe at the creature. “Say!” gulped Ham. “If that’s true, we could find out anything from Oscar! Oscar, can you tell us secrets that we don’t know?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “You must first have the words to give me. I cannot tell you that for which you have no words.”


  “It’s true!” whispered Pat. “But, Oscar, I have the words time and space and energy and matter and law and cause. Tell me the ultimate law of the universe?”


  “It is the law of—” Silence.


  “Conservation of energy or matter? Gravitation?”


  “No.”


  “Of-of God?”


  “No.”


  “Of—life?”


  “No. Life is of no importance.”


  “Of—what? I can’t think of another word.”


  “There’s a chance,” said Ham tensely, “that there is no word!”


  “Yes,” clicked Oscar. “It is the law of chance. Those other words are different sides of the law of chance.”


  “Good Heaven!” breathed Pat. “Oscar, do you know what I mean by stars, suns, constellations, planets, nebulae, and atoms, protons, and electrons?”


  “Yes.”


  “But—how? Have you ever seen the stars that are above these eternal clouds? Or the Sun there beyond the barrier?”


  “No. Reason is enough, because there is only one possible way in which the universe could exist. Only what is possible is real; what is not real is also not possible.”


  “That—that seems to mean something,” murmured Pat. “I don’t see exactly what. But, Oscar, why don’t you use your knowledge to protect yourselves from your enemies?”


  “There is no need. There is no need to do anything. In a hundred years we shall be—” Silence.


  “Safe?”


  “Yes-no.”


  “What?” A horrible thought struck her. “Do you mean extinct?”


  “Yes.”


  “But—oh, Oscar! Don’t you want to live? Don’t your people want to survive?”


  “Want,” shrilled Oscar. “Want—want—want. That word means nothing.”


  “It means—it means desire, need.”


  “Desire means nothing. Need? No. My people do not need to survive.”


  “Oh,” said Pat faintly. “Then why do you reproduce?”


  As if in answer, a bursting pod sent its pungent dust over them. “Because we must,” clicked Oscar. “When the spores strike us, we must.”


  “I see,” murmured Pat slowly. “Ham, I think I’ve got it. I think I understand. Let’s get back to the ship.”


  Without farewell she turned away and he followed her thoughtfully. A strange listlessness oppressed him.


  They had one slight mishap. A stone flung by some stray trioptes sheltered behind the ridge shattered the left lamp in Pat’s helmet. It seemed hardly to disturb the girl; she glanced briefly aside and plodded on. But all the way back, in the gloom to their left now illumined only by his own lamp, hoots and shrieks and mocking laughter pursued them.


  Within the rocket Pat swung her specimen bag wearily to the table and sat down without removing her heavy outer garment. Nor did Ham; despite the oppressive warmth of it, he, too, dropped listlessly to a seat on the bunk.


  “I’m tired,” said the girl, ‘Taut not too tired to realize what that mystery out there means.”


  “Then let’s hear it.”


  “Ham,” she said, “what’s the big difference between plant and animal life?”


  “Why—plants derive their sustenance directly from soil and air. Animals need plants or other animals as food.”


  “That isn’t entirely true, Ham. Some plants are parasitic, and prey on other life. Think of the Hotlands, or think, even, of some terrestrial plants—the fungi, the pitcher plant, the Dionaea that trap flies.”


  “Well, animals move, then, and plants don’t.”


  “That’s not true, either. Look at microbes; they’re plants, but they swim about in search of food.”


  “Then what is the difference?”


  “Sometimes it’s hard to say,” she murmured, “but I think I see it now. It’s this: Animals have desire and plants necessity. Do you understand?”


  “Not a damn bit.”


  “Listen, then. A plant—even a moving one—acts the way it does because it must, because it’s made so. An animal acts because it wants to, or because it’s made so that it wants to.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “There is a difference. An animal has will, a plant hasn’t. Do you see now? Oscar has all the magnificent intelligence of a god, but he hasn’t the will of a worm. He has reactions, but no desire. When the wind is warm he comes out and feeds; when it’s cold he crawls back into the cave melted by his body heat, but that isn’t will, it’s just a reaction. He has no desires!”


  Ham stared, roused out of his lassitude. I’ll be damned if it isn’t true!” he cried. “That’s why he—or they—never ask questions. It takes desire or will to ask a question! And that’s why they have no civilization and never will have!”


  “That and other reasons,” said Pat. “Think of this: Oscar has no sex, and, in spite of your Yankee pride, sex has been a big factor in building civilization. It’s the basis of the family, and among Oscar’s people there is no such thing as parent and child. He splits; each half of him is an adult, probably with all the knowledge and memory of the original.


  “There’s no need for love, no place for it, in fact, and therefore no call to fight for mate and family, and no reason to make life easier than it already is, and no cause to apply his intelligence to develop art or science or—or anything!” She paused. “And did you ever hear of the Malthusian law, Ham?”


  “Not that I remember.”


  “Well, the law of Malthus says that population presses on the food supply. Increase the food and the population increases in proportion. Man evolved under that law; for a century or so it’s been suspended, but our race grew to be human under it.”


  “Suspended! It sounds sort of like repealing the law of gravitation or amending the law of inverse squares.”


  “No, no,” she said. “It was suspended by the development of machinery in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which shot the food supply so far ahead that population hasn’t caught up. But it will, and the Malthusian law will rule again.”


  “And what’s that got to do with Oscar?”


  “This, Ham. He never evolved under that law. Other factors kept his numbers below the limit of the food supply, and so his species developed free of the need to struggle for food. He’s so perfectly adapted to his environment that he needs nothing more. To him a civilization would be superfluous!”


  “But—then what of the trioptes?”


  “Yes, the trioptes. You see, Ham, just as I argued days ago, the trioptes are newcomers, pushed over from the twilight zone. When those devils arrived, Oscar’s people were already evolved, and they couldn’t change to meet the new conditions, or couldn’t change quickly enough. So—they’re doomed.


  “As Oscar says, they’ll be extinct soon—and—and they don’t even care.” She shuddered. “All they do, all they can do, is sit before their caves and think. Probably they think godlike thoughts, but they can’t summon even a mouse-like will. That’s what a vegetable intelligence is; that’s what it has to be!”


  “I think—I think you’re right,” he muttered. “In a way its horrible, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.” Despite her heavy garments she shivered. “Yes, it’s horrible. Those vast, magnificent minds and no way for them to work. It’s like a powerful gasoline motor with its drive shaft broken, and no matter how well it runs it can’t turn the wheels. Ham, do you know what I’m going to name them? The Lotophagi Veneris—the Lotus Eaters! Content to sit and dream away existence while lesser minds—ours and the trioptes’—battle for their planet.”


  “It’s a good name, Pat.” As she rose he asked in surprise, “Your specimens? Aren’t you going to prepare them?”


  “Oh, tomorrow.” She flung herself, parka and all, on her bunk.


  “But they’ll spoilt And your helmet light—I ought to fix it.”


  “Tomorrow,” she repeated wearily, and his own langour kept him from further argument.


  When the nauseous odor of decay awakened him some hours later, Pat was asleep, still garbed in the heavy suit. He flung bag and specimens from the door, and then slipped the parka from her body. She hardly stirred as he tucked her gently into her bunk.


  Pat never missed the specimen bag at all, and, somehow, the next day, if one could call that endless night a day, found them trudging over the bleak plateau with the girl’s helmet lamp still unrepaired. Again at their left, the wildly mocking laughter of the night dwellers followed them, drifting eerily down on the Underwind, and twice far-flung stones chipped glittering ice from neighboring spires. They plodded listlessly and silently, as if in a sort of fascination, but their minds seemed strangely clear.


  Pat addressed the first Lotus Eater they saw. “We’re back, Oscar,” she said with a faint rebirth of her usual flippancy. “How’d you spend the night?”


  “I thought,” clicked the thing.


  “What’d you think about?”


  “I thought about—” The voice ceased.


  A pod popped, and the curiously pleasant pungent odor was in their nostrils.


  “About—us?”


  “No.”


  “About—the world?”


  “No.”


  “About—what’s the use?” she ended wearily. “We could keep that up forever, and perhaps never hit on the right question.”


  “If there is a right question,” added Ham. “How do you know there are words to fit it? How do you even know that it’s the kind of thought our minds are capable of conceiving? There must be thoughts that are beyond our grasp.” OS to their left a pod burst with a dull pop. Ham saw the dust move like a shadow across their beams as the Underwind caught it, and he saw Pat draw a deep draft of the pungent air as it whirled around her. Queer how pleasant the smell was, especially since it was the same stuff which in higher concentration had nearly cost their lives. He felt vaguely worried as that thought struck him, but could assign no reason for worry.


  He realized suddenly that both of them were standing in complete silence before the Lotus Eater. They had come to ask questions, hadn’t they?


  “Oscar,” he said, “what’s the meaning of life?”


  “No meaning. There is no meaning.”


  “Then why fight for it so?”


  “We do not fight for it. Life is unimportant.”


  “And when you’re gone, the world goes on just the same? Is that it?”


  “When we are gone it will make no difference to any except the trioptes who eat us.”


  “Who eat you,” echoed Ham.


  There was something about that thought that did penetrate the fog of indifference that blanketed his mind. He peered at Pat, who stood passively and silently beside him, and in the glow of her helmet lamp he could see her clear gray eyes behind her goggles, staring straight ahead in what was apparently abstraction or deep thought. And beyond the ridge sounded suddenly the yells and wild laughter of the dwellers in the dark.


  “Pat,” he said.


  There was no answer.


  “Pat!” he repeated, raising a listless hand to her arm. “We have to go back.” To his right a pod popped. “We have to go back,” he repeated.


  A sudden shower of stones came glancing over the ridge. One struck his helmet, and his forward lamp burst with a dull explosion. Another struck his arm with a stinging pain, though it seemed surprisingly unimportant.


  “We have to go back,” he reiterated doggedly.


  Pat spoke at last without moving. “What’s the use?” she asked dully.


  He frowned over that. What was the use? To go back to the twilight zone? A picture of Erotia rose in his mind, and then a vision of that honeymoon they had planned on the Earth, and then a whole series of terrestrial scenes—New York, a tree-girt campus, the sunny farm of his boyhood. But they all seemed very far away and unreal.


  A violent blow that stung his shoulder recalled him, and he saw a stone bound from Pat’s helmet. Only two of her lamps glowed now, the rear and the right, and he realized vaguely that on his own helmet shone only the rear and the left. Shadowy figures were skittering and gibbering along the crest of the ridge now left dark by the breaking of their lights, and stones were whizzing and spattering around them.


  He made a supreme effort and seized her arm. “We’ve got to go back!” he muttered.


  “Why? Why should we?”


  “Because we’ll be killed if we stay.”


  “Yes. I know that, but—”


  He ceased to listen and jerked savagely at Pat’s arm. She spun around and staggered after him as he turned doggedly toward the rocket.


  Shrill hoots sounded as their rear lamps swept the ridge, and as he dragged the girl with infinite slowness, the shrieks spread out to the right and left. He knew what that meant; the demons were circling them to get in front of them where their shattered forward lamps cast no protecting light.


  Pat followed listlessly, making no effort of her own. It was simply the drag of his arm that impelled her, and it was becoming an intolerable effort to move even himself. And there directly before him, flitting shadows that howled and hooted, were the devils that sought their lives.


  Ham twisted his head so that his right lamp swept the area. Shrieks sounded as they found shelter in the shadows of peaks and ridges, but Ham, walking with his head sidewise, tripped and tumbled.


  Pat wouldn’t rise when he tugged at her. “There’s no need of it,” she murmured, but made no resistance when he lifted her.


  An idea stirred vaguely; he bundled her into his arms so that her right lamp shot its beam forward, and so he staggered at last to the circle of light about the rocket, opened the door, and dumped her on the floor within.


  He had one final impression. He saw the laughing shadows that were the trioptes skipping and skittering across the darkness toward the ridge where Oscar and his people waited in placid acceptance of their destiny.


  The rocket was roaring along at two hundred thousand feet, because numberless observations and photographs from space had shown that not even the vast peaks of the Mountains of Eternity project forty miles above the planet’s surface. Below them the clouds glistened white before and black behind, for they were just entering the twilight zone. At that height one could even see the mighty curvature of the planet.


  “Half cue ball, half eight ball,” said Ham, staring down. “Hereafter we stick to the cue-ball half.”


  “It was the spores,” proceeded Pat, ignoring him. “We knew they were narcotic before, but we couldn’t be expected to guess that they’d carry a drug as subtle as that—to steal away your will and undermine your strength. Oscar’s people are the Lotus Eaters and the Lotus, all in one. But somehow I’m sorry for them. Those colossal, magnificent, useless minds of theirs!” She paused. “Ham, what woke you up to what was happening? What snapped you out of it?”


  “Oh, it was a remark of Oscar’s, something about his being only a square meal for a triops.”


  “Well?”


  “Well, did you know we’ve used up all our food? That remark reminded me that I hadn’t eaten for two days!”


  LONG DAY IN COURT


  Jonathan Brand


  The wakey-wakey played Earth Is Where My Heart Is and Mark Hassall sat up with a pounding heart. Every simulated morning for the last simulated three weeks he had woken ‘to the gentle sound of Earth Is Where My Heart Is. But whatever you set the wakey-wakey to play, he reflected sadly, after a time it gave you a cold sweat to hear it. For any signal which brings you to life in the morning after the mental death of sleep becomes associated with that shock to the system. The fear of death is nothing, compared to the fear of life.


  He flicked on the sound transmission of his telephone and left the visual pickup off. “Yup,” he groaned into it.


  The telephone built up the unblushing image of Marylou, Transit Station J’s nubile communications expert.


  “Marco,” she cooed. “You’re sitting up in bed.”


  “You’re damn right I am,” he said. “But not any more!” And he curled himself modestly up in his electric blanket. “Anyway how in hell would you know? I’ve got the visual off.”


  “I’ve eyes in the back of my head.”


  “You just might have at that,” he answered. For a communications expert on a Transit Station is considerably more than a mere switchboard girl.


  “Why don’t you get dressed?” said Marylou.


  “I’ll really try and remember to do that before I go on duty,” said Mark, rolling towards the shower. “But I don’t promise I’ll get the time.”


  “You just find the time,” she said. When she heard the shower start she leaned forward across the control panel and turned the knob that accentuated the yellow register. She was a connoisseur about the performance of her telephone and loved it best of all her instruments.


  “I saw that,” said Mark, just to keep her on her toes. “I was only turning up the yellow,” said Marylou. “It was a little low. That’s all.”


  “You’re a liar. You wanted to show off your pretty yellow hair.”


  Marylou pouted a little. “Just because you’re being so tiresome this morning I’ll tell you now why I called you.


  “Oh, God, no I You couldn’t do that,” he said from under the shower. “Not before breakfast.”


  “You’ve got no time for breakfast. It’s sim-0545 now. At sim-0615 you’ve got a case.”


  “Oh, boy. Oh, boy,” he moaned. “In the good old days bringers of bad news got killed. I’m surprised you dare. Why in space does this trial have to happen in the middle of the sim-night?”


  “Colonel’s orders, Marco. He says a summary trial will impress the natives.”


  The colonel of Transit Station J was Colonel Prince Banerji of Haipur, and his ideas of discipline were inherited from an ancestor who once personally beheaded 409 English people, including 14 women and 27 children, back in his home state of Haipur on his home planet Earth, because he thought the English residents were becoming insubordinate. When the British soldiers came to take vengeance he told them that he had been no more severe with their late compatriots than he would be with his own people, and this was doubtless true.


  His descendant carried on the tradition by such endearing maneuvers as holding the monthly Emergency Evacuation Drill at sim-1100, the morning hour that is consecrated throughout the civilized universe to a pull at the Venusian drug-weed and a cup of coffee. “Constant and Effortful Vigilance” was his motto for his Transit Station. It was rumored that he never slept. Nobody had ever called him on the telephone without finding him immaculately uniformed and sitting at his desk.


  It was clear to Mark that he had been picked for the Station’s most unpleasant job this sim-morning, probably for some good reason like Banerji had seen him smile or heard him whistle the sim-day before. The Station’s most unpleasant job, of course, was sitting in on trials. Every Earthman on the Station, from the colonel to Roderick MacMack, the junior engineer, and Mark Hassall, the junior transport controller, held a commissioned rank in the Space Police, and under the terms of the Re-Foundation of Government in 2085, an officer in the Space Police had to be ready and trained to act the role of congressman, detective, judge, lawyer or jailer on demand.


  This happy sim-morning Mark Hassall had been chosen for judge. Standing Orders said that every dispute on the Station must be attended by an Earth officer. This Order meant, for instance, that Mark had once been forced to sit for 14 sim-hours in total silence alone in the courtroom with two tankfuls of Aldeberan-4 creatures while they thrashed out what they alleged was a theological dispute. The Aids are the interpreters of the universe, and they had said that the subject matter of their dispute was ineffable. “And if ineffable,” they added, “then untranslatable.” Mark hadn’t , even dared peruse a novel, for though no one but Aids could tell when Aids were having a break, the colonel, if he cared to look in, would know if Mark was.


  “This isn’t my lucky sim-day,” said Mark to Marylou while he brushed his teeth.


  “It could be much worse, friend,” said the delectable communicator. “It’s only an intra-species affair.”


  In those days the difference between intra-spedes law and inter-spedes law really meant something. Intra-species litigation was purgatorial, but inter-species litigation was hellish. In those days all cases were technically settled by Earth law, and in every judgment the judge had to produce a complicated formula reconciling his Earth-derived settlement with the law and practice of the relevant alien race. If two alien races were involved in a dispute, then the unhappy magistrate had to wrestle with a three-way compromise.


  With some sense of relief Mark turned on the visuals and gave Marylou a sight of his shining morning face.


  “What’s the rap?” he asked, airing a bit of jargon he had picked up watching old television films in the Station library. (The Station had half a million books, many of them genuine antiques like the “Perry Mason” series he was quoting from.)


  “Wait for it,” said Marylou roguishly, and brightened the contrast control to show off her roguish dimples. “Wife beating.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake! Only a tenth of them have arms to beat with! And only a tenth of them have wives.”


  “Well, one in a hundred’s a wife-beater.”


  “I’ve heard it all. What could be next?”


  “It Could Be You, Mark darling,” said Marylou.


  “Kindly remember your place,” he said with mock roughness, and leaned forward as unobtrusively as he could in order to turn down the red register. “The Court at sim-0615 then.”


  “Good luck, Marco,” said the Station’s sole communications expert and sole Earth woman, and switched off.


  “Thank you, honeychile,” said Mark meditatively into the gray screen. “Thank you.”


  When he got to the courtroom and took his place on the Tribunal the trial was already set up. Beside him on the table was his water carafe, and about a quart of the Station’s complement of Aldeberan-4 people in their aquarium-like traveling quarters, with earphone pickups already connected. Mark put on the earphones.


  “Good morning, sir,” said an electronically produced voice. “This is the Court Interpreter.”


  “Good morning, Aids,” he said.


  “Miss Marylou said to tell you that your container of body-fluid includes a toxic additive.”


  Mark looked inside the vacuum flask which held water for the Judge and found it full of steaming black coffee.


  “Thank you, Aids. Convey my thanks to Miss Marylou. Sorry to see so many of you here this morning.”


  The Aids made no answer. About two-thirds of the Station’s complement of Aids had turned up that sim-morning. They always sent to court just as many individuals as could cope with the complexity of the case as they saw it. They seldom misjudged. To see so many of them at once was a bad omen.


  He looked around the Court. Below him, in what they called the dock, were two bedraggled Fomalhaut-9s, one male, one female. He had no idea what the female Fomalhaut was doing there. The only wheeled race known at the time, they were circling round each other in the gyration labeled by the Ethological Handbook for their race “Repose without joy,” and which MacMack had rechristened “constant and effortful vigilance” after the tyrannous Banerji’s watchword. Beyond them, in the position technically known as “Counsel for the Defense,” was the Station’s senior lieutenant, Gil Mulrooney, a thickset, grizzled veteran of the Last Trans-Stellar War. Beside him sat his opposite number, counsel for the prosecution, in the person of the Station’s dapper Administrative Adjutant, Jules Monterey.


  The titles they bore for the occasion dated from a time when the government was divided into many separate departments—like judiciary, administration, police, army or the Bar. But by the end of the 21st century, government was government and no longer a species of public debate or carnival tug-of-war, and any government officer could take any role. The two counsels’ jobs were roughly to list the points on two opposing sides, and Mark’s was to pronounce judgment.


  But all government is of course implicit in each individual. Next time they would probably trade jobs. Beyond the court itself ranged the tiered compartments reserved for spectators. Each compartment was adapted to the physique of one of the 25 trans-stellar races living on the Station, with the front row reserved for Earthmen and Martians, whose solar system the Station happened to be in. Most of the compartments had someone inside. It looked to Mark as if an average number of every race had come to see the fun. You had to say “average” because the actual number of individuals of any race which constituted a quorum varied so much. For instance, there was a quart of Aids on his desk: that would be around 150,000,000 individuals. There were around 400 Loon-birds sparsely roosting in their three-dimensional knitting safely (of course) behind glass. There were three Earthmen in the court, all in official capacities. There was one Leprechaun with his eye extruded. And, luckily, there was no Phoenix-cloud within a billion miles of the Station. There is only one Phoenix-cloud known, but that one can be dangerous enough to a lonely Transit Station.


  It is the job of a Station to offer shelter and to offer sustenance—but not if the first bite is the Station itself.


  “Thanks be for small mercies, anyway,” thought Mark. Aloud he said, “We’ll begin.”


  On the recording strip sunk into the desk at the right of his chair he saw the words “The Court sits” appear. This was also the work of the Aids, who activated the official court record. The difference between languages and the difference between two styles in one language were both the same difference to them. So far as they knew it was all translation. So whatever one said in court in English was minced up by their infallible brain-circuitry and emerged on the record in the sort of legal jargon with which lawyers have baffled laymen since the invention of justice.


  All around the court bodies relaxed in the way appropriate to their physique.


  “What gives in this case?” said Mark.


  “Set forth the Plaint,” said the record.


  Gil Mulrooney got up slowly. “That’s not hard,” he said. “I was on Station watch this sim-morning. At sim-0149 I got a call from the automatic monitor on 9th level, at the intersection of the Fomalhaut avenue and 12th Freeway, a call of ‘believed disturbance’. I immediately went down by chute in person.”


  “Leaving the watch monitor active in the guardroom,” Mark put in.


  “Of course,” said Gil. “Activating the watch monitor.” This would look right in the record. It wasn’t that Mark doubted that Gil had taken this simple precaution, just that he might have forgotten to say so. It was Mark’s job to keep the record straight and, more than that, to keep the colonel sweet.


  “Go on,” said Mark.


  “The corridor monitor was quite correct. There was considerable disturbance coming from cell 34 on the Fomalhaut avenue, the cell assigned to Mr. and Mrs. Daap-daap. I could hear great clouts against the partition wall and a squealing that could be heard four blocks away. I thought at least a band of Loon-birds had got loose in there.” Mark shuddered at the picture. “Sounds bad. What did you do then?”


  “I activated the calling circuits and I was let in.”


  “Immediately? You made me think all Hell was let loose in there.”


  “Well, it calmed down the moment I keyed the calling circuit. Almost as if they’d been waiting for me.”


  “That doesn’t sound very likely,” said Mark, “if the noise was as bad as you say.”


  “The noise was very bad,” said Mulrooney, grimacing. “One wouldn’t be mistaken about a noise like that.”


  “Well, it was a sleep-period,” said Monterey from the other counsel’s box.


  “I don’t see the relevance,” said Mulrooney slowly. “The Fomalhauts don’t sleep. You know that.”


  “I do,” said Monterey, conscientiously needling his opposite number as a good Counsel should. “But Earthmea do sleep. I call the judge’s attention to that.”


  “You’re claiming I dreamt it, then,” shouted Mulrooney furiously.


  “You were probably as bleary as a gigolo on Sunday morning,” answered Monterey.


  The record paused for a few seconds, then produced this impartial translation. “I submit that Lieutenant Mulrooney was suffering from disorientation of the reality-sense brought on by cultural shock, the cultural shock being due in this case to his foregoing a fundamental Earth custom, namely that of undergoing a period of unconsciousness between sim-0001 and sim-0801.”


  “Nonsense,” said Mark hurriedly. “Gil’s a policeman, for God’s sake.”


  The Aids printed: “Objection formally noted. The judgment of this court in this is that, firstly, the Earth race is exceptionally immune to cultural shock, and, secondly, vigilance during the sleep-period is an old and honored custom of the Earth police subculture and would thus be entirely natural to Lieutenant Mulrooney.” It looked damn good.


  “This is all off the point,” said Mark. “Whatever interpretation we may put upon it, the court accepts that the Fomalhauts in question stopped quarreling and let you in. Then what?”


  “On gaining entrance I found the defendant, Fomalhaut-male Daap-daap, holding in one tentacle a carved Fomalhaut food-pipe some 90 cms long (Exhibit A), and the codefendant Fomalhaut-female Mrs. Daap-daap—”


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” said Mark, interrupting. “(Strike that from the Record.) I thought this was a wife-beating case. Tell me whose wife was beaten, and if Mrs. Daap-daap was the victim, why does she appear as co-defendant? Or isn’t that Fomalhaut-female down there Mrs. Daap-daap?”


  “Well, Mrs. Daap-daap did get beaten,” said Gil. “And she appears as co-defendant at her own request. And that is her in the dock. To tell the truth, this case is a daddy-o.”


  “Certain features of this case render it unusually complex,” typed the Record.


  “Yes, but is anybody going to explain it to me?” said Mark.


  “Honestly, I’d rather you thrash it out with the defendants themselves. This court’s already too full of mouthpieces.” And Mulrooney favored the tank of Aids with a mournful Bronx cheer, which they forebore, as near as Mark could see, to translate. “I talked with both Daap-daaps, of course, and the facts are clear enough, but I haven’t the faintest idea what their plea is.”


  “I’ll confirm that, Judge,” said Monterey. “Will you take over?”


  “Right,” said Mark. “Don’t go to sleep, though.”


  Mulrooney glared at him, but the tactful Aids cut out the sleep metaphor and confined their Record to, “Maintain, however, general surveillance, Counsels.” Mark, signed to the two Fomalhauts to hook themselves to the direct Interpreter’s Link.


  He addressed Mrs. Daap-daap. “I see that your front wheel is gravely contused, to the extent that you are resting it on a surgical trolley. Is that the result of a fight this sim-morning?”


  “Yes, sir,” came the reply.


  “Witness?” said Mark.


  “Deposition of doctor,” said the Aids, acting as his remembrancer. “Exhibit B.”


  They were right as usual. Mark found the document in one of the slits under the Record. Its signer was an Asclepiad, a mid-gravity race with a specialty in biophysics, who had been the Galaxy’s doctors long before Man came on the scene. It certified that when he attended Mrs. Daap-daap at 0310 that morning she had been suffered from widespread surface contusions, and from a fractured bearing-joint in her front ankle—all caused within 2 sim-hours of the treatment time.


  Mark addressed Mr. Daap-daap. “Did you do this to your wife?” he asked.


  “I did,” he answered. He evidently did not want to hide it, for the Aids on the Record had added “(Relaxedly; without hesitation).”


  “Well, that’s frank. And why did you hit her?”


  “Because I did wrong.”


  “And why should you hit her when you do wrong?”


  “Because it is the duty of wives to suffer punishment for what their husbands do wrong.”


  “I see. But why is she too in the dock?”


  “Because it is the duty of wives to suffer punishment for what their husbands do wrong.”


  To the Aids, Mark said, “Come on. You’re a question behind. I’m asking now why Mrs. Daap-daap is in the dock.”


  “Unquote,” said the Aids to show they were talking in their, or its, proper person. “The defendant’s answer was as it appears in the Record.”


  “But that can’t be the answer to both questions!” Mark protested.


  “Unquote is that a statement or a question? To the defendants or to the interpreter?”


  “Well, don’t let’s waste breath,” said Mark, knowing that the Aids enjoyed a good idiom. “If you know the answer, you tell.”


  “Unquote I know why the defendant’s wife is in the dock. You will remember that the reason is in the Fomalhaut Ethology Handbook paragraph 975.” (The Aids, being the only purely intellectual life form in the universe, could never conceive the difference between a memory and a reference book. They meant Mark could look the information up in the Fomalhaut Ethology. The advantage of their ignorance was that the colonel would never know that Mark hadn’t remembered the information for himself, because the paragraph number would merely appear in the Aids’ record as a reference.)


  Mark flipped over the pages of the Ethology. Para 975 was in Part II (“Social Behavior”), Chapter 17 (“Justice”), item 9a (“Punishment”). It said:


  
    “Punishment for wrong-doing is customarily inflicted on the females—wife, or, if unavailable, mother, or, if unavailable, female guardian. The accepted forms of punishment are physical chastisement or deprival of nutriment (see paras 304-356)—both these can be inflicted by Earth officials—and deprival of Joy (see para 2)—which cannot.”

  


  “Joy” was obviously pretty basic, judging by its paragraph number, but this wasn’t the time for looking it up. “I’ve got that sewn up, Aids,” said Mark, laying the idioms on thick to gain time. “I’m right in there with you regarding why Daap-daap’s little girl is in the dock. Now you give with the info why he was hitting her this sim-morning.”


  “Roger,” said the Aids, never at a loss how to beat interlocutors at their own game. “Can do, skipper. He was beating her then ’cos he just dun wrong. You will remember the same para.”


  “I see that,” said Mark. “That explains why he was beating her, and the note on methods of punishment explains why he was beating her, but I still don’t know why he was beating her.”


  There was a pause, and then the Aids produced another line on the Record. It said: “Defendant: Because I had done wrong according to Earth code. My wife must suffer punishment for that.”


  “I see,” said Mark. Daap-daap was of course technically quite right. Transit Station J had its legal existence under an archaic type of agreement known as a “lease.” This meant basically that under a reciprocal benefit agreement drawn up according to the law of Jupiter (in whose orbit the Station hung) the Earth Government controlled the area covered by the Station’s orbit. The agreement specifically added that unless 17 sim-months (a Jupiter time-span) notice were given to the contrary, Earth law should be observed by all organic matter aboard.


  So much was true enough. But there were some Earth laws which some organic matter simply had to break, particularly (he glanced wryly at the 400 or so Loon-birds—by God, there were now about a thousand of them—swarming in the Spectators’ area) the organic matter aboard his Station. And in their setup an individual could make trouble quicker by citing the letter of the law than any other way short of opening both doors of the airlock simultaneously. With something like anxiety in the corner of his mind, he said, “And what Earth law did you break?”


  “A law concerning Grievous Bodily Harm and Assault. I was beating my wife.”


  “You acted quite rightly. That sort of thing could land you up in the courts,” said Mark judiciously.


  “It has landed me up in court,” said Daap-daap—“(sternly),” according to the Record. “And my wife has already paid the penalty.”


  For a couple of heartbeats Mark spun dizzily in the nospace of the Fomalhauts’ moral metaphysics. Then he was back in command. “This is the situation, then,” he said (“sternly”). No organic matter, wheeled or otherwise, in the Station would fool him. “You admit to beating your wife, and recognize that this is illegal under Earth law. Your defense against the charge of Assault is Justification within Racial Mores, and within your code of mores the justification is that your act of Assault was a legitimate punishment for a wrong which you had committed, or, at least, for an act which was illegal according to the laws of your domicile place; that wrong being that same act of Assault. The situation so far is simple.” (He would show them who was master.) “However, your explanation is unsatisfactory in this particular, that under Earth law punishment may not be inflicted before the crime is committed. Therefore the same act cannot be both crime and punishment.”


  “We deny that punishment was inflicted before the crime was committed. Nor was it inflicted afterwards. It was simultaneous.”


  “Oh. I see.”


  “Is our reasoning satisfactory? Did we do right in doing what we did? Will you acquit us?”


  “The court will adjourn for sim-60-mmutes to consider judgment.”


  The human beings in the Court stood up. The Fomalhauts formed themselves into the Obeisance Pattern and the Loon-birds—there were now thousands of them in their sealed cubicle—rose in a humming cloud. Mark stepped swiftly round the back of his Tribunal and closed behind him the door of the small robing-room. He found his hands shaking as he sat at the bare desk in the small robing-room, and lie suddenly realized that the trial had started a whole row of alarm bells shrieking in his mind.


  Analyzing what those alarm bells were, he came first and Inevitably to the thought of the colonel. Everyone in the Station knew from experience what the colonel’s repayment for a clumsy judgment could be—something nasty, like a tour of the exit vents of the air system, or patrol in the mid-grav sector. But the colonel, though savage, was fair. Mark was pretty sure he had done as well so far as could be expected. Anyway, there wasn’t a moment of the sim-day when he wasn’t scared of Banerji.


  The next thought he came to was “put-up job.” The story of how they had stopped fighting the moment Mulrooney called them was suspicious enough. And then there was no denying that they had him pretty well tied up. He could acquit them by accepting a plea of justification. But if Daap-daap was to be excused for hitting his wife, then he had done no wrong—and justification no longer applied. For how could he justifiably be hitting his wife if he had nothing for which to punish her? You get in the same mess, only the other way round, Mark thought, if you find them guilty. He was familiar with such paradoxes on paper, but he was very unhappy indeed to meet one in the flesh.


  His last thought, the worst of all, was, “This isn’t just a Fomalhaut family quarrel. The whole Station’s in on this.”


  The spectators’ benches had been filling up ever since the start of the trial. Reviewing in his mind’s eye the patchwork of color which had been his view from the Tribunal, he came to the conclusion that every race in the mid-grav sector had sent at least one representative. For that matter, all the Loon-birds in the Station were in there—the Loon-birds, the emotional carrion-eaters of the universe who congregated where there was trouble, the Loon-birds whom the Earth government employed as military personnel only. It was a bad omen when. Loon-birds gathered. But one comer of his mental view-screen was blank. Which race might have been there but wasn’t?


  Of course. He knew which: the Murrays.


  A few of them often came to court, particularly to hear a family quarrel. None had come today. If he could locate the blind-spot in the Murrays’ psychology which had kept them away today, he would have an insight into the real nature of today’s case, and into what it meant to the inhabitants of the Station. For they had mostly known each other long before they had known Man, and they hadn’t gotten the habit of confiding in Man.


  He called up the Aids (who have no hates or loves, no prejudices or dislikes—just intellect). “What’s with the Murrays?”


  “You will remember the Murray Ethology para 4. They are the only known life-form parasitic on an object smaller than themselves.”


  “No. Try again.”


  “You will remember page xiv of the Introduction. They were discovered by Arthur Murray, later one of the victims of the sensational Heat-death Murders.”


  “No, no. Something to do with this case.”


  “How will you not remember paras 112-117? Surely those pages of your memory are not missing? They deal with the control of Murray behavior. Murrays cannot be taught to do anything except those actions specified in the Ethology, nor can they be prevented in any way from doing those actions if the appropriate signal has been given. Thus their behavior fails completely to be plastic, and thus they have not the conception of wrong, guilt, punishment or law.”


  All trials deal implicitly with wrongs, guilt, punishment and law, and the fact that the Murrays had stayed away showed that these were not just implicit in this case but explicit. No point of conduct was on trial; the system itself was on trial. This was a testcase to decide if Earth law should continue to hold on the Station. It was as if one were to feed a certain problem into a computer, not to get an answer but to test the computer. Only this problem, he was pretty sure, included a proposition which damaged the computer itself.


  In the ordinary course of things, if a trial starts going sour you consult the law further until gradually the tangle comes clear. But in this case the very statement of the charge and the defense tampered with the structure of the law itself. Any further recourse to the same machine could only send it into a positive feedback, which at each cycle would take it further into absurdity.


  There was, of course, Mark reflected, one further technique he could use if native wit could not sort out the Fomalhauts’ disingenuous pleas. He could go above the law, to the mechanism designed for dealing with treason, to that body of brutal fact known as “martial law.” But was he a Banerji, who would force a decision by merciless insistence instead of trying reasonable discussion? All the same he called the Aids, and together they refreshed his memory on the use of extra-legal coercion in settling disputes. And he began to run over in his mind, not the Perry Mason series but the equally old and famous Mickey Spillane adventures.


  When the hour was up Mark took his place with as much calmness as he could.


  “Trial resumes,” he said. The audience settled back into their seats, perches, hovering-heights or floating-depths. “Have the principals anything further to say before judgment be delivered?”


  “We wish the charge set aside,” said the Fomalhauts.


  “We have been mistaken on a point of law and a point of ethics.”


  Mark heaved a secret sigh. “We are glad that you should agree,” he answered in a satisfactorily judicious tone. “What is the cause of your change of mind?”


  “We have a custom, one custom only, that corresponds to your Taw’. It is this: To each and from each according as he is’. This is the whole of our law. For instance, it is right for a Fomalhaut being to obey Fomalhaut custom; for an Earth being to obey Earth custom. Thus for us there exist many versions of ‘right’. There is Earth ‘right’, there is Fomalhaut ‘right’, there is Aldeberan ‘right’ and so on.” Mark nodded happily. “Now, it is Fomalhaut-right for a Fomalhaut to obey Fomalhaut custom. It is Fomalhaut-right for an Earth man to obey Earth custom. But here we are troubled. For it is no part of Fomalhaut-right to determine the right of Earth according to Fomalhaut thinking. Thus in no way may we who are Fomalhauts either approve or disapprove the workings of an Earth court. All talk of justice here is meaningless. We will withdraw now.”


  Then the truth was on the table. Not only was the problem one to break the machine, but it said right there in the packet, “This problem breaks the machine.”


  He felt a prickle of apprehension run down his spine, for he observed the Fomalhauts in the dock and in the spectators’ benches melting and weaving into the hollow square of Active Hostility.


  “Wait a minute before you go,” he said, smiling. Heck, he thought, this is insane. Surely if he could only think on his feet long enough he could solve this whole absurd problem. If this sordid family bickering was the revolt flag of half a universe, then this was a universe populated solely by dumb blonde mothers-in-law and vicars in the wood. He started talking. “Can we be sure there is a case to answer here? I mean, beating one’s wife is one of the few honest and innocent pleasures in this over-civilized universe, and I imagine beating one’s husband is too. And if this pastime may not be innocently indulged in, what do we all go through marriage for?”


  Surprisingly, the Aids said in his ear, “Is that a joke?”


  “I suppose it is.”


  “A moment, please. Jokes take a little longer.” Mark paused. He had taught the Station Aids to have a sense of humor because he liked to have someone around to construct new stories for him to tell—bizarre as the Aids’ jokes usually were. And he had been most gratified to discover from them—probably the first Earth man to do so—that most of the trans-stellars had an analogue of sense of humor too. So presumably the Aids meant to amuse the whole Station with his feeble quip. They might well have a tough time, for the races which composed the audience had no fixed sexual organization which would make such a joke comprehensible. There were examples in front of him of gyniphagy (wife-eating) and of metazygy-with-stomach-sharing (sexual union of Siamese twins) and of endosomatogamy (where an individual chooses his mate not merely from within his own tribe but from among the cells of his own body) and many others.


  There was a silence. Then apparently the Aids said something to the Asclepiad group, and they answered. Then the Aids spoke simultaneously to every group in the room.


  With a lift of the heart Mark realized that his job was done. Like the wind over a plain of grass a change ran over the room. The Loon-birds empurpled, whistled with disappointment and zipped out through their ventilator. The Wood-weevils swallowed each other up until they had reassembled their single persona. The Leprechaun opened its eye, drew its ear down into it, closed the eye on the ear and shut both in its mouth. All round the room it was the same. Everyone reckoned the case was happily resolved. Even the original culprits, or plaintiffs (whichever they were), the Fomalhauts, who before had sulked over the wrong they had suffered or been detected in inflicting (whichever it was), relaxed their hollow square into the interlocking circle of Quiet Pleasure.


  A soft answer turneth indeed away wrath, thought Mark. Aloud he said:


  “Okay, that’s it.”


  The Record printed: “Court adjourns sine die.”


  Mark sat watching the assembled creatures leave in their own way. When they were gone he said confidentially to the Aids, “How did you do it?”


  “It was nothing,” answered the Aids. “I made to each group the same basic suggestion, that, if performed with a life-partner (and I use the word in a punning sense, indicating thereby both cohabitors and commensals), actions which normally produce aversive stimuli actually produce reinforcing ones. And, with the permission of the Asclepiads,


  I cited certain contusions and abrasions for which they had to treat Miss Marylou.”


  Mark was appalled. After a moment he asked, “And that wouldn’t be a joke if something about someone and Miss Marylou wasn’t supposed to be a secret?”


  “No, sir.”


  “You know, you’ll end on the gallows.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “A joke’s hardly a joke if it’s a joke on you, is it?”


  “We wouldn’t care to answer that, sir.”


  “Good morning to you then. Thank you for your help.”


  Back in his quarters, Mark changed his shirt and reflected grimly that the whole trial, including the Aids’ version of a joke, would be on the Record, and the Record would very likely be at this moment in the colonel’s hands. The now menacing tones of Earth Is Where My Heart Is interrupted his gloomy musings.


  Marylou appeared on the telephone. “Get your tie straight!” she shouted without preamble. “You’re to see the colonel.”


  “Oh, boy. Heap big trouble. This paleface is up the totem for sure this time.”


  “This is no time for joking,” she shouted agonizedly. “This is real trouble. He wants to see you in person!”


  She knew what she was talking about. The last time the colonel had met anyone officially in person was at the trial of an Earth man for murder—at his execution.


  “Man, I’m gone!” shouted Mark, and ran down the corridor towards the colonel’s office, buttoning his cuffs as he went. He knocked once and heard the colonel’s “Come in” before he dropped his hand.


  Inside the colonel sat at his desk, hard, strong, young-looking and ruthlessly efficient as he had often appeared on the telephone. His smooth coppery face was set as usual in an unrelenting expression of contemptuous dislike.


  “Sit down, Mark. I won’t hurt you,” he said surprisingly. Mark did so.


  “Look, Mark, this is my last command. I shall never make the little hop back to Earth and to my own country, let alone see other countries on other stars as you will. Why? Because I’m old. Not in appearance, perhaps. But inside each cell totes up its own time-reckoning and there’s nothing we can do to put the clock back. If you want to know the truth, this body’s 103 years old. But I’m skillful at my job, and my job is to command you. And part of my skill is in knowing how to look when I command. You rarely see me. You know that. But do you know that when I telephone you, the words are mine but the speaker is an electronic face-voice simulacrum cooked up by Marylou? And when I have to appear in person I spend half a day down in the Asclepiads’ stinking surgery, where the walls were lined with the pickled limbs of half the creatures of the galaxy and where the death-tubes are loaded with the day’s quota? For in the morning I wake an old man, and no one may see me until my physician has remade me as the beautiful and terrible Indian prince. I’ll show you something.”


  Banerji leant forward and slowly unbuttoned his creaseless tunic. Inside Mark saw with a sudden sick horror that it was thickly and artfully padded. Underneath, his chest was the chest of an old man. Sharp edges of bone seemed ready to pierce the dry, wrinkled skin, and below his immaculate neckline the surface of his body was an ugly patchwork of brown and purple and fungoid white.


  “Now you know,” said Banerji in his uncannily youthful voice. “And now I think you will understand that this Station is maintained and kept in order not by any mass of rules in a rulebook but by personal command. And that command is exercised by me. By my commanding words and by my commanding body. I am telling you this so that you will understand what you did today. You exercised command as I would do. Not perhaps in the way I would have done, but choosing your own method, imposing order on disorder, bringing submission out of revolt.”


  “Why do you tell me this, sir?” asked Mark.


  “Because soon I shall go to my fathers, and you will go to take up a command of your own. And for that reason you must learn everything I have to teach.”


  Mark was honestly proud that the colonel should thus treat him as an equal, but secretly he protested that he would never have to act the slave-driver in front of his own crew.


  “You are smiling now,” said Banerji, “because you know that you will never have to use the proud airs and sordid subterfuges that I use. But I leave you with one thought. Your genius for command comes out in an admirably frank comradeliness, in a charming and self-deprecating gift of humor. It is the gift of your American heritage. But if as time goes on and your responsibility for the Government of your fellow beings becomes ever wider and greater, sometimes, in the privacy of your quarters, you need to practice and rehearse your charmingly spontaneous good humor—then do not be ashamed.”


  They sat for many moments in silence, and then the Indian said, “Back to your duties, Lieutenant. Constant and effortful vigilance.”


  “Constant and effortful vigilance, sir,” Mark snapped and was gone.


  Back in his office he switched to the Aids.


  “Aids,” he said in a phoney Australian accent. “You tell black-fellow Fomalhaut that white man savvy good-good make black fellow and black-fellow-woman chum-chum.”


  After a pause the adaptable Aids whined back, “Fair dinkum, cobber.”


  “Cheerioh, old matey,” said Mark, and switched to Marylou’s channel. “Hiya handsome,” he breathed intimately. “How about I take you over to the Mess and we stop all this deprival of Joy?”


  Her face lit up. “Sure thing, Marco-boy. As soon as you like.”


  “Five sim-minutes, then,” he said and grinned boyishly at her. As she faded he buried his face in his hands. When you take up government, he thought, you take up a load as massy as the galaxy itself. He felt a thousand years old.


  But if that crazy old wreck Banerji can take it, so can Mark Hassall!


  He got up, loosened his tie, tousled his hair and set out whistling for the Mess.


  THE ULTIMATE CATALYST


  John Taine


  Kadir Rules Amazonia—But the Animal and Plant Kingdoms are beyond his sway!


  The Dictator shoved his plate aside with a petulant gesture. The plate, like the rest of the official banquet service, was solid gold with the Dictator’s monogram, K.I.—Kadir Imperator, or Emperor Kadir—embossed in a design of machine guns round the edge. And, like every other plate on the long banquet table, Kadir’s was piled high with a colorful assortment of raw fruits.


  This was the dessert. The guests had just finished the main course, a huge plateful apiece of steamed vegetables. For an appetizer they had tried to enjoy an iced tumblerful of mixed fruit juices.


  There had been nothing else at the feast but fruit juice, steamed vegetables, and raw fruit. Such a meal might have sustained a scholarly vegetarian, but for soldiers of a domineering race it was about as satisfying as a bucketful of cold water.


  “Vegetables and fruit,” Kadir complained. “Always vegetables and fruit. Why can’t we get some red beef with blood in it for a change? I’m sick of vegetables. And I hate fruit. Blood and iron—that’s what we need.”


  The guests stopped eating and eyed the Dictator apprehensively. They recognized the first symptoms of an imperial rage. Always when Kadir was about to explode and lose control of his evil temper, he had a preliminary attack of the blues, usually over some trifle.


  They sat silently waiting for the storm to break, not daring to eat while their Leader abstained.


  Presently a middle-aged man, halfway down the table on Kadir’s right, calmly selected a banana, skinned it, and took a bite. Kadir watched the daring man in amazed silence. The last of the banana was about to disappear when the Dictator found his voice.


  “Americano!” he bellowed like an outraged bull. “Mister Beetle!”


  “Doctor Beetle, if you don’t mind, Señor Kadir,” the offender corrected. “So long as every other white man in Amazonia insists on being addressed by his title, I insist on being addressed by mine. It’s genuine, too. Don’t forget that.”


  “Beetle!” The Dictator began roaring again.


  But Beetle quietly cut him short. “ ‘Doctor’ Beetle, please. I insist.”


  Purple in the face, Kadir subsided. He had forgotten what he intended to say. Beetle chose a juicy papaya for himself and a huge, greenish plum for his daughter, who sat on his left. Ignoring Kadir’s impotent rage, Beetle addressed him as if there had been no unpleasantness. Of all the company, Beetle was the one man with nerve enough to face the Dictator as an equal.


  “You say we need blood and iron,” he began. “Do you mean that literally?” the scientist said slowly.


  “How else should I mean it?” Kadir blustered, glowering at Beetle. “I always say what I mean. I am no theorist. I am a man of action, not words!”


  “All right, all right,” Beetle soothed him. “But I thought perhaps your ‘blood and iron’ was like old Bismarck’s—blood and sabres. Since you mean just ordinary blood, like the blood in a raw beefsteak, and iron not hammered into sabres, I think Amazonia can supply all we need or want.”


  “But beef, red beef—” Kadir expostulated.


  “I’m coming to that in a moment.” Beetle turned to his daughter. “Consuelo, how did you like that greenbeefo?”


  “That what?” Consuelo asked in genuine astonishment.


  Although as her father’s laboratory assistant she had learned to expect only the unexpected from him, each new creation of his filled her with childlike wonderment and joy. Every new biological creation her father made demanded a new scientific name. But, instead of manufacturing new scientific names out of Latin and Greek, as many reputable biologists do, Beetle used English, with an occasional lapse into Portuguese, the commonest language of Amazonia. He had even tried to have his daughter baptized Buglette, as the correct technical term for the immature female offspring of a Beetle. But his wife, a Portuguese lady of irreproachable family, had objected, and the infant was named Consuelo.


  “I asked how you like the greenbeefo,” Beetle repeated. “That seedless green plum you just ate.”


  “Oh, so that’s what you call it.” Consuelo considered carefully, like a good scientist, before passing judgment on the delicacy. “Frankly, I didn’t like it a little bit. It smelt like underdone pork. There was a distinct flavor of raw blood. And it all had a rather slithery wet taste, if you get what I mean.”


  “I get you exactly,” Beetle exclaimed. “An excellent description.” He turned to Kadir. “There! You see we’ve already done it.”


  “Done what?” Kadir asked suspiciously.


  “Try a greenbeefo and see.”


  Somewhat doubtfully, Kadir selected one of the huge greenish plums from the golden platter beside him, and slowly ate it. Etiquette demanded that the guests follow their Leader’s example.


  While they were eating the greenbeefos, Beetle watched their faces. The women of the party seemed to find the juicy flesh of the plums unpalatable. Yet they kept on eating and several, after finishing one, reached for another.


  The men ate greedily. Kadir himself disposed of the four greenbeefos on his platter and hungrily looked about for more. His neighbors on either side, after a grudging look at their own diminishing supplies, offered him two of theirs. Without a word of thanks, Kadir devoured the offerings.


  As Beetle sat calmly watching their greed, he had difficulty in keeping his face impassive and not betraying his disgust. Yet these people were starving for flesh. Possibly they were to be pardoned for looking more like hungry animals than representatives of the conquering race at their first taste in two years of something that smelt like flesh and blood.


  All their lives, until the disaster which had quarantined them in Amazonia, these people had been voracious eaters of flesh in all its forms from poultry to pork. Now they could get nothing of the sort.


  The dense forests and jungles of Amazonia harbored only a multitude of insects, poisonous reptiles, gaudy birds, spotted cats, and occasional colonies of small monkeys. The cats and the monkeys eluded capture on a large scale, and after a few half-hearted attempts at trapping, Kadir’s hardy followers had abandoned the forests to the snakes and the stinging insects.


  The chocolate-colored waters of the great river skirting Amazonia on the north swarmed with fish, but they were inedible. Even the natives could not stomach the pulpy flesh of these bloated mud-suckers. It tasted like the water of the river, a foul soup of decomposed vegetation and rotting wood. Nothing remained for Kadir and his heroic followers to eat but the tropical fruits and vegetables.


  Luckily for the invaders, the original white settlers from the United States had cleared enough of the jungle and forest to make intensive agriculture possible. When Kadir arrived, all of these settlers, with the exception of Beetle and his daughter, had fled. Beetle remained, partly on his own initiative, partly because Kadir insisted that he stay and “carry on” against the snakes. The others traded Kadir their gold mines in exchange for their lives.


  The luscious greenbeefos had disappeared. Beetle suppressed a smile as he noted the flushed and happy faces of the guests. He remembered the parting words of the last of the mining engineers.


  “So long, Beetle. You’re a brave man and may be able to handle Kadir. If you do, we’ll be back. Use your head, and make a monkey of this dictating brute. Remember, we’re counting on you.”


  Beetle had promised to keep his friends in mind. “Give me three years. If you don’t see me again by then, shed a tear and forget me.”


  “Señorina Beetle!” It was Kadir roaring again. The surfeit of greenbeefos restored his old bluster.


  “Yes?” Consuelo replied politely.


  “I know now why your cheeks are always so red,” Kadir shouted.


  For a moment neither Consuelo nor her father got the drift of Kadir’s accusation. They understood just as Kadir started to enlighten them.


  “You and your traitorous father are eating while we starve.” Beetle kept his head. His conscience was clear, so far as the greenbeefos were concerned, and he could say truthfully that they were not the secret of Consuelo’s rosy cheeks and his own robust health. He quickly forestalled his daughter’s reply.


  “The meat-fruit, as you call it, is not responsible for Consuelo’s complexion. Hard work as my assistant keeps her fit. As for the greenbeefos, this is the first time anyone but myself has tasted one. You saw how my daughter reacted. Only a great actress could have feigned such inexperienced distaste. My daughter is a biological chemist, not an actress.”


  Kadir was still suspicious. “Then why did you not share these meat-fruits with us before?”


  “For a very simple reason. I created them by hybridization only a year ago, and the first crop of my fifty experimental plants ripened this week. As I picked the ripe fruit, I put it aside for this banquet. I thought it would be a welcome treat after two years of vegetables and fruit. And,” Beetle continued, warming to his invention, “I imagined a taste of beef—even if it is only green beef, ‘greenbeefo’—would be a very suitable way of celebrating the second anniversary of the New Freedom in Amazonia.”


  The scientist’s sarcasm anent the ‘new freedom’ was lost upon Kadir, nor did Kadir remark the secret bitterness in Beetle’s eyes. What an inferior human being a dictator was, the scientist thought! What stupidity, what brutality! So long as a single one remained—and Kadir was the last—the Earth could not be clean.


  “Have you any more?” Kadir demanded.


  “Sorry. That’s all for the present. But I’ll have tons in a month or less. You see,” he explained, “I’m using hydroponics to increase production and hasten ripening.”


  Kadir looked puzzled but interested. Confessing that he was merely a simple soldier, ignorant of science, he deigned to ask for particulars. Beetle was only too glad to oblige.


  “It all began a year ago. You remember asking me when you took over the country to stay and go on with my work at the antivenin laboratory? Well, I did. But what was I to do with all the snake venom we collected? There was no way of getting it out of the country now that the rest of the continent has quarantined us. We can’t send anything down the river, our only way out to civilization—”


  “Yes, yes,” Kadir interrupted impatiently. “You need not remind anyone here that the mountains and the jungles are the strongest allies of our enemies. What has all this to do with the meat-fruit?”


  “Everything. Not being able to export any venom, I went on with my research in biochemistry. I saw how you people were starving for flesh, and I decided to help you out. You had slaughtered and eaten all the horses at the antivenin laboratory within a month of your arrival. There was nothing left, for this is not a cattle country, and it never will be. There was nothing to do but try chemistry. I already had the greenhouses left by the engineers. They used to grow tomatoes and cucumbers before you came.”


  “So you made these meat-fruits chemically?”


  Beetle repressed a smile at the Dictator’s scientific innocence.


  “Not exactly. But really it was almost as simple. There was nothing startlingly new about my idea. To see how simple it was, ask yourself what are the main differences between the higher forms of plant life and the lower forms of animal life. “Both are living things. But the plants cannot move about


  from place to place at will, whereas, the animals can. A plant is, literally, ‘rooted to the spot.’


  “There are apparent exceptions, of course, like water hyacinths, yeast spores, and others that are transported by water or the atmosphere, but they do not transport themselves as the living animal does. Animals have a ‘dimension’ of freedom that plants do not have.”


  “But the beef—”


  “In a moment. I mentioned the difference between the freedoms of plants and animals because I anticipate that it will be of the utmost importance in the experiments I am now doing. However, this freedom was not, as you have guessed, responsible for the greenbeefos. It was another, less profound, difference between plants and animals that suggested the ‘meat-fruit.’ ”


  Kadir seemed to suspect Beetle of hidden and unflattering meanings, with all this talk of freedom in a country dedicated to the ‘New Freedom’ of Kadir’s dictatorship. But he could do nothing about it, so he merely nodded as if he understood.


  “Plants and animals,” Beetle continued, “both have “blood’ of a sort. The most important constituents in the ‘blood’ of both differ principally in the metals combined chemically in each.


  “The “blood’ of a plant contains chlorophyll. The blood of an animal contains haemoglobin. Chemically, chlorophyll and haemoglobin are strangely alike. The metal in chlorophyll is magnesium; in haemoglobin, it is iron.


  “Well, it occurred to chemists that if the magnesium could be ‘replaced’ chemically by iron, the chlorophyll could be converted into haemoglobin! And similarly for the other way about: replace the iron in haemoglobin by magnesium, and get chlorophyll!


  “Of course it is not all as simple or as complete as I have made it sound. Between haemoglobin and chlorophyll is a long chain of intermediate compounds. Many of them have been formed in the laboratory, and they are definite links in the chain from plant blood to animal blood.”


  “I see,” Kadir exclaimed, his face aglow with enthusiasm at the prospect of unlimited beef from green vegetables. He leaned over the table to question Beetle.


  “It is the blood that gives flesh its appetizing taste and nourishing strength. You have succeeded in changing the plant blood to animal blood?”


  Beetle did not contradict him. In fact, he evaded the question.


  “I expect,” he confided, “to have tons of greenbeefos in a month, and thereafter a constant supply as great as you will need. Tray-culture—hydroponics—will enable us to grow hundreds of tons in a space no larger than this banquet hall.”


  The “banquet hall” was only a ramshackle dining room that had been used by the miners before Kadir arrived. Nevertheless, it could be called anything that suited the Dictator’s ambition.


  “Fortunately,” Beetle continued, “the necessary chemicals for tray-culture are abundant in Amazonia. My native staff has been extracting them on a large scale for the past four months, and we will have ample for our needs.”


  “Why don’t you grow the greenbeefos in the open ground?” one of Kadir’s officers inquired a trifle suspiciously.


  “Too inefficient. By feeding the plants only the chemicals they need directly, we can increase production several hundredfold and cut down the time between successive crops to a few weeks. By properly spacing the propagation of the plants, we can have a constant supply. The seasons cut no figure.”


  They seemed satisfied, and discussion of the glorious future in store for Amazonia became general and animated. Presently Beetle and Consuelo asked the Dictator’s permission to retire. They had work to do at the laboratory.


  “Hydroponics?” Kadir inquired jovially. Beetle nodded, and they bowed themselves out of the banquet hall.


  Consuelo withheld her attack until they were safe from possible eavesdroppers.


  “Kadir is a lout,” she began, “but that is no excuse for your filling him up with a lot of impossible rubbish.”


  “But it isn’t impossible, and it isn’t rubbish,” Beetle protested. “You know as well as I do—”


  “Of course I know about the work on chlorophyll and haemoglobin. But you didn’t make those filthy green plums taste like raw pork by changing the chlorophyll of the plants into haemoglobin or anything like it. How did you do it, by the way?”


  “Listen, Buglette. If I tell you, it will only make you sick. You ate one, you know.”


  “I would rather be sick than ignorant. Go on, you may as well tell me.”


  “Very well. It’s a long story, but I’ll cut it short. Amazonia is the last refuge of the last important dictator on earth. When Kadir’s own people came to their senses a little over two years ago and kicked him out, he and his top men and their women came over here with their ‘new freedom.’ But the people of this continent didn’t want Kadir’s brand of freedom. Of course a few thousand crackpots in the larger cities welcomed him and his gang as their ‘liberators,’ but for once in history the mass of the people knew what they did not want. They combined forces and chased Kadir and his cronies up here.


  “I never have been able to see why they did not exterminate Kadir and company as they would any other pests. But the presidents of the United Republics agreed that to do so would only be using dictatorial tactics, the very thing they had united to fight. So they let Kadir and his crew live—more or less—in strict quarantine. The temporary loss of a few rich gold mines was a small price to pay, they said,’ for world security against dictatorships.


  “So here we are, prisoners in the last plague spot of civilization. And here is Kadir. He can dictate to his heart’s content, but he can’t start another war. He is as powerless as Napoleon was on his island.


  “Well, when the last of our boys left, I promised to keep them in mind. And you heard my promise to help Kadir out. I am going to keep that promise, if it costs me my last snake.”


  They had reached the laboratory. Juan, the night-nurse for the reptiles, was going his rounds.


  “Everything all right, Juan?” Beetle asked cordially.


  He liked the phlegmatic Portuguese who always did his job with a minimum of talk. Consuelo, for her part, heartily disliked the man and distrusted him profoundly. She had long suspected him of being a stool-pigeon for Kadir.


  “Yes, Dr. Beetle. Good night.”


  “Good night, Juan.”


  When Juan had departed, Consuelo returned to her attack.


  “You haven’t told me yet how you made these things taste like raw pork.”


  She strolled over to the tank by the north window where a luxuriant greenbeefo, like an overdeveloped tomato vine, grew rankly up its trellis to the ceiling. About half a dozen of the huge greenish “plums” still hung on the vine.


  Consuelo plucked one and was thoughtfully sampling its quality.


  “This one tastes all right,” she said. “What did you do to the others?”


  “Since you really want to know, I’ll tell you. I took a hypodermic needle and shot them full of snake blood. My pet constrictor had enough juice in him to do the whole job without discomfort to himself or danger to his health.”


  Consuelo hurled her half-eaten fruit at her father’s head, but missed. She stood wiping her lips with the back of her hand.


  “So you can’t change the chlorophyll in a growing plant into’ anything like haemoglobin? You almost had me believing you could.”


  “I never said I could. Nor can anybody else, so far as I know. But it made a good story to tell Kadir.”


  “But why?”


  “If you care to analyze one of these greenbeefos in your spare time, you will find their magnesium content extraordinarily high. That is not accident, as you will discover if you analyze the chemicals in the tanks. I shall be satisfied if I can get Kadir and his friends to gorge themselves on greenbeefos when the new crop comes in. Now, did I sell Kadir the greenbeefo diet, or didn’t I? You saw how they all fell for it. And they will keep on falling as long as the supply of snake blood holds out.”


  “There’s certainly no scarcity of snakes in this charming country,” Consuelo remarked. “I’m going to get the taste of one of them out of my mouth right now. Then you can tell me what you want me to do in this new culture of greenbeefos you’ve gone in for.”


  So father and daughter passed their days under the last dictatorship. Beetle announced that in another week the lush crop of greenbeefos would be ripe. Kadir proclaimed the following Thursday “Festal Thursday” as the feast day inaugurating “the reign of plenty” in Amazonia.


  As a special favor, Beetle had requested Kadir to forbid any sightseeing or other interference with his work.


  Kadir had readily agreed, and for three weeks Beetle had worked twenty hours a day, preparing the coming banquet with his own hands.


  “You keep out of this,” he had ordered Consuelo. “If there is any dirty work to be done, I’ll do it myself. Your job is to keep the staff busy as usual, and see that nobody steals any of the fruit. I have given strict orders that nobody is to taste a greenbeefo till next Thursday, and Kadir has issued a proclamation to that effect. So if you catch anyone thieving, report to me at once.”


  The work of the native staff consisted in catching snakes. The workers could see but little sense in their job, as they knew that no venom was being exported. Moreover, the eccentric Doctor Beetle had urged them to bring in every reptile they found, harmless as well as poisonous, and he was constantly riding them to bestir themselves and collect more.


  More extraordinary still, he insisted every morning that they carry away the preceding day’s catch and dump it in the river. The discarded snakes, they noticed, seemed half dead. Even the naturally most vicious put up no fight when they were taken from the pens.


  Between ten and eleven every morning Beetle absented himself from the laboratory, and forbade anyone to accompany him. When Consuelo asked him what he had in the small black satchel he carried with him on these mysterious trips, he replied briefly:


  “A snake. I’m going to turn the poor brute loose.”


  And once, to prove his assertion, he opened the satchel and showed her the torpid snake.


  “I must get some exercise, and I need to be alone,” he explained, “or my nerves will snap. Please don’t pester me.”


  She had not pestered him, although she doubted his explanation. Left alone for an hour, she methodically continued her daily inspection of the plants till her father returned, when she had her lunch and he resumed his private business.


  On the Tuesday before Kadir’s Festal Thursday, Consuelo did not see her father leave for his walk, as she was already busy with her inspection when he left. He had been gone about forty minutes when she discovered the first evidence of treachery.


  The foliage of one vine had obviously been disturbed since r the last inspection. Seeking the cause, Consuelo found that two of the ripening fruits had been carefully removed from their stems. Further search disclosed the theft of three dozen in all. Not more than two had been stolen from any one plant.


  Suspecting Juan, whom she had always distrusted, Consuelo hastened back to her father’s laboratory to await his return and report. There she was met by an unpleasant surprise.


  She opened the door to find Kadir seated at Beetie’s desk, his face heavy with anger and suspicion.


  “Where is your father?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Come, come. I have made women talk before this when they were inclined to be obstinate. Where is he?”


  “Again I tell you I don’t know. He always takes his exercise at this time, and he goes alone. Besides,” she flashed, “what business is it of yours where he is?”


  “As to that,” Kadir replied carelessly, “everything in Amazonia is my business.”


  “My father and I are not citizens—or subjects—of Amazonia.”


  “No. But your own country is several thousand miles away, Señorina Beetle. In case of impertinent questions I can always report—with regrets, of course—that you both died by one of the accidents so common in Amazonia. Of snakebite, for instance.”


  “I see. But may I ask the reason for this sudden outburst?”


  “So you have decided to talk? You will do as well as your father, perhaps better.”


  His eyes roved to one of the wire pens.


  In it were half a dozen small red snakes.


  “What do you need those for, now that you are no longer exporting venom?”


  “Nothing much. Just pets, I suppose.”


  “Pets? Rather an unusual kind of pet, I should say.” His face suddenly contorted in fear and rage. “Why is your father injecting snake blood into the unripe meat-fruit?” he shouted.


  Consuelo kept her head. “Who told you that absurdity?”


  “Answer me!” he bellowed.


  “How can I? If your question is nonsense, how can anybody answer it?”


  “So you refuse. I know a way to make you talk. Unlock that pen.”


  “I haven’t the key. My father trusts nobody but himself with the keys to the pens.”


  “No? Well, this will do.” He picked up a heavy ruler and lurched over to the pen. In a few moments he had sprung the lock.


  “Now you answer my question or I force your arm into that pen. When your father returns I shall tell him that someone had broken the lock, and that you had evidently been trying to repair it when you got bitten. He will have to believe me. You will be capable of speech for just about three minutes after one of those red beauties strikes. Once more, why did your father inject snake blood into the green meat-fruits?”


  “And once more I repeat that you are asking nonsensical questions. Don’t you dare—”


  But he did dare. Ripping the sleeve of her smock from her arm, he gripped her bare wrist in his huge fist and began dragging her toward the pen. Her frantic resistance was no match for his brutal strength. Instinctively she resorted to the only defense left her. She let out a yell that must have carried half a mile.


  Startled in spite of himself, Kadir paused, but only for an instant. She yelled again.


  This time Kadir did not pause. Her hand was already in the pen when the door burst open. Punctual as usual, Beetle had returned exactly at eleven o’clock to resume his daily routine.


  The black satchel dropped from his hand.


  “What the hell—” A well-aimed laboratory stool finished the sentence. It caught the Dictator squarely in the chest. Consuelo fell with him, but quickly disengaged herself and stood panting.


  “You crazy fool,” Beetle spat at the prostrate man. “What do you think you are doing? Don’t you know that those snakes are the deadliest of the whole lot?”


  Kadir got to his feet without replying and sat down heavily on Beetle’s desk. Beetle stood eying him in disgust.


  “Come on, let’s have it. What were you trying to do to my daughter?”


  “Make her talk,” Kadir muttered thickly. “She wouldn’t—”


  “Oh, she wouldn’t talk. I get it. Consuelo! You keep out of this. I’ll take care of our friend. Now, Kadir, just what did you want her to talk about?”


  Still dazed, Kadir blurted out the truth.


  “Why are you injecting snake blood into the unripe meat-fruit?”


  Beetle eyed him curiously. With great deliberation he placed a chair in front of the Dictator and sat down.


  “Let us get this straight. You ask why I am injecting snake blood into the greenbeefos. Who told you I was?”


  “Juan. He brought three dozen of the unripe fruits to show me.”


  “To show you what?” Beetle asked in deadly calm. Had that fool Juan brains enough to look for the puncture-marks made by the hypodermic needle?


  “To show me that you are poisoning the fruit.”


  “And did he show you?”


  “How should I know? He was still alive when I came over here. I forced him to eat all three dozen.”


  “You had to use force?”


  “Naturally. Juan said the snake blood would poison him.”


  “Which just shows how ignorant Juan is.” Beetle sighed his relief. “Snake blood is about as poisonous as cows’ milk.”


  “Why are you injecting—”


  “You believed what that ignorant fool told you? He must have been drinking again and seeing things. I’ve warned him before. This time he goes. That is, if he hasn’t come to his senses and gone already of his own free will.”


  “Gone? But where could he go from here?”


  “Into the forest, or the jungle,” Beetle answered indifferently. “He might even try to drape his worthless hide over a raft of rotten logs and float down the river. Anyhow, he will disappear after having made such a fool of himself. Take my word for it, we shan’t see Juan again in a month of Sundays.”


  “On the contrary,” Kadir retorted with a crafty smile, “I think we shall see him again in a very few minutes.” He glanced at the clock. It showed ten minutes past eleven. “I have been here a little over half an hour. Juan promised to meet me here. He found it rather difficult to walk after his meal. When he comes, we can go into the question of those injections more fully.”


  For an instant Beetle looked startled, but quickly recovered his composure.


  “I suppose as you say, Juan is slow because he has three dozen of those unripe greenbeefos under his belt. In fact I shouldn’t wonder if he were feeling rather unwell at this very moment.”


  “So there is a poison in the fruits?” Kadir snapped.


  “A poison? Rubbish! How would you or anyone feel if you had been forced to eat three dozen enormous green apples, to say nothing of unripe greenbeefos? I’ll stake my reputation against yours that Juan is hiding in the forest and being very sick right now. And I’ll bet anything you like that nobody ever sees him again. By the way, do you know which road he was to follow you by? The one through the clearing, or the cut-off through the forest?”


  “I told him to take the cut-off, so as to get here quicker.”


  “Fine. Let’s go and meet him—only we shan’t. As for what I saw when I opened that door, I’ll forget it if you will. I know Consuelo has already forgotten it. We are all quarantined here together in Amazonia, and there’s no sense in harboring grudges. We’ve got to live together.”


  Relieved at being able to save his face, Kadir responded with a generous promise.


  “If we fail to find Juan, I will admit that you are right, and that Juan has been drinking.”


  “Nothing could be fairer. Come on, let’s go.”


  Their way to the Dictator’s “palace”—formerly the residence of the superintendent of the gold mines—lay through the tropical forest.


  The road was already beginning to choke up in the gloomier stretches with a rank web of trailing plants feeling their way to the trees on either side, to swarm up their trunks and ultimately choke the life out of them. Kadir’s followers, soldiers all and new to the tropics, were letting nature take its course. Another two years of incompetence would see the painstaking labor of the American engineers smothered in rank jungle.


  Frequently the three were compelled to abandon the road and follow more open trails through the forest till they again emerged on the road. Dazzling patches of yellow sunlight all but blinded them temporarily as they crossed the occasional barren spots that seem to blight all tropical forests like a leprosy. Coming out suddenly into one of these blinding patches, Kadir, who happened to be leading, let out a curdling oath and halted as if he had been shot.


  “What’s the matter?” Consuelo asked breathlessly, hurrying to overtake him. Blinded by the glare she could not see what had stopped the Dictator.


  “I stepped on it.” Kadir’s voice was hoarse with disgust and fear.


  “Stepped on what?” Beetle demanded. “I can’t see in this infernal light. Was it a snake?”


  “I don’t know,” Kadir began hoarsely. “It moved under my foot. Ugh! I see it now. Look.”


  They peered at the spot Kadir indicated, but could see nothing. Then, as their eyes became accustomed to the glare, they saw the thing that Kadir had stepped on.


  A foul red fungus, as thick as a man’s arm and over a yard long, lay directly in the Dictator’s path.


  “A bladder full of blood and soft flesh,” Kadir muttered, shaking with fright and revulsion. “And I stepped on it.”


  “Rot!” Beetle exclaimed contemptuously, but there was a bitter glint in his eyes. “Pull yourself together, man. That’s nothing but a fungus. If there’s a drop of blood in it, I’ll eat the whole thing.”


  “But it moved,” Kadir expostulated.


  “Nonsense. You stepped on it, and naturally it gave beneath your weight. Come on. You will never find Juan at this rate.”


  But Kadir refused to budge. Fascinated by the disgusting object at his feet, the Dictator stood staring down at it with fear and loathing in every line of his face.


  Then, as if to prove the truth of his assertion, the thing did move, slowly, like a wounded eel. But, unlike an eel, it did not move in the direction of its length. It began to roll slowly over.


  Beetle squatted, the better to follow the strange motion. If it was not the first time he had seen such a freak of nature, he succeeded in giving a very good imitation of a scientist observing a novel and totally unexpected phenomenon. Consuelo joined her father in his researches. Kadir remained standing.


  “Is it going to roll completely over?” Consuelo asked with evident interest.


  “I think not,” Beetle hazarded. “In fact, I’ll bet three to one it only gets halfway over. There—I told you so. Look, Kadir, your fungus is rooted to the spot, just like any other plant.” In spite of himself, Kadir stooped down and looked. As the fungus reached the halfway mark in its attempted roll, it shuddered along its entire length and seemed to tug at the decayed vegetation. But shuddering and tugging got it nowhere. A thick band of fleshy rootlets, like coarse green hair, held it firmly to the ground. The sight of that futile struggle to move like a fully conscious thing was too much for Kadir’s nerves.


  “I am going to kill it,” he muttered, leaping to his feet. “How?” Beetle asked with a trace of contempt. “Fire is the only thing I know of to put a mess like that out of its misery—if it is in misery. For all I know, it may enjoy life. You can’t kill it by smashing it or chopping it into mincemeat. Quite the contrary, in fact. Every piece of it will start a new fungus, and instead of one helpless blob rooted to the spot, you will have a whole colony. Better leave it alone, Kadir, to get what it can out of existence in its own way. Why must men like you always be killing something?”


  “It is hideous and—”


  “And you are afraid of it? How would you like someone to treat you as you propose treating this harmless fungus?”


  “If I were like that,” Kadir burst out, “I should want somebody to put a torch to me.”


  “What if nobody knew that was what you wanted? Or if nobody cared? You have done some pretty foul things to a great many people in your time, I believe.”


  “But never anything like this!”


  “Of course not. Nobody has ever done anything like this to anybody. So you didn’t know how. What were you trying to do to my daughter an hour ago?”


  “We agreed to forget all that,” Consuelo reminded him sharply.


  “Sorry. My mistake. I apologize, Kadir. As a matter of scientific interest, this fungus is not at all uncommon.”


  “I never saw one like it before,” Consuelo objected.


  “That is only because you don’t go walking in the forest as I do,” he reminded her. “Just to prove I’m right, I’ll undertake to find a dozen rolling fungi within a hundred yards of here. What do you say?”


  Before they could protest, he was hustling them out of the blinding glare into a black tunnel of the forest. Beetle seemed to know where he was going, for it was certain that his eyes were as dazed as theirs.


  “Follow closely when you find your eyes,” he called. “I’ll go ahead. Look out for snakes. Ah, here’s the first beauty! Blue and magenta, not red like Kadir’s friend. Don’t be prejudiced by its shape. Its color is all the beauty this poor thing has.”


  If anything, the shapeless mass of opalescent fungus blocking their path was more repulsive than the monstrosity that had stopped Kadir. This one was enormous, fully a yard in breadth and over five feet long. It lay sprawled over the rotting trunk of a fallen tree like a decomposing squid.


  Yet, as Beetle insisted, its color was beautiful with an unnatural beauty. However, neither Consuelo nor Kadir could overcome their nausea at that living death. They fled precipitately back to the patch of sunlight. The fleshy magenta roots of the thing, straining impotently at the decaying wood which nourished them, were too suggestive of helpless suffering for endurance. Beetle followed at his leisure, chuckling to himself. His amusement drew a sharp reprimand from Consuelo. “How can you be amused? That thing was in misery.”


  “Aren’t we all?” he retorted lightly, and for the first time in her life Consuelo doubted the goodness of her father’s heart.


  They found no trace of Juan. By the time they reached the Dictator’s palace, Kadir was ready to agree to anything. He was a badly frightened man.


  “You were right,” he admitted to Beetle. “Juan was lying, and has cleared out. I apologize.”


  “No need to apologize,” Beetle reassured him cordially. “I knew Juan was lying.”


  “Please honor me by staying to lunch,” Kadir begged. “You cannot? Then I shall go and he down.”


  They left him to recover his nerve, and walked back to the laboratory by the long road, not through the forest. They had gone over halfway before either spoke. When Beetle broke the long silence, he was more serious than Consuelo ever remembered him having been.


  “Have you ever noticed,” he began, “what arrant cowards all brutal men are?” She made no reply, and he continued. “Take Kadir, for instance. He and his gang have tortured and killed thousands. You saw how that harmless fungus upset him. Frightened half to death of nothing.”


  “Are you sure it was nothing?”


  He gave her a strange look, and she walked rapidly ahead. “Wait,” he called, slightly out of breath.


  Breaking into a trot, he overtook her.


  “I have something to say that I want you to remember. If anything should ever happen to me—I’m always handling those poisonous snakes—I want you to do at once what I tell you now. You can trust Felipe.”


  Felipe was the Portuguese foreman of the native workers. “Go to him and tell him you are ready. He will understand. I prepared for this two years ago, when Kadir moved in. Before they left, the engineers built a navigable raft. Felipe knows where it is hidden. It is fully provisioned. A crew of six native river men is ready to put off at a moment’s notice. They will be under Felipe’s orders. The journey down the river will be long and dangerous, but with that crew you will make it. Anyhow, you will not be turned back by the quarantine officers when you do sight civilization. There is a flag with the provisions. Hoist it when you see any signs of civilization, and you will not be blown out of the water. That’s all.”


  “Why are you telling me this now?”


  “Because dictators never take their own medicine before they make someone else taste it for them.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked in sudden panic.


  “Only that I suspect Kadir of planning to give me a dose of his peculiar brand of medicine the moment he is through with me. When he and his crew find out how to propagate the greenbeefos, I may be bitten by a snake. He was trying something like that on you, wasn’t he?”


  She gave him a long doubtful look. “Perhaps,” she admitted. She was sure that there was more in his mind than he had told her.


  They entered the laboratory and went about their business without another word. To recover lost time, Consuelo worked later than usual. Her task was the preparation of the liquid made up by Beetle’s formula, in which the greenbeefos were grown.


  She was just adding a minute trace of chloride of gold to the last batch when a timid rap on the door of the chemical laboratory startled her unreasonably. She had been worrying about her father.


  “Come in,” she called.


  Felipe entered. The sight of his serious face gave her a sickening shock. What had happened? Felipe was carrying the familiar black satchel which Beetle always took with him on his solitary walks in the forest.


  “What is it?” she stammered.


  For answer Felipe opened his free hand and showed her a cheap watch. It was tarnished greenish blue with what looked like dried fungus.


  “Juan’s,” he said. “When Juan did not report for work this afternoon, I went to look for him.”


  “And you found his watch? Where?”


  “On the cut-off through the forest.”


  “Did you find anything else?”


  “Nothing belonging to Juan.”


  “But you found something else?”


  “Yes. I had never seen anything like them before.”


  He placed the satchel on the table and opened it.


  “Look. Dozens like that one, all colors, in the forest. Doctor Beetle forgot to empty this bag when he went into the forest this morning.”


  She stared in speechless horror at the swollen monstrosity filling the satchel. The thing was like the one that Kadir had stepped on, except that it was not red but blue and magenta. The obvious explanation flashed through her mind, and she struggled to convince herself that it was true.


  “You are mistaken,” she said slowly. “Doctor Beetle threw the snake away as usual and brought this specimen back to study.”


  Felipe shook his head.


  “No, Señorina Beetle. As I always do when the Doctor comes back from his walk, I laid out everything ready for tomorrow. The snake was in the bag at twelve o’clock this morning. He came back at his regular time. I was busy then, and did not get to his laboratory till noon. The bag had been dropped by the door. I opened it, to see if everything was all right. The snake was still there. All its underside had turned to hard blue jelly. The back was still a snake’s back, covered with scales. The head had turned green, but it was still a snake’s head. I took the bag into my room and watched the snake till I went to look for Juan. The snake turned into this. I thought I should tell you.”


  “Thank you, Felipe. It is all right; just one of my father’s scientific experiments. I understand. Goodnight, and thank you again for telling me. Please don’t tell anyone else. Throw that thing away and put the bag in its usual place.”


  Left to herself, Consuelo tried not to credit her reason and the evidence of her senses. Then inconsequential remarks her father had dropped in the past two years, added to the remark of today that dictators were never the first to take their own medicine, stole into her memory to cause her acute uneasiness.


  What was the meaning of this new technique of his, the addition of a slight trace of chloride of gold to the solution? He had talked excitedly of some organic compound of gold being the catalyst he had sought for months to speed up the chemical change in the ripening fruit.


  “What might have taken months the old way,” he had exclaimed, “can now be done in hours. I’ve got it at last!” What, exactly, had he got? He had not confided in her. All he asked of her was to see that the exact amount of chloride of gold which he prescribed was added to the solutions. Everything she remembered now fitted into its sinister place in one sombre pattern.


  “This must be stopped,” she thought.


  It must be stopped, yes. But how?


  The next day the banquet took place.


  “Festal Thursday” slipped into the past, as the long shadows crept over the banquet tables—crude boards on trestles—spread in the open air. For one happy, gluttonous hour the bearers of the “New Freedom” to a benighted continent had stuffed themselves with a food that looked like green fruit but tasted like raw pork. Now they were replete and somewhat dazed.


  A few were furtively mopping the perspiration from their foreheads, and all were beginning to show the sickly pallor of the gourmand who has overestimated his capacity for food. The eyes of some were beginning to wander strangely. These obviously unhappy guests appeared to be slightly drunk.


  Kadir’s speech eulogizing Beetle and his work was unexpectedly short. The Dictator’s famous gift for oratory seemed to desert him, and he sat down somewhat suddenly, as if he were feeling unwell. Beetle rose to reply.


  “Señor Kadir! Guests, and bearers to Amazonia of the New Freedom, I salute you! In the name of a freedom you have never known, I salute you, as the gladiators of ancient Rome saluted their tyrant before marching into the arena where they were to be butchered for his entertainment.”


  Their eyes stared up at him, only half-seeing. What was he saying? It all sounded like the beginning of a dream.


  “With my own hands I prepared your feast, and my hands alone spread the banquet tables with the meat-fruits you have eaten. Only one human being here has eaten the fruit as nature made it, and not as I remade it. My daughter has not eaten what you have eaten. The cold, wet taste of the snake blood which you have mistaken for the flavor of swine-flesh, and which you have enjoyed, would have nauseated her. So I gave her uncontaminated fruit for her share of our feast.”


  Kadir and Consuelo were on their feet together, Kadir cursing incoherently, Consuelo speechless with fear. What insane thing had her father done? Had he too eaten of—But he must have, else Kadir would not have touched the fruit!


  Beetle’s voice rose above the Dictator’s, shouting him down.


  “Yes, you were right when you accused me of injecting snake blood into the fruit. Juan did not He to you. But the snake blood is not what is making you begin to feel like a vegetable. I injected the blood into the fruit only to delude all you fools into mistaking it for flesh. I anticipated months of feeding before I could make of you what should be made of you.


  “A month ago I was relying on the slow processes of nature to destroy you with my help. Light alone, that regulates the chemistry of the growing plant and to a lesser degree the chemistry of animals, would have done what must be done to rid Amazonia and the world of the threat of your New Freedom, and to make you expiate your brutal past.


  “But light would have taken months to bring about the necessary replacement of the iron in your blood by magnesium. It would have been a slow transformation, almost, I might say, a lingering death. By feeding you green beef I could keep your bodies full at all times with magnesium in chemically available form to replace every atom of iron in your blood!


  “Under the slow action of photosynthesis—the chemical transformations induced by exposure to light—you would have suffered a lingering illness. You would not have died. No! You would have lived, but not as animals. Perhaps not even as degenerated vegetables, but as some new form of life between plant and the animal. You might even have retained your memories.


  “But I have spared you this—so far as I can prophesy. You will live, but you will not remember—much. Instead of walking forward like human beings, you will roll. That will be your memory.


  “Three weeks ago I discovered the organic catalyst to hasten the replacement of the iron in your blood by magnesium and thus to change your animal blood to plant blood, chlorophyll. The catalyst is merely a chemical compound which accelerates chemical reactions without itself being changed.


  “By injecting a minute trace of chloride of gold into the fruits, I—and the living plant—produced the necessary catalyst. I have not yet had time to analyze it and determine its exact composition. Nor do I expect to have time. For I have perforce, taken the same medicine that I prescribed for you!


  “Not so much, but enough. I shall remain a thinking animal a little longer than the rest of you. That is the only unfair advantage I have taken. Before the sun sets we shall all have ceased to be human beings, or even animals.”


  Consuelo was tugging frantically at his arm, but he brushed her aside. He spoke to her in hurried jerks as if racing against time.


  “I did not lie to you when I told you I could not change the chlorophyll in a living plant into haemoglobin. Nobody has done that. But did I ever say I could not change the haemoglobin in a living animal into chlorophyll? If I have not done that, I have done something very close to it. Look at Kadir, and see for yourself. Let go my arm—I must finish.”


  Wrenching himself free he began shouting against time.


  “Kadir! I salute you. Raise your right hand and return the salute.”


  Kadir’s right hand was resting on the bare boards of the table. If he understood what Beetle said, he refused to salute. But possibly understanding was already beyond him. The blood seemed to have ebbed from the blue flesh, and the coarse hairs on the back of the hand had lengthened perceptibly even while Beetle was demanding a salute.


  “Rooted to the spot, Kadir! You are taking root already. And so are the rest of you. Try to stand up like human beings! Kadir! Do you hear me? Remember that blue fungus we saw in the forest? I have good reason for believing that was your friend Juan. In less than an hour you and I and all these fools will be exactly like him, except that some of us will be blue, others green, and still others red—like the thing you stepped on.


  “It rolled. Remember, Kadir? That red abomination was one of my pet fungus snakes—shot full of salts of magnesium and the catalyst I extracted from the fruits. A triumph of science. I am the greatest biochemist that ever lived! But I shan’t roll farther than the rest of you. We shall all roll together—or try to. ‘Merrily we roll along, roll along’—I can see already you are going to be a blue and magenta mess like your friend Juan.”


  Beetle laughed harshly and bared his right arm. “I’m going to be red, like the thing you stepped on, Kadir. But I’ve stepped on the lot of you!”


  He collapsed across the table and lay still. No sane human being could have stayed to witness the end. Half mad herself, Consuelo ran from the place of living death.


  “Felipe, Felipe! Boards, wood—bring dry boards, quick, quick! Tear down the buildings and pile them up over the tables. Get all the men, get them all!”


  Four hours later she was racing down the river through the night with Felipe and his crew. Only once did she glance back. The flames which she herself had kindled flapped against the black sky.


  PROJECT—SPACESHIP


  A.E. van Vogt


  Robert Merritt discovers that the biggest barrier between Man and interplanetary travel Is—Man!


  Merritt recognized the crisis when VA-2 attained a speed of 4,000 miles an hour.


  Modeled on the German V-2 bomb the rocket climbed toward the noonday sun on a column of crooked fire, as its gyroscopic stabilizers worked in their spasmodic fashion to balance the torpedo structure.


  Loaded with instruments instead of a warhead it shot up 764 miles. It topped the highest peak of the planet’s 500-mile-deep atmosphere. It broke into the emptiness of space and, for a few moments on the television screen near the launching rack, the stars showed as bright pinpoints against a background of black velvet.


  In spite of its velocity it was never in danger of leaving Earth’s gravitational field. It came down. And, after they had exhumed the scarred shell from the desert sands, there was a meeting at which Merritt was appointed a committee of one. He was charged with the positive duty of persuading the government of the United States “to finance and build a spaceship capable of transporting human beings in and through the airless void above the atmosphere of this planet.”


  The sum of one thousand dollars was voted him for initial expenses.


  Merritt tiptoed into his apartment about 2 o’clock. His excitement, now that he was home and near Ilsa, subsided rapidly. As he undressed in the living room, using only one dim light, he wondered what Ilsa would think of his mission.


  “Bob, is that you?”


  Merritt hesitated.


  “What time is it, Bob?”


  Merritt, carrying his shoes, trousers, coat and shirt, walked into the bedroom. Ilsa was sitting up, lighting a cigarette. She was a dark-haired olive-complexioned young woman with passionate lips. She put out her hand and Merritt handed her the check and, while she studied it, he climbed into his pajamas and explained what it was for. She began to laugh before he finished, a staccato laugh.


  “With one thousand dollars,” she said finally, controlling herself, “you expect to persuade a political government to build a machine more expensive than any battleship ever constructed. My dear, I was married to a Washington lobbyist and I assure you it isn’t done on the cheap.”


  It was the first time in the four years since their marriage that she had mentioned her first husband. Merritt glanced at her sharply. He saw that her cheeks were flushed, that she was furious with him.


  “Really,” she said, “I wish you wouldn’t waste your time with that bunch of dreamers. Spaceships! Such nonsense. Besides, what good is it? I wish you’d get busy and make some money for us.”


  Merritt did not answer. He had a theory about money making. But it was not one he could expound to a woman whose first husband had amassed a fortune after she divorced him.


  He climbed into his bed. “You have no objection, I hope,” he said, “to my spending the thousand before I come around to your way of thinking?”


  Ilsa shrugged. “It’ll give you a trip. But it’s so silly. What are you going to do first?”


  “Go see a schoolmate of mine named Norman Lowery. He’s secretary to Professor Hillier, the mathematician and physicist. We have to build up to the President by degrees, you know.”


  “I’ll bet you do,” said Ilsa.


  She began to laugh again. She was still at it when Merritt made his first attempt to kiss her. She pushed him away.


  “Don’t try to get around me,” she said bitterly. “I’m just beginning to realize that I’m doomed to be the wife of a low-salaried husband. You’ll have to be gentle with me while I get used to the idea.”


  Merritt said nothing. Life had become progressively tense of recent months. Almost, he had come to believe that men with obsessions shouldn’t marry. It was too hard on the woman.


  “The trouble with you,” said Ilsa, her voice softening, “is that you’re a living misrepresentation. You give the impression that you’re bound for the top but you don’t even try to get started.”


  “Maybe I’m further along than you think,” Merritt ventured.


  “Nuts!”


  She finally let him kiss her—on the neck, not the lips. “I feel as if I would poison you after what I’ve said. And I’m not quite prepared for that yet.”


  Norman Lowery met Merritt at the station. He looked older by at least ten years than when Merritt had seen him two years previously. He led Merritt toward an imposing Cadillac and, after they had started, said, “Don’t be too surprised when you see Professor Hillier.”


  That was Merritt’s first inkling that something was wrong. “What do you mean?” Sharply.


  “You’ll see.”


  Merritt studied his friend’s profile in narrow-eyed thoughtfulness but he asked no questions. The big car was out of the town now, bowling along a paved highway at sixty miles an hour.


  After about ten minutes it turned off into a valley and came presently to a little dream village. Several large buildings dominated the scene. And there were about two dozen houses in all, scattered along the banks of a pretty winding stream.


  As Lowery turned up the driveway of the largest bungalow he said, “Professor Hillier is independently wealthy—luckily for him—and all this is his property. Those buildings over there are his labs. His assistants and their families live in the houses.”


  He added, “Notice how were closed in by steep hills. That’s in case of an atomic bomb attack on the big dam twenty-five miles south. All the buildings, including the residences are steel and concrete under their stucco exteriors and paneled interiors, though the professor only laughs at that in his sensible moments.”


  Merritt did not like the reference to “sensible moments.” As the car parked in the driveway he climbed out slowly and took another look along the valley.


  He thought, “To me atomic energy is open sesame to the future. To these people—”


  He wasn’t sure just what was wrong. But there was a pressing negativeness here as if a man had built himself a mausoleum and was waiting for death to step closer. Long before, Merritt had rejected headlong retreat from the vulnerable cities, had aligned himself with the hundred million whose only hope of escape was that their leaders would have the common sense to solve the problem of the doomsday bomb.


  Merritt asked finally, “Has this place got a name?”


  “Hillier Haven.”


  At least it fitted.


  They entered the house through French windows, which opened into a spacious living room. There was a bar in one corner. Lowery ducked through an opening in its side and popped up behind it.


  “I’ll mix you a drink,” he said, “then go look for the professor. This is his house, you know, or did I say that before? He and his daughter and I live here. Very cozy.” He laughed grimly. “What’ll you have?”


  Merritt had a whisky and soda. He sat down in an easy chair and watched Lowery disappear into the garden beyond the French windows. The minutes passed. After about half an hour he climbed to his feet and walked over to a half-open door that had been intriguing him for some time. It was a library lined with books. Merritt returned to his chair. He was an avaricious reader but not today—not this month.


  Another half hour went by. He could feel himself growing tenser. He had already paced the length of the room several times. Now he did it again but without any sense of relaxation.


  He had a vision of himself during the next few months, waiting for men like Professor Hillier to condescend to give him a hearing. He began to realize the massiveness of the task he had set himself. He was going to try to push an idea into men who had hacked their own way to success through the equivalent of granite.


  Men whose characters were as different and inflexible as their achievements. Men of great talent and great power. He, Robert Merritt, who could scarcely pay his bills every month, was going to do all that.


  “We’re nuts!” he thought. “The whole bunch of us. Imagine—a few hundred fanatics trying to push America into a spaceship! Ilsa was right.”


  But he stayed where he was.


  A door opened, and a girl came in. She was slim and blond with gray eyes. She paused as she saw Merritt. She came forward, smiling.


  “You must be Robert Merritt,” she said. “Norman told me about you. I’m Drusilla Julia, Professor Hillier’s daughter.”


  She looked cool and refreshing and sane. Merritt answered her smile and said, “Your father must be a student of ancient Rome.”


  “Oh, you recognize the origin of my names.” She was pleased.


  After a moment however she frowned. “Norman has been telling me about what your club is trying to do. Just what are your plans?”


  Merritt told her what VA-2 had accomplished. He went on, “VB-2 is now under construction. It will be somewhat different from the first ship”—he hesitated—“in that its acceleration will never be above six gravities.”


  He watched her face to see if she had any inkling of what that meant. For a moment she didn’t seem to. And then her eyes lighted up.


  She said in a low, intense tone, “You’re going to put a human being into it. You wonderful men! You wonderful young men! The future really does belong to you, doesn’t it?” She didn’t look so old herself. About twenty-two, Merritt estimated sardonically. If the young people of this age were destined to explore the planets, then she could be right in there pitching. But he liked her for knowing something.


  The question most often asked him by people was, “But how can a ship fly in space where there’s no air for the explosions to push against?” He saw that her enthusiasm was subsiding.


  She said, “Actually, that isn’t what I meant when I asked you about your plans. What I want to know is what do you expect of father?”


  Merritt explained that they wanted the famous Professor Hillier, atomic bomb scientist, to be ready to go to Washington at the proper time to help persuade President Graham to support Project Spaceship. When he had finished, the expression on the girl’s face was distinctly unhappy.


  “Can’t you,” she asked, “obtain the support of some other scientist?”


  Merritt said simply, “We need a household name. Years ago there was Edison, then it was Einstein, now it’s Hillier. You can’t fight a thing like that. It’s just so. Besides, some of the more famous atomic scientists will have nothing to do with the government since atomic energy was virtually placed under military control.”


  He shrugged. “Naturally, since no secret is involved, our members basically support the scientists. But we’re willing to work with the material we have. We’ve found individual military men absolutely cooperative. They’ve given us German V-One and V-Two bombs.


  “Jet and other planes have been turned over to us in almost any quantity we could ever hope to need. The armed forces are full of young eager officers and men who are only too anxious for somebody to reach the planets.”


  His voice was warming to the level of enthusiasm. He realized suddenly, that he was being boyish. He stiffened.


  He said quietly, “The world is as full as ever of the spirit of adventure. But people have to be cajoled and set on the right path to the future.”


  “My father,” said Drusilla Julia Hillier, “is going to be difficult. I’ll be frank about that.” She went on earnestly, “Mr. Merritt, as you know, he was one of the atomic bomb scientists. After the war he visited Hiroshima and—well, it affected him.


  “Norman and I have prepared a letter which we have already shown father, and which we are trying to persuade him to sign. So far he has not done so. I’m afraid it will be up to you to persuade him.”


  The French windows opened and Lowery strode in. “ ’Lo, Dru,” he said. He looked at Merritt. “Sorry, I’ve been so slow but it’s taken me all this time to locate the professor.” His voice had a peculiar note in it, as he added, “Will you come this way, and meet him in one of his favorite poses.”


  The girl said, her color high, “Be seeing you at dinner, Mr. Merritt.”


  Merritt went out, puzzled. Outside he began in an irritated tone, “For heaven’s sake, Norman, what’s going on here? This mystery is—”


  He stopped. They had rounded a line of shrubs and there was a man lying on the grass under the trees. He was a gaunt old fellow with white hair, and a distinctively long head. His face was partly hidden by one arm. His expensive clothes were disheveled and his posture twisted and ungainly.


  As Merritt gaped in a gathering comprehension Lowery said, “Liquor has been unfair to Professor Hillier. It just wasn’t meant for him. One or two glasses of the mildest concoctions and his whole system backfires like that. He’s very determined, though. He’s going to lick it yet, he says. Well, shall we go back into the house?”


  Merritt went without a word. But he was thinking that getting a full-grown spaceship into the air was going to be more difficult than he had dreamed.


  Professor Hillier came in to dinner. His eyes were quite bloodshot but he didn’t stagger. He shook hands affably with Merritt.


  “If I remember correctly,” he said, “you came out and had a look at me. My daughter and her—ahem—I believe they’re going to get married, but you never can tell about these moral young men—believe in letting visitors form their own conclusions. A very poor policy if you ask me. This world is too full of infidels and other non-drinkers.”


  Merritt wasn’t sure just what he ought to say.


  Before he could speak Drusilla said, smiling, “Father still lives in the era in which young people, when thrown together, automatically fall for each other. Norman and I have our own friends and personally I have yet to meet the young man I am going to marry.”


  Merritt glanced at his friend. Lowery was staring straight ahead with studied indifference and Merritt had his first realization of the situation that existed here. Boy loves girl but girl does not love boy. And the ass was making his situation hopeless by aging under the strain.


  They sat down to dinner. The professor said, “Who’s going to fly VB-Two?”


  Merritt parted his lips to answer, then stopped himself, and looked at his host narrow-eyed. He couldn’t have asked for a better question but after what he had heard of this man he’d have to take care not to let himself be drawn into a trap. He replied cautiously:


  “The choice is between two men.”


  He went on to explain the tests that had been given every member of the Rocket Club. The important thing was the ability to withstand acceleration. The army had several wonderful men whose anti-acceleration capacities were almost miraculous. Several of these had offered privately to perform the flight. But it had been decided not to use them for fear of arousing the ire of the high command.


  “So,” Merritt concluded, “we’ll have to do it ourselves. A salesman, named John Errol, is the most likely man.” He saw that it would be unnecessary to name the second in line.


  “What,” asked Professor Hillier, “are your plans for getting to the President?”


  Merritt was surer of himself now. At least he was getting a chance to explain. He said, “The route is rather complicated. We have selected key men whose support we feel we must get before we can even approach the President. We want to interest a top brass hat in both the army and the navy.


  “It happens that one of our members knows a high naval official who has practically guaranteed us support. But if the army should turn thumbs down it might stop us for years.


  “However, all that is still more than a month away. We all agree that we must first obtain the support of Professor Hillier. Unless some famous scientist will say that space flight is possible it will be difficult to convince the so-called hard-headed businessmen.”


  Professor Hillier was scowling. “Businessmen!” he snarled. “Yaah!”


  Merritt thought: “Oh-oh, here it comes.”


  The professor had been eating with the concentrated intentness of a hungry man. Now he paused. He looked up. His scarlet eyes gleamed.


  “This desire to go to the planets,” he said, “is the neurotic ambition of supreme escapists from life.”


  His daughter looked at Merritt, then said quickly, “That sounds odd, doesn’t it, coming, from a man who has made a fortune out of exploring the frontiers of science and who, moreover, has hung onto his money with the skill of a hard-headed businessman.”


  She added, addressing her father directly, “Don’t forget, darling, you’re committed to space travel. You’re going to write a letter.”


  “I haven’t written it yet,” said Professor Hillier grimly. “And


  I am toying with the idea of not writing it. The thought that a scientist in his cups might stop man from reaching the stars fascinates me.”


  The conversation had taken a turn that Merritt did not like. He recognized in the professor a man who had tossed aside his inhibitions late in life. Such people always overdid their freedom. And that was a danger.


  “Don’t you think, sir,” Merritt said quietly, “that it would be more fascinating if—uh, a scientist in his cups were the key figure in reaching the planets. Fact is, that’s the only way it would ever get into the history books. It isn’t history if it doesn’t happen.”


  Professor Hillier showed his teeth. “You’re one of these bright young men with an answer for everything,” he said. He made it sound offensive. “Your attitude toward life is too positive to suit me.”


  He put up a hand. “Wait,” he thundered.


  “Father, really.”


  The professor scowled at his daughter. “Don’t give me any of that really stuff. Here’s a young man who rather fancies himself. And I’m going to show him up. Imagine,” he said viciously, “pretending that he’s an expert on space travel.”


  He turned toward Merritt. He said in a silken voice, “You and I are going to play a little game. I’m going to be a sweet old lady and you be yourself. You’re cornered, understand, but very gallant. My first question is—”


  He changed his tone. He was not a very good actor, so his tone was a burlesque and not very funny. “But my dear Mr. Merritt,” he said, “how will it fly? After all, there’s no air out there for the explosions to push against.”


  Merritt told himself that he had to hold back his anger. He said, “Rocket tubes, Mrs. Smith, work on the principle that action and reaction are equal and opposite. When you fire a shotgun there is a kick against your shoulder.


  “That kick would occur even if you were standing in a vacuum when you pulled the trigger. Actually, the presence of air slows a rocket ship. At the speeds a rocket can travel air pressure rises to thousands of pounds per square inch. In free space, away from the pull of gravity, a rocket will travel at many miles per second.”


  “But,” mimicked Professor Hillier, “wouldn’t such speeds kill every living thing aboard?”


  Merritt said, “Madam, you are confusing acceleration with speed. Speed never hurt anybody. At this moment you are traveling on a planet which is whirling on its axis at more than a thousand miles an hour.


  “The planet itself is following an erratic course around the sun at a speed of nineteen and a fraction miles a second. Simultaneously the sun and all its planets are hurtling through space at a speed of twelve miles a second. So you see, if speed could affect you, it would have done so long ago.


  “On the other hand you have probably been in a car on occasion when it started up very swiftly and you were pressed into the back of your seat. In short you were affected by the car’s acceleration. Similarly, when a car is braked all of a sudden, everybody in it is flung forward. In other words it has decelerated too swiftly for comfort.


  “The solution is a slow gathering of speed. Let us imagine that an automobile is traveling at a speed of ten miles an hour, a minute later at twenty miles an hour and so on, ten miles an hour faster each minute.


  “The driver would scarcely notice the acceleration but, at the end of a hundred minutes, he would be moving along at a thousand miles per hour. And he would have attained that speed by an acceleration of ten miles an hour per minute.


  “Actually, human beings have survived decelerations—(crash landings)—approximating fifteen gravities. But it is recognized that the average person will be pretty close to death at six gravities and very few could survive nine gravities of acceleration.”


  “What,” said the scientist, “do you mean by gravities?”


  “One gravity,” Merritt began, “is the normal pull of earth upon an object at ground level. Two gravities would be twice—”


  At that moment he happened to glance at Drusilla, and he stopped short. She was white and Merritt realized that she thought he was following the wrong tack. He straightened.


  He said, “Really, sir, don’t you think this is a little silly?”


  “So you’ve got it all down like a parrot,” Professor Hillier sneered. “Simple answers for simple people. Now the morons are going to learn about space and the planets and you’re going to be the starry-eyed teacher.”


  “The notion that everybody should automatically know all about your subject,” Merritt said, “is a curious egotism in so great a man.”


  “Aha,” said the professor, “the young man is warming up at last. I suppose,” he said, “you’re also one of those who believe that the dropping of the atomic bomb was justified.”


  Merritt hadn’t intended to become angry but he was tired of the ranting of high and mighty moralists on the subject of the atomic bomb. And he was very tired indeed of the childishness of Professor Hillier.


  “Well, sir,” he said, “man lives partly with himself, partly with his fellows. Personally, I was an army pilot, and I’m assuming the dropping of the bomb saved my life. But in the meantime I have interested myself in the non-destructive aspects of atomic energy.” He shrugged. “Materialistic. That’s me.”


  He took it for granted that he had lost the letter. But even if he had thought otherwise he was too wound up now to stop.


  “Professor,” he said, “you’re a fraud. I’ve had a good long look at you and I’m willing to bet that you’re never quite as drunk as you pretend. That business of spending half your time hanging onto the grass so you won’t fall off the Earth is so fishy that I wonder you have the nerve to look anybody in the eye.


  “As for all this nonsense about you having been strongly affected by the dropping of the bomb, you know very well that that was merely an excuse for you to turn your ego loose and—”


  The professor had been stiffening. Abruptly, he glared at his daughter.


  “Drusilla, you little Roman puritan, where’s that letter you typed out for me to sign?”


  “I’ll get it,” she said hastily, rising.


  “I’m going to sign it,” the scientist said to Merritt, “and then I want you to get out of here before you ruin my reputation.”


  A few minutes later, as Lowery was getting the car out of the garage, Professor Hillier came to the door where Merritt was waiting.


  “Good luck,” he said, “and happy planets to you, Mr. Merritt.”


  The partial victory had a heady effect on Merritt. By the time he got back to Los Angeles he was convinced that a letter was all he could have hoped for. He had Pete Lowe make fifty photostats and the huge pile that resulted made him glow. He phoned up Grayson, president of the Rocket Club, and reported his success.


  He finished: “. . . and I’m leaving for New York tonight.”


  “Oh, no, you’re not,” said Mike Grayson. “I was just going to call you and see if you were home.”


  “What’s up?”


  It was a potential new member. Annie the superjet would have to be flown for his benefit and only Merritt and John Errol could fly the fast plane. Errol was out of town, so—Grayson’s voice lowered in awe as he gave the final, important fact:


  “It’s for Rod Peterson, Bob.”


  “The movie star?”


  “None other.”


  “What do you expect from him?”


  They expected a ten-thousand-dollar contribution. “You know our policy. Each man according to his income. And our set-up is such that he can put it down as a bad investment on his tax declaration. Need I say the idea appeals to him?”


  “What about our income tax?”


  Grayson was complacent. “We’ll be on the moon before they discover that we’re not paying any. Of course, in a kind of a way they recognize us as a non-profit organization but they’re getting more and more suspicious, the silly asses.” Merritt grinned. Contact with certain members of the Rocket Club always exhilarated him. The members in general moved through life as if they had wings in their hair, and a few of them imparted a special aura of the kind of intoxication that he himself had felt overseas.


  Of all the millions of men who had built up an appetite for excitement they were the lucky ones who would be able to satisfy their desires. Without exception they had a conviction of high destiny.


  Grayson finished, “If we get the ten grand we’ll give you one of them for your job. So you’d better be around.”


  Ilsa merely sniffed when Merritt told her who would be at the barns. But later he found her dressing with minute care.


  “It’s time,” she said, “that I took an interest in your work. And listen, you chump, when you climb out of the plane come over to me first. Then I’ll be the starry-eyed wife hanging onto your arm when you’re congratulated by Rod Peterson.”


  Merritt always considered the drive over Cahuenga Pass into the valley where the club barns were located as one of the scenic treats of Los Angeles. He sniffed the air appraisingly, and found it satisfactorily dry and warm.


  “Annie’s built for that. I’ll be able to push her up to eighty percent of the speed of sound and stay pretty near the ground. We’re going to turn on all her lights, you know, and make quite a night show.”


  There were preliminaries. Merritt, who had endless patience, spent the evening tuning Annie for her flight. He saw Peterson’s arrival from a distance, but the details were reported to him from time to time.


  The star arrived in three cars, two of which were filled with friends. The lead car contained Peterson and a female who was more dazzling than all the rest put together. It was she who delayed the tour by asking scores of questions. When they came to the unfinished frame of VB-2, she peered at length into the drive nozzles.


  “You mean to tell me,” she asked finally, “that you make a rocket drive by having a narrow hole for the gases to escape through?”


  “That’s the general idea,” Grayson explained, “though there’s a design that’s slightly different for each type of explosive.”


  “Well, damme,” said the young woman, “if life isn’t getting simpler all the time.”


  She fascinated the entire membership but it was half past nine before Merritt (or anyone else apparently) learned her name. She was Susan Gregory, a new star, just arrived from Broadway. Beside her Rod Peterson was a cold fish. At a quarter to ten her enthusiasm began to wane notably.


  “What’s next?” she asked, in a let’s-go-home-now-Roddy-darling voice.


  Annie was wheeled out—Annie the sleek, the gorgeous—Annie of the high tail. Susan Gregory stared with dulled eyes.


  “I’ve seen one of those before,” she said.


  It was dismissal. The evening was over. Ennui had descended upon the spirit of Susan Gregory and, watching the descent, Rod Peterson showed his first real emotion.


  “Tired, sweetheart?”


  Her answer was a shrug which galvanized him. “Thank you very much,” he said hastily to Grayson. “It’s all been very interesting. Good-by.”


  They were gone before most of the members grasped what was happening.


  On the way home, Ilsa was as tense as drawn wire. “The nerve of her,” she raged. “Coming there like a goddess bearing gifts and then pulling that stunt.” Bitterly. “You’ve heard the last of the ten thousand, I’ll wager.”


  Merritt held his peace. He felt himself at the beginning, not the end of temporary setbacks. And he had no intention of being gloomy in advance. By the time they reached their apartment Ilsa was deep in mental depression.


  “You made a mistake marrying me,” she sobbed. “I’m too old for insecurity and ups and downs.”


  “At twenty-eight,” Merritt scoffed. “Don’t be a nut.”


  But when he boarded the plane the following night she had still not snapped out of her mood. The memory flattened his ego. He arrived in New York in a drab state of mind. If Grayson hadn’t suggested the Waldorf-Astoria he would have gone uptown to a cheaper place.


  The first businessman he contacted, a nationally known railway executive, listened to him as to a child, patted him on the back and promised to get in touch with him.


  A textile giant, physically small and plump, kept him waiting for two days, then threw him out of the office verbally—“Wasting my time with such nonsense!” An airline president offered him a job in his publicity department.


  Merritt returned to his hotel room from the final failure, more affected than he cared to admit. He had expected variations of failure but here was a dead-level indifference. Here were men so wrapped up in their own day-to-day certainties that he had not even penetrated the outer crust of their personalities. At 6 o’clock that evening he phoned Grayson in Hollywood.


  “Before you say anything,” Grayson said, when he came on the line, “You may be interested to know that we have received $10,000 from—guess who?”


  Merritt refused to hazard a guess.


  “Susan Gregory.”


  That startled Merritt. But his mood remained cynical. “Have you got a check or a promise?”


  “A check. But with a string attached.”


  “Huhuh!”


  “She wants VB-TWO named after her. And we thought-well, what the heck, ten G’s is ten G’s. You can’t beat that kind of logic. One thousand of it is on its way to you by air. How does that sound?”


  It was like a shot in the arm. With a fervor approaching animation, Merritt described his new plan of action. He had made a mistake in approaching the men cold. What was needed was an intermediary, either incident or human being, to bridge the gap.


  Human beings lived in separate worlds. Business executives lurked behind special concrete-like barriers, where they hid themselves from commercially minded people like themselves. The problem was to get to the human being inside. In every man there was a spark of wonderful imagination. There he kept his dreams, his castles in the air, his special self.


  Grayson interrupted at that point, “That sounds beautiful theoretically. But what have you got in mind?”


  Merritt hesitated but only for a moment. “I’ll need the help of the local branch of the club.”


  “Oh!”


  There was silence. Merritt waited patiently. No one knew why the New York branch of the U.S. Spaceship Society had never amounted to anything. It was one of those things. A synthesis of discordant personalities, a dividing into cliques tending to stultify and infuriate the brighter brains.


  In history, when such divisive elements attained national power, civilization stood still for a generation or more. How to break artificially induced immobility or retrogression? Sometimes one man had been known to do it.


  The trouble was that the Los Angeles branch was annoyed at New York and was not too eager to share the fruits of its efforts. Grayson’s reluctant voice came on the wire.


  “All right and I’ll back you. Now what’s your plan?”


  “What I want,” said Merritt, “is all the available information about these men. Then I’d like the use of an old jet plane. I’m going after Man tin first, since he actually kicked me out of his office, and this time I’m using imagination.”


  The fortification that was Textile’s Mantin was stormed that weekend when a jet plane apparently crash-landed within a hundred yards of his hunting lodge. The pilot, discovering that it would require 24 hours to repair the machine, was invited to remain overnight.


  Bayliss, the air corporation man, was bombarded with ceramic and metal miniatures of various rocket bombs, each one accompanied by a message stressing the pure motives of the club. An ardent collector, he recognized some of the items as rare and valuable.


  In Washington Senator Tinker, that sardonic glutton, finding himself the surprised recipient of a daily shipment of imported foods obtainable only in New York, grew curious and granted an interview to a persistent caller, named Robert Merritt.


  And so it came to pass that a young man attended a certain very exclusive poker session, where the average age of the players was nearly forty years above draft requirements. Senator Tinker introduced him.


  “Gentlemen, this is Robert Merritt.”


  There was a grunted response. Merritt sat down and watched the cards being dealt. He did not look immediately at General Craig. He received two cards, an ace down and an eight up. The ace in the hole decided him to stay, though it cost him five dollars before everybody had stopped raising. His third card was an ace. He himself raised thirty dollars before the belligerent colonel next to the general stopped backing a jack and a nine with raises of his own. His fourth card was a nine, his fifth another ace.


  Three aces was not a bad hand for stud poker. In spite of one of the aces not showing no one bet against him. Merritt raked in the chips. He estimated just a bit shakily that he had won about $275, and that these men played a game that was miles out of his class financially.


  His first two cards in the next hand were the two of spades and the seven of hearts. He folded and for the first time took a good though cautious look at General Craig. The great man’s publicized face was as rugged in real life as his pictures showed him.


  The shaggy eyebrows were shifting as he studied the cards of his opponents. His gaze came to Merritt’s cards, flashed up, then down again. It was as swift as a wink but Merritt retained an impression of having been studied by eyes as bright as diamonds.


  As the hand ended, the general said casually, “So it’s me you’re here to contact, Merritt?”


  Merritt was shocked but he caught himself. “General,” he said, “you’re a smart man.”


  The older man said thoughtfully, “Robert Merritt. Where have I heard that name before? Hmmmmm, Robert Merritt, Captain Air Force, nineteen Jap planes, Congressional Medal of Honor.” He looked shrewdly at Merritt. “Am I getting warm?”


  “Uncomfortably,” said Merritt.


  He was not altogether displeased but he was also impressed. He recognized that he was in the presence of a man with an amazing memory. He lost nearly six hundred dollars in the three hands that followed, most of it in the third hand when, in a sort of desperation, he tried to make two eights do the work of three.


  When that hand was finished, General Craig said, “What are you doing now, Merritt?”


  It was direct but welcome. “I’m secretary,” Merritt answered, “of the Spaceship Society, L.A. branch.”


  “Oh!” The general’s eyebrows went up. Then he looked at Senator Tinker. “You old Sssstinker you,” he said. “Do you realize what you’ve done, bringing this young man up here?”


  “Well, general,” drawled the senator, “they tell me that your army boys have been putting the pressure on you from all directions about this spaceship business. I thought I’d slip somebody in the back door. What are you holding up the parade for anyway? Is the idea too big for you?”


  The commander in chief growled, “That kind of stuff is all right for young men but an old artillery man like myself can’t afford to come out into the open until the time is ripe.”


  “When will the time be ripe?”


  “Let me think,” said the general. “VA-TWO went four thousand miles an hour. VB-TWO is now under construction, and will be completed shortly. It is destined to carry the first human being ever to attempt to reach space itself.


  “I would suggest you accept the secret offer made you by Lieutenant Turner. That young fellow’s a physical whiz. If anybody can stand the extreme acceleration of your crude machine he can.”


  The senator’s grin was broader. “General,” he said, “you so and so. You’re an old spacehound yourself. I repeat, when would you consider the time ripe?”


  “When I’m called in. Under such circumstances I could prepare a report and read it to the President. He’s not interested in printed material. Bad eyes, I suppose.”


  “Then we’ve still got to convince the President?”


  “Exactly. That’s your problem. And now, Merritt, there’s one question I want to ask you.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  The general was scowling. “How in—can a ship fly in space where there’s no air for the explosions to push against?”


  Said Serkel, “Print is nothing but a painful sensation on the iris. Print convinces nobody of anything. If you want to influence nobody have your words published in memo, magazine or book form.”


  He was a bright-eyed, dried-up little old man and Merritt stared at him in fascination. He sent a quick look toward Senator Tinker, found no help in the big man’s sardonic smile and so he faced the old fellow again.


  “Don’t you think, sir, it depends on whether or not your favorite critic recommends the book?”


  . “The critics,” said Gorin Serkel, “are like mounds of shifting sand on top of which publishers pile books. If they acclaim a book one week you can be certain that they will give their accolade the following week to another book of diametrically opposite viewpoint. Undoubtedly the two books together will fail to influence more people than they failed to influence separately.”


  It seemed to Merritt that he had better produce his letter quickly. But he hesitated. They had found Serkel on the veranda of his country home and they were still standing halfway up the steps. Like salesmen, Merritt thought, with no prospect of being invited to sit down.


  A little uncertain, Merritt took out the letter, and extended it. Serkel shrank back.


  “Writing!” he said. He shrugged. “You might as well start unbuilding your ship right now.”


  “This letter,” Merritt urged, “is from Professor Hillier.”


  “The President,” said Serkel, “cannot even be influenced by his own speeches once they are made and available only in printed form.”


  “But how does the country continue to run?” Merritt protested. “Surely, a mountain of documents crosses his desk every day.”


  “Details, yes,” said Serkel. “Administrative necessities and acts of Congress—that he tolerates in the same fashion that he accepts the American dollar as good money. But nothing it new.


  He added with asperity, “The President expects of his friends that they will not embarrass him by peddling schemes which he will almost assuredly have to turn down.”


  He looked at Senator Tinker, then at Merritt. “The solution seems very simple to me. Professor Hillier is a world-famous scientist. His name will get you a hearing. His presence will safeguard you from a quick exit.”


  Merritt and Senator Tinker looked at each other. There was no question that Serkel was now giving them his most earnest counsel. The only thing they could do was to explain the impossibility of using Professor Hillier as a safeguard for anything.


  It was a dangerous form of disillusionment because Serkel might avail himself of the opportunity to fade out of the picture finally and forever. Serkel was thoughtful when Merritt had finished describing the professor.


  “So the publicized Hillier is a figment of the imagination, deadly to his own purposes when paraded in person and a flop at everything but adding and subtracting on a level approximating infinity.”


  He straightened. He said curtly, “Under the circumstances, gentlemen, I do not feel inclined to entertain your proposition. I—”


  Merritt had watched it coming. As he stood looking at the former presidential adviser, a kaleidoscopic memory of the two months just passed flashed through his mind. Slowly the remembrance stiffened him.


  He felt no sense of egotism but Serkel didn’t seem to understand that the men who wanted his help were not just ordinary human beings. They were men with a mission. They couldn’t back down or withdraw permanently from any forward position. Merritt gathered himself.


  “I think, sir,” he said, “that I have not made clear the potentialities of a letter. Professor Hillier, clothed in his ivory-tower reputation, verbally produced by an experienced persuader, can accomplish more than any stranger named Professor Hillier meeting a stranger named President Graham.


  “It is my belief, furthermore, that you have not clearly realized the possibilities of a final great achievement to climax your long and famous career. So that you might better understand the situation I invite you to attend two weeks from now the most exciting experimental flight ever attempted by men. I think you owe it to the future of human kind to ensure that you at least see the first man to fly into space.”


  Serkel’s expression was suddenly more intent, thoughtful. “One personality on the scene,” Merritt pressed on, “funneling the convictions of many minds through his own voice, might conceivably capture the attention of the President for the necessary minute without requiring him to read a line.”: He saw that he had an audience again. Serkel sat down. He looked even more thoughtful. At last he said, “You and your friend and the letter are invited to stay for the weekend.” He raised his voice. “Mrs. Ess.”


  There were footsteps. A pleasant looking woman came out onto the porch. Serkel said, “Gentlemen, my wife. Mrs. Ess, tell Jane two extra dinners until further notice. Make yourselves at home, everybody.”


  He stood up and disappeared into the house, mumbling something to the effect that, “The economic aspects of the Keynes taxation theory do not merit the contempt they undoubtedly deserve. I must tell the president.”


  At least that was the way it sounded to Merritt.


  Merritt’s purely personal crisis came like an atomic bomb out of the blue on the day of the test. At twenty minutes to two, with the flight scheduled to begin at two, a pale Mike Grayson hurried out of the barns and approached Merritt.


  He said, “Bad news! Lieutenant Turner just phoned. His superior officer, not knowing General Craig privately gave him permission to fly VB-2, has refused him leave because of some miserable maneuvers they’re beginning tomorrow. I phoned John Errol but his office says they can’t locate him—he’s out somewhere on business. You were always the only other choice, Bob, so—”


  Merritt’s first thought was of Ilsa. Ilsa who would not understand, who would think that he had once more lightly placed her future in jeopardy.


  “We could postpone it,” said Grayson, anxiously.


  Merritt knew better. There were men waiting in the observation hut who had come to this test for a variety of reasons. It was almost a miracle that they were present at all. No one was so aware as he that that miracle would not be easily repeated.


  “No,” he said quietly. “Naturally, I’ll do it. But first I want to call my wife.”


  His call went unanswered. He let the phone ring for several minutes, then hung up, disturbed. Ilsa had decided not to come to the test.


  “Somebody’s going to get killed,” she had said, “and I don’t want to be around when they bring in the body.”


  It was an unfortunate remark.


  The four-jet carrier plane, which was to take the rocket on the first leg of its journey, took off without incident. It climbed like a shooting star but it was only about halfway up when the pilot’s voice sounded from the earphones which were embedded in the cushions beside Merritt’s head:


  “Grayson wants to talk to you, Bob.”


  Grayson was exultant. “Bob, Serkel just phoned from Washington. As you know, he decided not to come to the test because he doesn’t believe in melodramatic shows. Well, he had lunch with the President today. And he’s done it, Bob. He’s done it.”


  The other man’s enthusiasm seemed remote to Merritt. He listened to the details with half his mind, agreed finally that it was more important than ever now that the test be successful, and then put the matter out of his mind.


  The pilot’s voice said, “Ready, Bob?”


  “Ready,” said Merritt.


  The ship turned downward into a power dive. All four of its jet engines thundering, gathering speed, it went down to twenty-five thousand feet, then twisted and zoomed upward at more than five hundred miles an hour.


  “Now,” said the pilot tensely.


  Merritt didn’t see the door in the rear of the plane opening. But he felt the movement as the rocket slid backward through the opening. Then he was in bright sunlight. Through the treated, tinted Plexiglas of the tiny cabin he had a glimpse of the dark sky above.


  For two seconds the long shiny tube continued to fall. It was not really falling. Its upward speed was about three hundred miles an hour. It was falling, however, with respect to the carrier ship and the time gap was designed to let the big machine get out of the way.


  The process was electronically timed. Tick, tock, tick, tock—WHAM! He had tensed for it and that was bad. It was like being hit in every bone and muscle and organ, that first titanic blow of the rockets.


  Merritt crumpled into the cushions and the springs below and around him. He had a dizzy glimpse of the big converted bomber falling away into the distance. In one jump it retreated from giant hood to a tiny dot barely visible in the haze of sky below. It vanished.


  WHAAAAMM! The second blow was more sustained. His head started to ache violently. His eyes stung. His body felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds. It did. The second set of explosions was designed to exert peak acceleration. But the speed of the rocket was probably still under 2,000 miles an hour.


  “Bob!” Grayson’s voice. On the radio.


  “Yeah!” The word came hard.


  “Shall we go on?”


  It hadn’t struck him that they might abandon the flight if he didn’t react well. Curiously that brought fury.


  “Blast you,” he shouted. “Get going.”


  The explosions were radio-controlled and the third was a duplicate of the second. His body took it hard, harder than anything he had ever imagined.


  He found himself puzzling blurrily about what had happened to the cushions and the springs. He seemed to be standing on a slab of metal with steel-hard metal braces pressing onto his arms and legs. Was that what happened to cushions under pressure?


  It was tremendously dark outside. His vision was not clear but he could see dots of stars and, over to one side, a fiery blob. It took a moment to realize that it was the sun. He waited, cringing, for the fourth and last series of explosions.


  He thought, “Oh, Lord, I can’t take it! I can’t!”


  But he did. And, strangely, the blow seemed less severe as if in some marvelous fashion his being had adjusted to its environment of violence. The series of blows pulsed rhythmically through his bones and attuned to his nerves.


  “Bob!”


  He was so intent on his own thoughts and feelings that it didn’t strike him right away that he was being addressed.


  “Bob”—earnestly—“are you all right?”


  “Bob,” he thought. Bob? Why, that’s me. Impatience came.


  “Why, of course I’m all right.”


  “Thank goodness!” The words were a whisper. And in the background, behind Grayson’s voice, there was a murmur of other Voices. “. . . Good man!” . . . “Oh, wonderful . . .” Then once more, Grayson:


  “Bob.”


  “Yes?”


  “According to the duplicate instruments down here, you’re now six hundred miles up, and going higher at the rate of seventy miles a minute. How do you feel?”


  He began to feel fine. There was no sense of movement now. His stomach felt kind of hollow but that was the only sensation. He floated in emptiness, in silence and darkness.


  The stars were pinpoints of intense brightness that did not twinkle or glitter. The sun, far to his left, was only superficially round. Streamers of flame and fire mist made it appear lopsided and unnatural.


  As Merritt blinked at it the sun came past him and turned away to the right. He watched it amazed, then realized what was happening. The rocket had reached its limit. Held by Earth’s gravity, it was turning slowly, twisting gradually, falling back toward Earth.


  Merritt said quickly, “How high am I?”


  “Eight hundred and four miles.”


  It was not bad. He had topped the farthest limits of the atmosphere by more than three hundred miles. He had looked out at empty space—through protected Plexiglas to be sure—but looked. Soon he would have to start thinking of getting clear of the tube, which was destined to fall-into the ocean.


  At forty thousand feet above sea level he set off the explosion that knocked the cabin free of the main tube. At fifteen thousand feet he bailed out of the cabin. His parachute opened at five thousand feet. He came down in an orange grove and walked to a filling station. The attendant charged him fifty cents for using the phone to call Grayson.


  He was back on Earth all right.


  The physical check-up at the field was extremely thorough and it took a long time. When it was over there were toasts and congratulations. It was nearly seven when Merritt reached the apartment.


  He came in, carrying a bag of groceries, but it was evident that Ilsa had been shopping too. The pleasant odor of roast beef came from the kitchen.


  A paper with screamer headlines about the flight lay on a French chair. The sight relieved Merritt. She knew.


  Ilsa came out of the kitchen. She was smiling. “How do you feel?” she asked.


  “I’ve been pronounced one hundred percent.”


  She clung tightly to him as she kissed him but that was her only show of emotion. “I’ll have dinner ready in a minute,” she said.


  While they were eating Merritt told her, with more excitement than he had originally felt, about Serkel’s success.


  “The President,” he said, “has assigned six thousand dollars for the development of an atomic drive for spaceships.”


  “Six thousand dollars!” said Ilsa.


  The color went out of her cheeks. “Is that all he got? Six thousand dollars!” she exclaimed. “Why, in Congress, members each session vote hundreds of thousands of dollars for each other’s pet schemes without even knowing what they are.


  “And you people are getting a wretched six thousand dollars to build a spaceship, a tribute no doubt”—furiously—“to the fame of Professor Hillier. That’s about the smallest amount the government has ever used for the brush-off.”


  Merritt protested, amazed, “But you don’t understand.”


  “I understand only too well. It’s the same story all over again—no money.” She was so agitated she couldn’t go on. Tears started to her eyes. She shook her head in frustration and hurried out of the room.


  Merritt thought, “Well, I’ll be a—”


  He went on under his breath, “But you don’t understand, Ilsa. According to Serkel, the President was aware that it was an historic occasion. So he symbolized it. He assigned exactly the same amount of money that the atomic energy project had first received. It was like saying unlimited funds would be available.”


  Merritt sat, eyes closed, tremendously disturbed. If he told her now it would be a case of buying back her love. He remembered suddenly that she had divorced her first husband just before the man struck it rich. He had a vision of her doing it again—and knew that he couldn’t let it happen.


  Footsteps sounded. Ilsa came back into the room, straight over to him. She buried her face against his knees.


  “Bob, I couldn’t help it. When I thought of you taking that terrible risk for nothing—”


  She climbed to her feet and sat down on his lap. “This will sound melodramatic,” she said, “but this afternoon I swore to myself I would never again mention money to you.”


  Merritt hugged her. “That,” he said, “is silly. There’s something wrong about a woman who doesn’t drive her husband.”


  “You’re a wretch,” Ilsa said cosily. “But I still love you.”


  “Good,” Merritt said.


  He kissed her neck to hide his broadening smile.


  Later, he would tell her that men would soon fly in atom-powered spaceships, first to the planets, then to the far stars.


  THE EVENT HORIZON


  Ian Watson


  For the second time in three years the starship Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar sailed for the Black Hole that was the blind eye of the binary system Epsilon Aurigae, with the Arab telemedium Habib on board.


  At about the same distance from the bright supergiant that is the visible partner of the system as Pluto from the Sun, they reached their destination. Officers and scientists crowded the nacelle beside the lounge to stare into space at something they couldn’t see except insofar as it bent light from the background stars around itself in an annulus of secondary ghost images.


  The Hole itself was nothing—literally. Even the fabric of space was missing, there.


  A nova is fearful; a supernova, awe-inspiring. Yet their ravening energies are a creative mainspring of the galaxy, spewing out heavy elements for new stars and planets. They are positive energies. The mind can grasp them. But the Black Hole is all negative—the emptiness of the void multiplied a million times into something infinitely greedy. A star collapses under its own gravity, disappears from the universe and leaves a whirlpool of nothingness beyond it. Anything falling into the hole—no matter how well protected it is, no matter if it is powered by the energy of a thousand suns—is trapped forever. The Black Hole is Death the Conqueror.


  The Hole in the Aurigae system had already been located from Earth in the twentieth century by its periodic eclipses of its yellow supergiant partner every twenty-seven years; however it wasn’t till the mid-twenty-third that a starship brushed by it.


  Then, something more incredible than the Hole itself was found—a living being trapped inside it.


  The growth of Psionics Communications—the telemedium system—made the discovery possible. Instantaneous psi-force alone could enter a Black Hole and emerge again. But only if a mind was already present in there . . .


  In the nacelle, along with the officers and scientists, were the two political officers from BuPsych-Sec—the Bureau of Psychological Security—Lew Boyd and Liz Nielstrom; Habib, who had first made contact with the mind in there; and a young Swedish girl on her first starflight, Mara Glas.


  Habib stood out from the others by wearing traditional Arab costume: the haik and aba of the desert Bedouin. He wore the headdress and long full skirt with a striped white and blue mantle of camel-hair sacking pulled over it. By making a clown of himself in this way, parodying his uneducated nomad’s origin, he made himself acceptable to the others and guarded the privacy of his feelings; another strategy was his carefully cultivated gutter humor. He was that freak thing, a mind-whore; and however essential he might be for communications and psychological stability, the telemedium was a reluctant actor in a perpetual dirty joke.


  Psionics and sexual energy were the two great forces that BuPsych-Sec had learned to harness to bind starships safely to home-base Earth no matter how far they roamed. Through psi and sex, bonded together, Earth held her star fleet on the tightest leash, a leash rooted so deeply in the nervous system as to guarantee there would never be any defections to lotus worlds among the stars; nor more mundane lapses in her continual on-line monitoring of the farthest vessel.


  As they stood in the nacelle, Mara Glas tried telling herself for the hundredth time that this was all for the good of everyone at home on Earth, and for the stability of civilization; that BuPsych-Sec had designed the safest, most humanitarian system compatible with star empire. So she had been programmed to believe at any rate, by days of lectures and subliminal persuasion.


  But she never thought it would be like this, serving Earth’s starship communications system. She never dreamed.


  Naturally, the Black Hole was fair pretext for a bout of boisterous smut, if only to mask their fear of the phenomenon. The very name carried such blatant connotations of the trance room that Mara thanked her stars she wasn’t born a Negress; felt pity for Habib’s darker-skinned soul.


  “There she blows!” crowed the chief engineer.


  Ted Ohashi, the astrophysicist from Hawaii—a mess of a man, like a third-rate Sumo wrestler gone to seed—snickered back:


  “That little mouth; she’ll suck all the juice in the galaxy given half a chance.”


  “A suck job, that’s good, I like it,” laughed Kurt Spiegel, the leonine Prussian from Hamburg’s Institut fur Physik, boisterously. His wiry hair was swept back in a mane as though the abstractions of Physics had electrified it; though just as exciting to the man, in fact, was that other district of Hamburg around the Repperbahn, St. Pauli, where he got his relief from the enigmas of Schwarzschildian Geometry and Pauli Equations in the more down-to-earth contortions of the strippers going through their bump and grind routines for him, drunk on Schnapps, replete on bockwurst.


  Habib made a point of joining in the merriment, while Liz Nielstrom flashed a grin of pure malice at Mara for failing to join in.


  How the human race struggled against Beauty! Mara wept silently. How desperately they strove to make the Singular and Remarkable, dirty and shameful!


  Mara was young. With the perpetual rush to draft telemediums into the Navy, and the fewness of those with the potential among Earth’s billions, the Swedish girl was barely out of her fifteenth year before being drafted.


  One thing she didn’t know about Habib was the kind of debriefing BuPsych-Sec put him through after the first expedition, when he reported the existence of that mind inside the Black Hole to the incredulity of practically everyone in the Navy. They’d peeled his mind down like an onion at the Navy Hospital in Annapolis. They’d used strobe-hypno on him. Neoscopalamine. Pentathol-plus. Deepsee. It had been a harrowing, insane-making three weeks before they believed him. And it was another two years before the second expedition sailed.


  But one thing she did know about him, that no one else did, was the utter difference between the image he presented publicly of a dirty street Arab, and the sense of his mind she had whenever they’d taken the psionic trigger drug, 2-4 Psilo-C, together, to cathect with Earth across the void. Then it was like a light being switched on in a dark room, and he was a different Habib—a Bedouin of the sands, a poet, and a prophet.


  The people who rode the carrier beam of the teletrance never knew the pure beauty of the desert between the stars. All they got a sense of was the dirty urchin hanging around the oasis of far Earth, plucking at their sleeves and mumbling, “Mister, you want to buy my sister?” But Habib was the desert Bedouin too. Why did he always deny the desert beauty, out of trance?


  Maybe this was the last lesson she had to learn—the final breaking in of the foal, to insure she could be safely graduated with flying colors and posted to some star frigate by herself.


  Just then, strangely, as though he was reading her thoughts out of trance, Habib grasped her arm softly and whispered in her ear, with the voice that she’d longed to hear from his lips for the past three months—yet quietly, so that no one else could hear:


  “Compared with the void of space, Mara, whatever is the void inside that thing?”


  He asked her gently and eerily—as though the


  Mecca pilgrimage of their minds was at last underway and the furtive shabbiness of the caravanserais, the whores and beggary and disease, could be put behind them.


  “It is so solid a void that ‘here’ and ‘there’ are meaningless words. There will be no referents in there, except those you yourself manufacture, Mara . . .”


  But could she really trust this sudden shift from urchin to muezzin calling the faithful to prayer—or was it just another round in the game of cruelty?


  “It’s so dense in there that it must be like swimming through stone.” Habib went on murmuring in her ear. “Yet even that comparison’s no good, for he has no power to swim about his dwelling place—”


  Puzzled, Mara stared out without replying.


  The captain stepped into the nacelle a moment later—a thick-set, hard-headed grandson of Polish-German immigrants to America, who still had the air of being a peasant in from the country dressed in his best, ill-tailored suit, and who ran the ship with all the cunning and blunt persistence of the peasant making a profitable pig sale: this, alloyed to a degree or two in Astronavigation and a star or two for combatin some brushfire war in Central Africa stirred up by the draft board’s “child-snatching.” Immune to the wonders of space, Lodwy Rinehart barely glanced outside.


  “May I have your attention a moment? We’ll be sailing down to the ergosphere commencing twenty hundred hours—”


  Ted Ohashi gobbled nervously:


  “You mean tonight? Maybe we should fire a few drones near that thing first, to check the stability of the ergosphere—”


  “After three months you want to hang back another few days? Maybe you want another session with Mara Glas in case you get killed and never know those joys again, is that it? Sorry, Dr. Ohashi. Twenty hundred, we’re going right down on her up to the hilt.”


  “Just not too close,” the fat man pleaded. “We could be sucked in, you know. Space is so bent there. No power could get us out then. Fifty nautical miles off the top of the ergosphere’s fine by me, Captain!”


  “Point taken, Dr. Ohashi,” Rinehart smiled acidly. “That’s also fine by me. ‘Up to the hilt’ was just a colorful bit of naval slang. Need I spell it out for you?”


  The German from Hamburg guffawed. “That’s good, I like it, Captain.”


  The Hawaiian snickered dutifully too then, his fat wobbling in the starlight, but he was scared.


  Mara shivered. Habib shrugged indifferently; by shrugging he hid his features in the shadow of the haik . . .


  Space presents itself to the telemedium’s mind in symbolic form. The mind can only see what it has learned to see, and it has certainly not learned to see light-years and cosmic rays and gravity waves. Therefore space must present itself in terms of symbols learned by the brain during the cognitive processes of life on Earth.


  The symbols Habib presented Mara with were those of the desert Bedouin. Perhaps, taught by someone from her own part of the world, she would have learned to see the wastelands of the arctic tundra, the icefloes of the northern seas, or endless flows of forest. But Habib presented her with the golden desert—and for this she thanked him from the bottom of her heart, for its pure beauty had a wealth of heat and color—stark as it was—that awakened her Swedish soul to life, as the brief hot summer awakened her country from its wintry melancholy once a year.


  She remembered so clearly the surprise of that first cathexis with Earth across the light-years, in company with Habib . . .


  Every Navy man had the right and duty to cathect with Earth through the ship’s telemedium. At the other end of the link would be a home-based telemedium ridden by one of BuPsych-Sec’s professional “Mermaids”: forging what the Reichian-Tantric adepts of BuPsych-Sec liked to refer to as “libidinal cathexis” with Someone Back Home, therefore with Mother Earth herself.


  The energies of the libido, bottled-up deliberately by sex depressive drugs until the time of trance, were unleashed upon the responsive nervous system of the medium in a copulation that was both physical and transmental. The energy that ejaculated thought impulses across the light-years, through a symbolic landscape of the medium’s own devising, had been called different things at different times in history. In the twentieth century Wilhelm Reich named it Or-gone Radiation. The Tantric sexual philosophers of Old India called it, more picturesquely, the Snake of Kundalini.


  Reich had built crude machines to harness and condense this sexual energy that he believed permeated space. The Tantrics used yogic asanas to twist the body into new, prolonged forms of intercourse; they used the Om chant to make the nervous system a hypersensitive sounding board; and hypnotized themselves with yantra diagrams to send this energy soaring out of the copulating body through the roof of the skull toward the stars—toward some subjective cosmic immensity, at least . . .”


  BuPsych-Sec had rationalized and blended Reichian therapy with the Tantric art of love and yantra meditation. In its crash course for sensitizing the potential telemediums, much of this learning was force-fed hypnotically in deep sleeps from which the medium woke, haunted by erotic cosmic ghosts, to days of pep talks on such topics as “The Spaceman’s Psychological Problems” and “The Need for Cultural Unity in an Age of Translight.” Yet there could be no live test runs of the contact techniques till a novice was on his or her way, light-months from Earth with a supervisor medium, able to draw on the repressed sexuality of the crew to reach out to another medium at BuPsych-Sec, Annapolis. And every single trance-trip had to figure economically in terms of vital Navy information transmitted. Each crew member riding a medium was subliminally primed with data that the mermaid at the other end received the imprint of, to be retrieved by the drug Deepsee. The Annapolis data banks were thus constantly updated; and the data copied to other banks hidden deep in the Rocky Mountains. Earth’s Navy was not a string of ships, but an integrated nervous system spread out over thousands of cubic light-years.


  Yet the doctrines of Reich and Tantra would have been nothing without the development of the trance drug 2-4-Psilo-C. It was an unforeseen spin-off from BuPsych-Sec’s routine work on psychedelic gases for military and civil policing.


  The two crew members who were going to ride Habib and Mara’s bodies for the first liberty of the voyage stood twiddling their thumbs with sheepish sleazy grins on their faces, their anticipation of pleasure somewhat muted by the supercilious, sophisticatedly brutal aura of Lew Boyd and his assistant.


  The previous BuPsych-Sec officer had been more of a therapist in the Masters and Johnson line, with less of the policeman about him. This man Boyd knew his Reich and Tantra inside out, but he carried the stamp of a trouble-shooter from the moment he joined the ship, along with that enigmatic bitch Liz Nielstrom. What kind of relationship had they had been involved in before? Their degree of mental complicity indicated more than a mere working relationship. Yet they didn’t seem to have been lovers in the ordinary sense. Rather, they appeared bound together by the cruel magic of their roles, this ugly woman and this smart cop, in a mutual indifference to sex itself except as an instrument of power. Sternly they reveled in the dialectic of the twin faces of authority, the repressive and permissive, gaining their private accord from the games they could play with this psychosexual coin. For them, the galaxy was a gaming table they could amuse themselves at, with the induced Tantric orgasms of others for chips. Professional croupiers of the cosmic naval brothel they were, dedicated to seeing that the Bureau always won, and hunting endlessly for cheats. (But who could possibly cheat? And how?)


  There were two couches with encephalographic commune helmets at one end; these helmets swivelled to accept a prone or supine posture . . .


  “You can get stripped, the four of you,” Liz Nielstrom told them, glancing at her watch. “Earth’s standing by.”


  One of the sailors shuffled about on his feet. “Excuse me, ma’am, but who’s riding the girl; do I get to ride her? I hear it’s her first time out,” he pleaded.


  “It must be your first time too,” Nielstrom responded sarcastically. “Since it makes not the least difference to you whether you’re riding male or female.”


  “It’s just the idea of it,” the sailor mumbled. “So as I’ll know afterwards—”


  “Think what you like then, sailor. Believe it’s her, not him, for all I care. But your request’s out of order, and denied.”


  It was true that it made no difference . . . Habib slipped off his haik and aba, and stretched out his slim knotty Bedouin body prone on the couch while Nielstrom was busy injecting the two naked sailors in their upper arms. They soon lolled upright in a stupor, awaiting the “Simple Simon Says” command.


  Turning to Mara, she gestured the naked girl to take up a supine position on the other couch, where Boyd maneuvered her head carefully into the commune helmet as he had already done for Habib. He pricked her arm with the injection of 2-4-Psilo-C. While Nielstrom carried out her ointmenting of Mara’s shaven sex, the light sensation of the other woman’s fingers was already slipping away. In the dark of the helmet Mara concentrated her attention on the meditation pattern of the shri yantra diagram. This was an interweaving of upward-pointing and downward-pointing triangles, unfolding from around a central nub. The downward-pointing triangles were female; the upward, male. The central dot was the stored energy, compact in a bud.


  Remotely, she heard Boyd give the command—his words slowed down and booming dully, like a tape played at the wrong speed.


  “Simple Simon says, make love to Habib, Mr. Monterola! Simple Simon says, make love to Mara, Mr. Nagorski!”


  (But it was Monterola who had wanted her.)


  Libidinal cathexis started. Time drew further out for her. Distantly, she felt her central bud opening slowly to the man Nagorski’s slow thrust. A clammy smell of sweat and the heavy pressure of a body on top of hers receded utterly from her awareness. The yantra opened up hugely, to reveal a vision of symbolic grace through that sexual eye embedded in its heart.


  The vision was a beautiful, wonderful thing; something that preliminary training at BuPsych-Sec and all the jokes on shipboard had never hinted at . . .


  There was a world of magic and beauty, after all. The dreams she’d dreamed as a girl were realities—but secret, hidden realities.


  As the drug increased its effect, and Nagorski thrust into her, her sensitivity spread outward: the starship dissolved, her body dissolved, and her mind became a shining mirror seeking for mental images of reflect out there. She was conscious of the nearby presence of Habib; the sense of him varied between shining light and robed, hooded figure whose robes were like sails, like wings. She began to pick up speed together with him, till they were skimming over dunes and dimes of empty golden desert, hunting for the oasis of Earth.


  “Beware of mirages,” his mind whispered to hers. “Beware of pools that seek to reflect yourself—pools of illusion that would lock you up in their waters. You have to seek the far-off mirror that bears the imprint of another mind within it, like the hallmark on a piece of silver. That’s the telecontact you must seek.”


  He was no dirty-fingered, runny-nosed urchin now, he was the desert hunter, the bird that flies to Mecca, the prophet in the wilderness.


  It wasn’t so far to Earth, that first cathexis: a half light-year or so. Oasis Earth was still nearby.


  The flow of her sensitivity streamed above the empty, thirsty dunes, clutching at Habib’s hem. Soon she was flowing into the crowded Oasis where so many streams mixed together, aiming at the tent where Habib beckoned her. Habib held the tent-flap aside for her and they skimmed inside.


  The telecontact was a clear pool within the tent; a mirror with the hazy image of the shri yantra floating in it. The two mirrors came together, becoming screens for other minds to use.


  The yantra image dissolved: it was no more than a call-sign. There was a time of calm and silence and clarity.


  The telemedium was the mirror itself, not the image in the mirror; was the white wall, on which puppet shadows briefly danced and postured and copulated; was the vase of wine for others to get drunk at—but the vase itself doesn’t get drunk; was the drum-skin—but not the sticky fingers tapping a rhythm out on to it to set the player’s nerves on fire . . .


  Mara found herself whispering words to Habib: one slave whispering to another. The words she whispered were poetry.


  There stood upon auction blocks


  In the market of Isfahan


  A thousand and one bodies


  A thousand and one souls . . .


  The souls were like women


  The bodies were like men . . .


  Habib, his clear mirror pressed tight to the mirror of his telecontact beside her in the tent, heard. He asked:


  “What are those words, Mara?”


  “He was a poet in my own country, Sweden,” she thought. “But he never lived in his own country, inside his mind. He lived in the East—in your East, Habib. He sang about the desert of the soul before it became real for a starcruising world.”


  “What was this man’s name?” A hint of sincere curiosity reverberated in the question.


  “Gunnar Ekelof. He lived in the twentieth century—but inside his mind he lived in another time. Thank you, Habib, for showing me this desert. I understand his poems now . . .”


  Then the mirrors were flying apart. Wind rushed out of the torn drum. They were both back in the desert outside the tent again, forced to fly home to their bodies. The sailors had climaxed. Their energy was vented. Their own commune helmets were switching the experience off. Time was up.


  Mara and Habib flew back across the desert of golden dunes to the lonely, isolated caravan of the Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar—a single camel plodding far out on the sand of stars . . .


  As Mara woke up on the couch, the two sailors were already exiting from the trance room, grinning sheepishly. Spurning her tenderness, Habib was his dirty urchin self again.


  Mara went back to her tiny cabin to weep her bewilderment.


  Mara was Swedish for “little witch.” But it was also Swedish for “nightmare”.


  One month out from Earth, there’d been a discussion in the lounge about the Black Hole and the nature of the creature trapped in it . . .


  “When we get there, we can fire particles into the ergosphere,” Kurt Spiegel explained to an impromptu audience. “This ergosphere is the region between the so-called ‘surface of infinite redshift’ and the ‘event horizon.’ ‘Infinite red-shift’ is the outer layer of the Hole, where queer things really start happening. But there is still a possibility of extracting news from there. A particle is fired into the ergosphere; if it breaks up in there, part falls down the Hole, but the other part may pick up energy from the spin of the Hole and emerge into normal space again, where we can measure it. But beyond ‘infinite redshift’ is the terrible ‘event horizon’ itself. Geometry collapses, becomes meaningless. Thus there is no longer any way out, since there is no way: no way up or down, no in or out, no physical framework. So that’s the end of matter, radiation, anything falling in there. I believe we may find out something from the ergosphere—but beyond that, nothing. Anything else is impossible.”


  “So you believe that Habib is lying about the thing in there?” Liz Nielstrom demanded.


  Habib sat silent, face half hidden by the haik, though Mara imagined she saw him smile faintly and mockingly.


  “Look at it this way, Miss Nielstrom,” Carlos Bolam intervened. He was a Chicano physicist who came from a desert region utterly unlike Habib’s desert of the mind—from a Californian desert of freeways, drive-ins, hotdog stands, and neon signs. “Thought must be a function of some matrix or matter or organized radiation. It’s got to be based on something organized. But by definition there’s no kind of organization possible within a Black Hole.”


  Spiegel nodded.


  “All organization is doomed, beyond the event horizon. The name means what it says. Events end there, and that’s that. All identity is wiped out, even so basic a difference as that between matter and antimatter. There is only mass and charge and spin—”


  “Isn’t that sufficient to sustain a mind?” asked Liz Nielstrom, innocently.


  Spiegel shook his head brusquely.


  “No, even granted a stripped-down kind of existence, this too only lasts a finite time till even this residue is sucked into an infinitely small point. You cannot have a mind organized on a point. That is like angels dancing on a pinhead. Nonsense!”


  “I don’t know about that,” hazarded the fat Ohashi. “Maybe relativistically speaking we can contact this mind for a hell of a long time span, though from its own point of view it is rapidly approaching extinction—”


  “But what happens to this collapsed matter when it reaches an infinitely small point, I ask you? I say it must spill out someplace else in the universe. Maybe to become a quasar. Maybe to form diffuse new atoms for continuous creation. This ‘being’ must pass through this hole. He cannot stick there—even if he does exist . . .”


  “And you don’t believe he does, Dr. Spiegel?”


  “I don’t think so, no.”


  “Well, Habib?” Lew Boyd demanded. “What do you have to say to that?”


  Habib shrugged.


  “We see the universe a different way. I have my symbols, he has his. Did BuPsych-Sec think I was lying? That wasn’t a casual chat we had about the matter!”


  “I suppose not,” grudged Boyd.


  “So.” And Habib retreated back into his robes again . . .”


  “If there is a being in there,” Ohashi pursued, “he must have some crazy ideas by now. I presume he fell in there by accident; didn’t evolve in there. He’ll have memories from sometime of a universe of length and breadth and height, but no evidence to back this up, no reliable sense impressions. It’ll seem like a mad hallucination, a drug trip. Yet he might just be able to tell us what it’s like in there subjectively—”


  “To get that information out of Black Hole,” snorted Spiegel, “is by definition impossible!”


  “Maybe when one of us rides Habib in there—”


  “Remember what happened to the sailor who was riding Habib last time? He died in there—and nobody knows why. I’m not riding Habib.” Carlos Bolam stared bitterly at the Arab, and Mara thought she caught the hint of another cruel smile on Habib’s lips.


  “The man wasn’t properly prepared for the encounter,” Lew Boyd stated ominously. “He thought he was going to meet a mermaid back on Earth, poor bastard. But we’ll be keeping a tight eye on the trance this time.”


  Despite Boyd’s grudging acceptance of Habib’s story on that occasion, neither he nor Nielstrom showed any sign of trusting the telemedium. It was soon plain to Mara that some trap was being laid for Habib, though if Habib was aware of it he showed no sign of caring.


  It puzzled Mara. If BuPsych-Sec were so unsure of Habib, why had they sent him out as ship’s telemedium yet again? To the same place where a sailor had lost his life!


  A couple of weeks after that discussion in the lounge, Boyd and Nielstrom were in there again interrogating the Arab, while Mara stood out in the nacelle, gazing at the redshifting stars receding from the ship and the violetshifting suns ahead of them: suns which she knew as a pure golden desert of dunes—and which she also knew, with a trace of pity, could never be seen as such by the majority of the human race. Perhaps people’s crudity and violence were brought on basically by anger at their own limitation of vision?


  “You went in there, Habib,” she heard.


  “In there, there is no ‘there,’ ” said Habib elusively.


  “We know all about this collapse-of-geometry business, but you still went somewhere.”


  “True. I went to no-where—”


  “If you went to nowhere, perhaps there was nothing there?”


  “True,” smirked Habib. “No-thing.”


  “How do you make contact with nothing, nowhere, Habib? That’s nonsense!”


  “He lives in the midst of non-sense, where even geometry has gone down the drain—”


  “He? If everything else is so damned uncertain, how can you be so sure of that thing’s sex?”


  “You have to use some pronoun . . .”


  “Why not ‘it’? It’s only an alien thing, in there. It isn’t human, Habib—”


  “Even a thing must be allowed some dignity,” muttered Habib.


  “Interesting point of view,” said Boyd.


  “I don’t see that it’ll have much ‘dignity’,” Nielstrom jibed. “When you isolate a human being in a sensory deprivation tank, he soon starts hallucinating. If you keep him in there long enough, he goes insane. What is the flavor of this thing’s insanity, Habib?”


  The Arab glanced down at the floor so that the haik hid his face.


  He laughed.


  “What flavor would you prefer? Vanilla? Chocolate? Raspberry?”


  “That’s not funny,” snapped Boyd.


  “Oh no, sir, I know how in earnest you are, I remember Annapolis.”


  “So answer! That being’s a psychotic, isn’t it? A fragmented mind—”


  “Psychosis,” said Habib stiffly, “is a judgment within a context. But he has escaped from context. Geometry itself has collapsed. Two and two don’t add up to four. The angles of a triangle may be anything from zero to infinity. It’s the Navy who are the psycho tics, from his point of view.”


  Habib abruptly raised his head and grinned; he stuck his thumb in his mouth and sucked it like a child sucking a lollipop.


  He pulled his thumb out with a plop. “Chocolate? Vanilla? Raspberry?” He smirked. “It’s all a question of escaping from context, isn’t it, Habib?” Boyd demanded, furiously accenting that single word “escaping” and outstaring the Arab, till Habib dropped his eyes furtively.


  The Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar changed orbits at 20:00 hours to a circuit as low as they dared fly about the equator of the ergosphere, from where other stars in the sky had their light warped freakishly into long blue worm-like streaks and spirals. But they were still safe enough, orbiting faster than the escape velocity from this zone, flying in a forced curve at great expense of power rather than allowing their orbit to be dictated to them by the local gravity.


  Boyd and Nielstrom were waiting for Mara and Habib in the trance room.


  “Change of plan,” Liz smiled sweetly.


  “New procedure,” Boyd explained. “Our little witch will inject with 2-4-P-C on her own. You, Habib, will ride with her in—”


  “What in the name of—!” Habib recovered himself. “But Mara isn’t ready. What a mad thing to do!” He paced up and down between the trance couches in a fury.


  “So near and yet so far, eh?” laughed Boyd, enigmatically.


  Habib argued; and the more he argued, the more pleased Liz and Lew seemed to be. They taunted him again about the sailor who’d lost his life inside the Hole.


  “He poured like water through a sieve, eh, Habib? I wonder if he could have been poured out, deliberately?”


  “That’s impossible,” gasped Mara.


  “But think, what if the rider wasn’t safe? Just imagine the implications for the Navy.”


  “A million-to-one accident,” mumbled Habib, distraught. “I know I lost a rider in there. But what about the BuPsych-Sec man who rode in there after him? He didn’t get hurt.”


  “He was able to switch off in time. He had the Tantric training to hold back from orgasm and withdraw when he saw there was nothing in the mirror at the end. So now you shall ride in there yourself as passenger and let us see what happens.”


  The Arab stared queerly at Mara.


  “Mekhtoub,” he muttered in Arabic, “it is fated. Poor little witch. May Allah be with you. May you not lose yourself, and me, in there.”


  “One more thing,” added Boyd. “We want to keep in better touch with the medium through the trip.” He indicated a slim grey machine, mounted on rubber rollers, backed up against the wall. Tendrils of wire sprouted from it, terminating in tiny suction pads.


  “An electromyograph,” he said, tapping the machine, “registers the minute voltage changes in the muscles associated with speech. There’s always some element of subvocalizing in a trance. It only takes time and money to write a computer programme to make some verbal sense of these electrical effects. So we’ve finally taken the time and spent the money. The electromyograph processes its data through the ship’s main computer, so we can hear real-time speech.”


  Lew Boyd patted Mara in a patronizingly amiable way.


  “Give us a running commentary, won’t you, little witch, while you’re navigating your way through . . . whatever it is?”


  Habib darted a look of horror at Mara—a horror she shared.


  “Voyeurs!” cried Habib. “You vile peepers. That’s the only privacy we have, our symbol landscape. That’s our only dignity.”


  “A pilot scheme,” smiled Boyd ingratiatingly, his hand lingering on Mara’s shoulder. “It’s our job after all . . . to know.”


  There was no golden desert visible now . . .


  One great dune was all she could see—curling over at the top like a frozen Hokusai wave. The Black Hole warped her mind’s view of the desert into this single, vast, static lip of sand . . .


  No wonder Habib hadn’t been able to find his way to Earth when this thing hung nearby, dominating the whole field of vision. Where stars were normally spread out as endless ripples of sand, the Black Hole was a whole warped desert in itself.


  She hovered by a pure mirror pool, beneath the overhang of that awful cliff, and realized she was already at the event horizon, seeing the symbol of it in her mind.


  The sand dune seemed to be falling in on her perpetually, like a breaker crashing, but in this frozen landscape of the mind—beyond events—nothing moved. Nothing could move when there was no “here,” no “there.”


  Somewhere inside that blank mirror was the mind she’d been sent to find.


  She had the barest sensation of Habib riding her, but couldn’t get through to him to ask advice. Telemedium and rider had so little contact. Till now this had been the main consolation in being a


  Navy mind-whore. That, and the beauty of the desert. Now, it was frightening. She was so utterly on her own.


  Another thing made her anxious. Was it she, or Habib, who was supposed to contact the mind in the mirror of the pool? Normally, it was the rider who spoke to rider. But this mirror had no rider in it. She remembered something Habib had warned her about . . . the mirror of illusion that reflects yourself, that can trap you in it . . .


  She knew so little and it seemed so strange and dangerous here.


  Shortly afterward, in that timeless stasis, love dawned for Mara . . .


  There was a consciousness—a presence in the mirror pool. A craving for Otherness. This being seemed so alone, and could love so deep.


  But how could he reach out a hand to her, when he knew nothing of length and breadth and depth? She came from beyond the event horizon—but how could anyone come from beyond that?


  “How can you be?” thought the mirror pool.


  He couldn’t show her his face. His body. He had none. But he could search in her mind for words and make her lips whisper them.


  Mara, tom away from her Swedish village of cool forest, clear lakes, goose honk, by Earth’s Naval draft board, hadn’t really awakened till now. The past three months had been such a false, horrid nightmare.


  Words formed as he found the poetry in her soul. Her words—or the Other’s. It didn’t matter.


  There was emotional identity. And what’s another word for that, but Love?


  He cried:


  “Outside, I should like to see


  Your Inside


  Outside, show me your Inside!


  Outside, are you brave enough?”


  And she replied:


  “Inside, are you brave?”


  He asked:


  “That I should go outside myself


  Who have only myself to be in


  Is that what you demand?”


  “Yes!” she cried to her lover.


  What did those sailors and scientists know of this? With all their brash talk of Surface Velocities equal to the Speed of Light. Of Singularities and Strangeness! What did they know of true Singularity, those trashy men! With their Kruskal Coordinates for Schwarzschild Spacetime, what did they really know! With their tin starship flying outside the Surface of Infinite Redshift, far beyond the Event Horizon—beyond this lonely pool where time had frozen—how could they establish a relationship, locked outside as they were forever?


  In the Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar, her body lay in a trance . . .


  “The boat goes round and round,” she sang,


  “In the circles of Day and Night


  But never do I lose my grip upon You.


  You


  Shall be my oar!”


  What did those wretched scientists want her to do? Interrogate this being about his state of mind and how he saw physical conditions inside a collapsed star?


  “Could I


  Describe Height,”


  she sang, to taunt the scientists and BuPsych-Sec officers, if they were spying on her voice successfully up there,


  “I would choose


  A star at the head


  A star at the feet


  And under the feet a mirror-image


  Concluding in a star.”


  They wanted to hear the secrets of a black Hole. Yet it wasn’t black at all, but a startling pearly white; shimmering, opalescent, surrounded by that yellow lip of sand like a curling shell. It was the color of mother of pearl, set in gold. They wanted to know about Length and Breadth and Height? She sang out:


  “Could I describe Breadth


  I would choose an embrace


  Because I have senses


  False and primitive


  And cannot grasp what really Exists


  There is no Star


  Where your head is


  There is no middle-point


  Where your feet stand


  But an inch of your loveliness


  I have known.”


  They wanted to know about distances and measurements? She shouted joyfully at the top of her voice:


  “An inch of your loveliness


  I have known!”


  Mara felt the brush of the being’s presence on her lips. And then his image grew clearer—as though he had at last understood how to communicate himself, in his own thought forms rather than in poetry filched from her own mind, He made a clearer and clearer statement of identity. Some of it totally evaded her, presenting itself in mathematical or abstract alien symbols she had no knowledge of—forged according to an alien logic from a region where the laws of logic, and even mathematics, had been radically different from the logics devised by humans to suit a universe of elements coherently bonded together into galaxies, stars and planets. But much came through. And when he failed, his symbols hunted for some other means of resonance within her. Concepts using the raw symbolism of her own thought processes for internalizing sensations—tactile, kinesthetic, erotic sensations—took the place of words then.


  In this blend of words and formalized sensations, he coded his message to her, presenting her with the Black Hole he inhabited as the essential mode of existence; the shadow cast by which constituted the “solid” universe of stars and planets.


  He reversed the Real and the Unreal for her, till she knew the joy of escape that Habib must have tasted three years earlier.


  “Do you not know that this is the Real, the other the Unreal? Let me tell you about the origin of things . . . Mara.” His mind reached below her name for the personal symbol cluster attached to it. “Dreamspinner . . . Shapechanger . . . Lady Riding on a Stick Through the Starlit Night . . .


  “The Energy Egg exploded before the start of ‘things.’ (By ‘things’ I mean stars, starships, bodies.) It was not the Birth of Things. For a very short time there was a true physical universe—” She sensed him searching her mind for measurements of time. “It lasted . . . ten to the minus forty ‘seconds,’ by and large, this universe. ! Soon—and when I conceive ‘soon,’ I conceive a time long before that universe was one ‘second’ old—all that would later be ‘matter’ had already become a near-infinity of tiny ‘black holes.’ Space and Matter march hand in hand. But how could so tiny a volume of newly created Space contain so much hatched energy? It could not grow fast enough. The only way Space could expand swiftly enough to contain the hatching was by expanding inwardly, creating a myriad holes.


  That was the one and only mode that so much could exist in—holes. Each hole could be no larger than ten to the minus twenty-three ‘centimeters’—”


  “Numbers so small! I can’t feel them. They mean nothing.”


  “And of these tiny holes is all ‘matter’ made. Atomic particles are only a tightly bonded state of these; and in binding, these holes release huge energies. It was those energies, and their release, that powered the expansion of this thing you call ‘universe’—not the hatching of the egg itself. Do you understand, Mara?” A touchless caress indicated the curve of the Hokusai wave, beyond which was a universe of stars, starships, bodies, and matter. “That is only a para-universe—a secondary cosmos you inhabit. You have crossed over into the no-place where Reality is. Another was here. How long ago? He would have joined me but the illusion of matter dragged him back—”


  “Habib . . .”


  He reached below the name for its symbols: the Bedouin, the pilgrim to Mecca, the escapee from shabby caravanserais . . .


  “Yes. It was him. But now you can join me. Will you join me, Mara?”


  “Are you . . . God? You say you were there at the creation of things!”


  “Is ‘God’ a creator of‘things’? I left before things began. I am not responsible for things.” She sensed anger and frustration. “Things are only shadows cast by knots in the eternal, vital void that the true universe collapsed into. This is what hatched from the egg of being, not that, out there.


  This is the true purpose of creation, not that. So join me, Mara, be free of illusion and be my bride—”


  Are you a devil then? she thought fearfully. She stared at the timeless pool, tasted his faceless kisses on her cheeks, his fingerless ruffling of her hair, in that place where the Hokusai wave hung like the ultimate battlement—not penning in the chaos of the Black Hole, but resisting the weak thrust of the silt of matter that had piled up against this mind’s domain over aeons of spurious reality; stars, starships, bodies . . .


  “But what are you?” she hesitated.


  “I am the Lover,” the answer came. “The Allembracing. There is no loneliness. But I invite you—”


  She remembered the Tantric myth of Shiva and Shakti, the sexual pair so deeply joined in eternal copulation that they did not know of their difference. Shiva and Shakti, united at first, had separated. Shakti had danced the dance of illusion to convince Shiva he was not One, but Many, creating from her womb the world of multiple objects existing in the illusory flow of time. He, then, the Void, played the role of Shakti, to the Shiva of the matter universe which she, and Habib, represented. The fact that in the myth Shakti was woman, and Shiva man, was irrelevant. “He” had been as ready to love Habib . . . as he was ready to love her. “He” was an arbitrary pronoun, at best.


  Yet she sensed a terrible danger if she yielded to him, if “solid” matter was to be wooed by the original nothingness at its heart. Perhaps in a few billion years a final copulation of the “Universe” with “Void” was destined to liberate the energy to restart the cycle . . . But so soon—already?


  But why should she care about danger to stars and ships and bodies? A surge of joy took hold of her. She could be the first creature of matter to live the Tantric myth right through to its end, and be truly loved, as no one else had, by this being who was not “being.”


  “You are the Lover; then love me—” she whispered.


  And the mind in the Black Hole gathered about. Her lips were brushed, her hair stroked, the palms of her hands traced sensuously.


  The Hokusai wave itself began to tremble; not to fall in on her—rather, to roll backward, away from the still pool, towering up kilometers into the void sky . . .


  Through a mist she sensed cries, orders—voices tissue-thin and torn like tatters in a storm. For the Black Hole was changing its configuration in space, gathering itself for an assault on Being and Matter; and as charged particles were sucked in toward it they sprayed the danger signal of increased outpourings of synchroton radiation and gravity pulses . . .


  As he reached out to embrace her, along the line of her thoughts, tracing the yantric geometry of her teletrance back to its origin in the orbiting starship, dune and pool dissolved, and she was snatched away . . .


  They had executed Emergency Return Procedure on her—a violent coitus interruptus of chemicals and sheer brute force.


  A syringe gleamed in Nielstrom’s hand. Habib lay weeping, naked, in a corner of the room, his penis a shrivelled button. He coughed, a thin smear of blood on his lips; hunched over his nakedness and bruises, gathering the energy to reach his aba and cover himself. It looked as though some urban vigilantes had caught him raping Mara and beaten him up. Mainly this was the action of the trance-cancel drug whose results showed so dramatically—a massive physiological aversion: cold turkey compressed into seconds. But perhaps, too, some gratuitous violence had been used in wrenching him away from Mara and depositing him there.


  Mara hurt so badly that the pain crumpled her into a foetal ball, around a belly raped by withdrawal and not by entry. Her nipples were bee stings mounted on top of cones of soft agony like tortured snails stripped of their shells and teased with burning matches (a flicker image from Lew Boyd’s childhood sucked in during the decaying moments of the trance).


  Lodwy Rinehart stood there in the room with Boyd and Nielstrom, his face blank stone.


  They played tapes of her poetry back at her. The voice was slurred and smeared, barely recognizable as Mara’s, but the words were identifiable enough. At least the poetry was.


  “May you rot in Hell, Boyd,” swore Habib through his tears. “May Allah use your guts for spinning yarn.”


  “There’s no alien being in there, is there, Habib?”


  “Of course there’s a—a being in there,” Mara gasped. “I met him. Touched him—”


  “Even fell in love with him,” smirked Nielstrom.


  Mara couldn’t understand what was happening, except that it must be one more cruel effort to humiliate her.


  Boyd’s lip curled in anger and contempt.


  “Did you think you’d fooled us, Habib? But nobody deserts the Navy, mister—but nobody! That’s what cathexis with home is all about.”


  He swung round on Mara.


  “And as for you, little witch—didn’t you suspect what Habib was up to? No, I guess you didn’t, or you’d have been more scared for your sanity.”


  His every word was a slap in her face, so recently brushed by love.


  “I don’t understand any of it,” she moaned. “Leave me alone—leave me to myself.”


  “Ah there it is! The root of the matter exposed. To be left to yourselves. That’s what you’d like, isn’t it? But how, eh? You can’t trance-trip without a rider. That’s where the energy comes from, to jump light-years, the rider’s sexual frustrations. You keep him rooted to Earth, he keeps you rooted to the ship. The psychological security of the ship and its whole communication net rely on this interplay—”


  Mara wept, at these hateful, bewildering people around her. She cried for the still pool beneath the dune . . .


  “Why don’t you tell her, Habib?” Boyd sneered. “You’re supposed to be her teacher.”


  “Tell her what? She knows what is down there.”


  “Does she? Shall I tell her what we know? There’s an event horizon—a one-way membrane into the Black Hole. But what if a mind could perform a balancing act on the very horizon itself, eh, Habib? If you could attach yourself to the standing wave there? No more Navy duty then, Habib—you’d be able to hole up in there and forget about us.” He smiled bitterly at his own unintended pun. _


  “What’s this about standing waves, Boyd?” the captain demanded. “Don’t make me play guessing games on my own ship.”


  “It’s something we’ve theorized about at BuPsych-Sec, sir. The universe hangs together because of causal relationships. But ever since Pauli, in the twentieth century, scientists have speculated about other, alternative relationships—noncausal ones. Clearly these telemediums function because of this noncausal aspect of things. But with the explosive development of star travel, we’ve been far too busy exploiting the phenomenon efficiently at BuPsych-Sec, and holding society together, to do really deep research. Damn it, we’re just fighting to hold the line. You’ve got to protect society against the disruptive effects of star travel! Well—whereabouts in the universe do you find a tangible physical boundary between the causal and the noncausal?”


  “The event horizon,” nodded Rinehart.


  “On one side is the world of cause and effect,” Boyd went on effervescently. “On the other side there isn’t any meaningful framework for cause and effect to operate in. Effectively, it’s a non-causal zone. We think the friction between the two models of reality generates a kind of standing wave of what I suppose you have to call ‘probabilities.’ Strange things can happen there. And Habib saw his chance of breaking the causal chains that fasten him to his body and his rider, and the starship, and escaping. But he had to be physically close to the place—and it had to be a two-stage process—”


  “Boyd’s wrong—there is a Being,” gasped Habib. “It’s not me.”


  “Mental mutiny?” growled Rinehart, paying no attention to the Arab’s protests. “That’s a new one for the book.”


  “A particularly ingenious crime, Captain. Habib sacrificed that sailor’s life force to build himself a matrix for his mind to fix on, in there. In doing so, you could say he had to split his personality. No wonder we found so little of all this in his mind, beyond the glaring desire to escape, back there in Annapolis. Habib had covered his tracks up skilfully, like the furtive Bedouin he is. Part of his mind stayed there at the event horizon, ready to receive the rest of him, the major portion of his consciousness. But the BuPsych-Sec officer who rode him that second time had the sense and the training to break the trance. He pulled out, took Habib home. BuPsych-Sec decided we’d give him sufficient rope to hang himself. He didn’t realize the rope would be round his ankle restraining him at the critical time! It was no use his being the rider, you see—he couldn’t make a transference that way. We’ll be most interested to learn his tricks when we strip him down again, and the little Swedish witch has her mind peeled to yield up her memory imprint of that bit of fractured mind she fell in love with. We’ll have the full picture then.”


  Habib’s eyes met Mara’s urgently, begging her to believe him, not Boyd. Her own mind swam with doubts. Had that only been a simulacrum of Habib she had met in there, and all the symbols telling her of how the universe was nothing, only lies—part of a cheap trick?


  No—he couldn’t have contrived it; couldn’t have invented a whole alien presence, a viewpoint that reversed the universe! It had to be real! Boyd was still talking.


  “The most important thing of all to know is how Habib did this thing. I don’t just mean from the security angle. Once we know how the noncausal force operates in conjunction with the universe of cause and effect, given a stretch of luck we can discover how to build a noncausal stardrive. I feel it in my bones. Imagine instantaneous travel, Captain—the power, the expansion, the control! Imagine the whole galaxy in our back yard—and all the other galaxies!”


  Lodwy Rinehart could imagine. Still, one thing puzzled him.


  “Why did the Hole act up, just then? It’s stabilized now. But it expanded by two or three percent in a matter of minutes. If I remember my physics, that should require the swallowing of something of the order of a whole sun—”


  “We’ll know all about it when we analyze the data, but if you want my snap judgment on that, just remember we were tampering with noncausal forces there, at their physical interface with the causal universe. You can take it as an indicator of the kind of power we’ll be able to tap . . .” They played more tapes, but the poetry degenerated into a verbal mishmash—a semantic white noise that sounded like the very entropy of language itself, except where occasional words and phrases came through, treacherously, twisted out of context.


  What Boyd was saying about Habib’s “Plot” had to be the maddest fantasy. Perhaps he could be right about harnessing the energy of the void. But he didn’t understand the danger. She had known what the danger was, as the alien mind dilated to receive her. They might build themselves a machine that would wreck matter and reality itself, instead of a stardrive. But for all she cared, they could wreck the whole galaxy of stars. Her sex ached so fiercely, and her soul . . .


  “Incidentally, Boyd,” the captain inquired casually, “what would have happened if you’d sent Habib in there as medium, with his little witch riding him? Do you suppose he’d have sacrificed her to escape?”


  “It’s not true, Mara,” cried Habib. “They are mad, not us. They can’t stand the knowledge that all is based on illusion in the universe!” However, he began to giggle stupidly, because the effort of subterfuge—or the effort of explanation—was too much for him (since she knew anyway). It was one of the two, but which?


  Boyd glanced at her ironically, as Nielstrom slipped a sedative needle into Habib’s arm.


  “I imagine he was pretty desperate, sir.”


  “No!” moaned Mara. “It isn’t true. You don’t know anything.”


  It wasn’t you in there, Habib. It was Him. Though I could share with you. He was big enough, my Lover.


  They’re celebrating in the lounge. Fat Ohashi. The Prussian. The Chicano. Boyd and Nielstrom. Rinehart has spliced the mainbrace in true old Navy style, as we race away from the Black Hole and away from . . . love.


  The autopsy on my love will be starting soon; the unpeeling of my mind; the final rape.


  What shall I do, Habib? Kill myself?


  For I’ve known an inch of loveliness. And an inch is all I’ll ever be allowed to know of loveliness.


  Little witch.


  Big nightmare.


  THE FACE IN THE PHOTO


  Jack Finney


  On one of the upper floors of the new Hall of Justice I found the room number I was looking for, and opened the door. A nice-looking girl inside glanced up from her typewriter, switched on a smile, and said, “Professor Weygand?” It was a question in form only—one glance at me, and she knew—and I smiled and nodded, wishing I’d worn my have-fun-in-San-Francisco clothes instead of my professor s outfit. She said, “Inspector Ihren’s on the phone; would you wait, please?” and I nodded and sat down, smiling benignly the way a professor should.


  My trouble is that, although I have the thin, intent, professorial face, I’m a little young for my job, which is assistant professor of physics at a large university. Fortunately I’ve had some premature gray in my hair ever since I was nineteen, and on campus I generally wear those miserable permanently baggy tweeds that professors are supposed to wear, though a lot of them cheat and don’t. These suits, together with round, metal-rimmed, professor-style glasses which I don t really need, and a careful selection of burlap neckties in diseased plaids of bright orange, baboon blue, and gang green (de rigueur for gap-pocketed professor suits) complete the image. That’s a highly popular word meaning that if you ever want to become a full professor you’ve got to quit looking like an undergraduate.


  I glanced around the little anteroom: yellow plaster walls; a big calendar; filing cabinets; a desk, typewriter, and girl. I watched her the way I inspect some of my more advanced girl students—from under the brows and with a fatherly smile in case she looked up and caught me. What I really wanted to do, though, was pull out Inspector Ihren’s letter and read it again for any clue I might have missed about why he wanted to see me. But I’m a little afraid of the police—I get a feeling of guilt just asking a cop a street direction—and I thought rereading the letter just now would betray my nervousness to Miss Candyhips here who would somehow secretly signal the inspector. I knew exactly what it said, anyway. It was a formally polite three-line request, addressed to my office on the campus, to come here and see Inspector Martin O. Ihren, if I would, at my convenience, if I didn’t mind, please, sir. I sat wondering what he’d have done if, equally politely, I’d refused, when a buzzer buzzed, the smile turned on again, and the girl said, “Go right in, Professor.” I got up, swallowing nervously, opened the door beside me, and walked into the Inspector’s office.


  Behind his desk he stood up slowly and reluctantly as though he weren’t at all sure but what he’d be throwing me into a cell soon. He put out a hand suspiciously and without a smile saying, “Nice of you to come.” I answered, sat down before his desk, and I thought I knew what would have happened if I’d refused this man’s invitation. He’d simply have arrived in my classroom, clapped on the handcuffs, and dragged me here. I don’t mean that his face was forbidding or in any way remarkable; it looked ordinary enough. So did his brown hair and so did his plain gray suit. He was a young-middle-aged man somewhat taller and heavier than I was, and his eyes looked absolutely uninterested in anything in the universe but his work. I had the certain conviction that, except for crime news, he read nothing, not even newspaper headlines; that he was intelligent, shrewd, perceptive, and humorless; and that he probably knew no one but other policemen and didn’t think much of most of them. He was an undistinguished formidable man, and I knew my smile looked nervous.


  He got right to the point; he was more used to arresting people than dealing with them socially. He said, “There’s some people we can’t find, and I thought maybe you could help us.” I looked politely puzzled but he ignored it. “One of them worked in Haring’s Restaurant; you know the place; been there for years. He was a waiter and he disappeared at the end of a three-day weekend with their entire receipts—nearly five thousand bucks. Left a note saying he liked Haring’s and enjoyed working there but they’d been underpaying him for ten years and now he figured they were even. Guy with an oddball sense of humor, they tell me.” Ihren leaned back in his swivel chair, and frowned at me. “We can’t find that man. He’s been gone over a year now, and not a trace of him.”


  I thought he expected me to say something, and did my best. “Maybe he moved to some other city, and changed his name.”


  Ihren looked startled, as though I’d said something even more stupid than he expected. “That wouldn’t help!” he said irritatedly.


  I was tired of feeling intimidated. Bravely I said, “Why not?”


  “People don’t steal in order to hole up forever; they steal money to spend it. His money’s gone now, he feels forgotten, and he’s got a job again somewhere—as a waiter.” I looked skeptical, I suppose, because Ihren said, “Certainly as a waiter; he won’t change jobs. That’s all he knows, all he can do. Remember John Carradine, the movie actor? Used to see him a lot. Had a face a foot long, all chin and long jaw; very distinctive.” I nodded, and Ihren turned in his swivel chair to a filing cabinet. He opened a folder, brought out a glossy sheet of paper, and handed it to me. It was a police Wanted poster, and while the photograph on it did not really resemble the movie actor it had the same remarkable long-jawed memorability. Ihren said, “He could move and he could change his name, but he could never change that face. Wherever he is he should have been found months ago; that poster went everywhere.”


  I shrugged, and Ihren swung to the file again. He brought out, and handed me, a large old-fashioned sepia photograph mounted on heavy gray cardboard. It was a group photo of a kind you seldom see any more—all the employees of a small business lined up on the sidewalk before it. There were a dozen mustached men in this and a woman in a long dress smiling and squinting in the sun as they stood before a small building which I recognized. It was Haring’s Restaurant looking not too different than it does now. Ihren said, “I spotted this on the wall of the restaurant office; I don’t suppose anyone has really looked at it in years. The big guy in the middle is the original owner who started the restaurant in 1885 when this was taken; no one knows who anyone else in the picture was but take a good look at the other faces.”


  I did, and saw what he meant; a face in the old picture almost identical with the one in the Wanted poster. It had the same astonishing length, the broad chin seeming nearly as wide as the cheekbones, and I looked up at Ihren. “Who is it? His father? His grandfather?”


  Almost reluctantly he said, “Maybe. It could be, of course. But he sure looks like the guy we’re hunting for, doesn’t he? And look how he’s grinning! Almost as though he’d deliberately gotten a job in Haring’s Restaurant again, and were back in 1885 laughing at me!”


  I said, “Inspector, you’re being extremely interesting, not to say downright entertaining. You’ve got my full attention, believe me, and I am in no hurry to go anywhere else. But I don’t quite see . . .”


  “Well, you’re a professor, aren’t you? And professors are smart, aren’t they? I’m looking for help anywhere I can get it. We’ve got half a dozen unsolved cases like that—people that absolutely should have been found, and found easy! William Spangler Greeson is another one; you ever heard of him?”


  “Sure. Who hasn’t in San Francisco?”


  “That’s right, big society name. But did you know he didn’t have a dime of his own?”


  I shrugged. “How should I know? I’d have assumed he was rich.”


  “His wife is; I suppose that’s why he married her, though they tell me she chased him. She’s older than he is, quite a lot. Disagreeable woman; I’ve talked to her. He’s a young, handsome, likable guy, they say, but lazy; so he married her.”


  “I’ve seen him mentioned in Herb Caen’s column. Had something to do with the theater, didn’t he?”


  “Stage-struck all his life; tried to be an actor and couldn’t make it. When they got married she gave him the money to back a play in New York, which kept him happy for a while; used to fly East a lot for rehearsals and out-of-town tryouts. Then he started getting friendly with some of the younger stage people, the good-looking female ones. His wife punished him like a kid. Hustled him back here, and not a dime for the theater from then on. Money for anything else but he couldn’t even buy a ticket to a play any more; he’d been a bad boy. So he disappeared with a hundred and seventy thousand bucks of hers, and not a sign of him since, which just isn’t natural. Because he can’t—you understand, he can’t—keep away from the theater. He should have shown up in New York long since—with a fake name, dyed hair, a mustache, some such nonsense. We should have had him months ago but we haven’t; he’s gone, too.” Ihren stood up. “I hope you meant it when you said you weren’t in a hurry, because . . .”


  “Well, as a matter of fact . . .”


  “. . . because I made an appointment for both of us. On Powell Street near the Embarcadero. Come on.” He walked out from behind his desk, picking up a large Manila envelope lying on one corner of it. There was a New York Police Department return address on the envelope, I saw, and it was addressed to him. He walked to the door without looking back as though he knew I’d follow. Down in front of the building he said, “We can take a cab; with you along I can turn in a chit for it. When I went by myself I rode the cable car.”


  “On a day like this anyone who takes a cab when he can ride the cable car is crazy enough to join the police force.”


  Ihren said, “Okay, tourist,” and we walked all the way up to Market and Powell in silence. A cable car had just been swung around on its turntable, and we got an outside seat, no one near us; presently the car began crawling and clanging leisurely up Powell. You can sit outdoors on the cable cars, you know, and it was nice out, plenty of sun and blue sky, a typical late summer San Francisco day. But Ihren might as well have been on the New York subway. “So where is William Spangler Greeson?” he said as soon as he’d paid our fares. “Well, on a hunch I wrote the New York police, and they had a man put in a few hours for me at the city historical museum.” Ihren opened his Manila envelope, pulled out several folded sheets of grayish paper, and handed the top one to me. I opened it; it was a photostatic copy of an old-style playbill, narrow and long. “Ever hear of that play?” Ihren said, reading over my shoulder. The sheet was headed: TONIGHT & ALL WEEK! SEVEN GALA NIGHTS! Below that, in big type: MABLE’S GREENHORN UNCLE!


  “Sure, who hasn’t?” I said. “Shakespeare, isn’t it?” We were passing Union Square and the St. Francis Hotel.


  “Save the jokes for your students, and read the cast of characters.”


  I read it, a long list of names; there were nearly as many people in old-time plays as in the audiences. At the bottom of the list it said Members of the Street Crowd, followed by a dozen or more names in the middle of which appeared William Spangler Greeson.


  Ihren said, “That play was given in 1906. Here’s another from the winter of 1901.” He handed me a second photostat, pointing to another listing at the bottom of the cast. Onlookers at the Big Race, this one said, and it was followed by a half-inch of names in small type, the third of which was William Spangler Greeson. “I’ve got copies of two more playbills,” Ihren said, “one from 1902, the other from 1904, each with his name in the cast.”


  The car swung off Powell, and we hopped off, and continued walking north on Powell. Handing back the photostat, I said, “It’s his grandfather. Probably Greeson inherited his interest in the stage from him.”


  “You’re finding a lot of grandfathers today, aren’t you, Professor?” Ihren was replacing the stats in their envelopes.


  “And what are you finding, Inspector?”


  “I’ll show you in a minute,” he said, and we walked on in silence. We could see the Bay up ahead now, beyond the end of Powell Street, and it looked beautiful in the sun, but Inspector Ihren didn’t look at it. We were beside a low concrete building, and he gestured at it with his chin; a sign beside the door read, studio sixteen: commercial tv. We walked in, passed through a small office in which no one was present and into an enormous concrete-floored room in which a carpenter was building a set—the front wall of a little cottage. On through that room—the Inspector had obviously been here before—then he pulled open a pair of double doors, and we walked into a tiny movie theater. There was a blank screen up front, a dozen seats, and a projection booth. From the booth a man’s voice called, “Inspector?”


  “Yeah. You ready?”


  “Soon as I thread up.”


  “Okay.” Ihren motioned me to a seat, and sat down beside me. Conversationally he said, “There used to be a minor character around town name of Tom Veeley, a sports fan, a nut. Went to every fight, every Giant and Forty-Niners game, every auto race, roller derby, and jai-alai exhibition that came to town—and complained about them all. We knew him because every once in a while he’d leave his wife. She hated sports, she’d nag him, he’d leave, and we’d have to pick him up on her complaint for desertion and nonsupport; he never got far away. Even when we’d nab him all he’d talk about was how sports were dead, the public didn’t care any more and neither did the players, and he wished he’d been around in the really great days of sports. Know what I mean?”


  I nodded, the tiny theater went dark, and a beam of sharp white light flashed out over our heads. Then a movie appeared on the screen before us. It was black and white, square in shape, the motion somewhat more rapid and jerky than we’re used to, and it was silent. There wasn’t even any music, and it was eerie to watch the movement hearing no sound but the whir of the projector. The picture was a view of Yankee Stadium taken from far back of third base showing the stands, a man at bat, the pitcher winding up. Then it switched to a closeup—Babe Ruth at the plate, bat on shoulder, wire backstop in the background, fans behind it. He swung hard, hit the ball, and—chin rising as he followed its flight—he trotted forward. Grinning, his fists pumping rhythmically, he jogged around the bases. Type matter flashed onto the screen: The Babe does it again! it began, and went on to say that this was his fifty-first home run of the 1927 season, and that it looked as though Ruth would set a new record.


  The screen went blank except for some meaningless scribbled numbers and perforations flying past, and Ihren said, “A Hollywood picture studio arranged this for me, no charge. Sometimes they film cops-and-crooks television up here, so they like to cooperate with us.”


  Jack Dempsey suddenly appeared on the screen, sitting on a stool in a ring corner, men working over him. It was a poor picture; the ring was outdoors and there was too much sun. But it was Dempsey, all right, maybe twenty-four years old, unshaven and scowling. Around the edge of the ring, the camera panning over them now between rounds, sat men in flat-topped straw hats and stiff collars; some had handkerchiefs tucked into their collars and others were mopping their faces. Then, in the strange silence, Dempsey sprang up and moved out into the ring, crouching very low, and began sparring with an enormous slow-moving opponent; Jess Willard, I imagined. Abruptly the picture ended, the screen illuminated with only a flickering white light. Ihren said, “I looked through nearly six hours of stuff like this; everything from Red Grange to Gertrude Ederle. I pulled out three shots; here’s the last one.”


  On the screen the scratched flickering film showed a golfer sighting for a putt; spectators stood three and four deep around the edge of the green. The golfer smiled engagingly and began waggling his putter; he wore knickers well down below his knees and his hair was parted in the middle and combed straight back. It was Bobby Jones, one of the world’s great golfers, at the height of his career back in the 1920s. He tapped the ball, it rolled, dropped into the cup, and Jones hurried after it as the crowd broke onto the green to follow him—all except one man. Grinning, one man walked straight toward the camera, then stopped, doffed his cloth cap in a kind of salute, and bowed from the waist. The camera swung past him to follow Jones who was stooping to retrieve his ball. Then Jones moved on, the man who had bowed to us hurrying after him with the crowd, across the screen and out of sight forever. Abruptly the picture ended, and the ceiling lights came on.


  Ihren turned to face me. “That was Veeley,” he said, “and it’s no use trying to convince me it was his grandfather, so don’t try. He wasn’t even born when Bobby Jones was winning golf championships, but just the same that was absolutely and indisputably Tom Veeley, the sports fan who’s been missing from San Francisco for six months now.” He sat waiting, but I didn’t reply; what could I say to that? Ihren went on, “He’s also sitting just back of home plate behind the screen when Ruth hit the home run, though his face is in shadow. And I think he’s one of the men mopping his face at ringside during the Dempsey fight, though I’m not absolutely certain.”


  The projection-booth door opened, the projectionist came out, saying, “That all today, Inspector?” and Ihren said yeah. The projectionist glanced at me, said, “Hi, Professor,” and left.


  Ihren nodded. “Yeah, he knows you, Professor. He remembers you. Last week when he ran off this stuff for me, we came to the Bobby Jones film. He remarked that he’d run that on off for someone else only a few days before. I asked who it was, and he said a professor from the university named Weygand. Professor, we must be the only two people in the world interested in that one little strip of film. So I checked on you; you were an assistant professor of physics, brilliant and with a fine reputation, but that didn’t help me. You had no criminal record, not with us, anyway, but that didn’t tell me anything either; most people have no criminal record, and at least half of them ought to. Then I checked with the newspapers, and the Chronicle had a clipping about you filed in their morgue. Come on”—Ihren stood up—“let’s get out of here.” Outside, he turned toward the Bay, and we walked to the end of the street, then out onto a wooden pier. A big tanker, her red-painted bottom high out of the water, was sailing past, but Ihren didn’t glance at her. He sat down on a piling, motioning me to another beside him, and pulled a newspaper clipping from his breast pocket. “According to this, you gave a talk before the American-Canadian Society of Physicists in June, 1961, at the Fairmont Hotel.”


  “Is that a crime?”


  “Maybe; I didn’t hear it. You spoke on ‘Some Physical Aspects of Time,’ the clipping says. But I don’t claim I understood the rest.”


  “It was a pretty technical talk.”


  “I got the idea, though, that you thought it might actually be possible to send a man back to an earlier time.”


  I smiled. “Lots of people have thought so, including Einstein. It’s a widely held theory. But that’s all, Inspector; just a theory.”


  “Then let’s talk about something that’s more than a theory. For over a year San Francisco has been a very good market for old-style currency; I just found that out. Every coin and stamp dealer in town has had new customers, odd ones who didn’t give their names and who didn’t care what condition the old money was in. The more worn, dirty and creased—and therefore cheaper—the better they liked it, in fact. One of these customers, about a year ago, was a man with a remarkably long thin face. He bought bills and a few coins; any kind at all suited him just as long as they were no later than 1885. Another customer was a young, good-looking, agreeable guy who wanted bills no later than the early 1900s. And so on. Do you know why I brought you out on this dock?”


  “No.”


  He gestured at the long stretch of empty pier behind us. “Because there’s no one within a block of us; no witnesses. So tell me, Professor—I can’t use what you say, uncorroborated, as evidence—how the hell did you do it? I think you’d like to tell someone; it might as well be me.”


  Astonishingly, he was right; I did want to tell someone, very much. Quickly, before I could change my mind, I said, “I use a little black box with knobs on it, brass knobs.” I stopped, stared for a few seconds at a white Coast Guard cutter sliding into view from behind Angel Island, then shrugged and turned back to Ihren. “But you aren’t a physicist; how can I explain? All I can tell you is that it really is possible to send a man into an earlier time. Far easier, in fact, than any of the theorists had supposed. I adjust the knobs, the dials, focusing the black box on the subject like a camera, as it were. Then”—I shrugged again—“well, I switch on a very faint specialized kind of precisely directed electric current or beam. And while my current is on—how shall I put it? He is afloat, in a manner of speaking; he is actually free of time, which moves on ahead without him. I’ve calculated that he is adrift, the past catching up with him at a rate of twenty-three years and eleven weeks for each second my current is on. Using a stopwatch, I can send a man back to whatever time he wishes with a plus or minus accuracy of three weeks. I know it works because—well, Tom Veeley is only one example. They all try to do something to show me they arrived safely, and Veeley said he’d do his best to get into the newsreel shot when Jones won the Open Golf Championship. I checked the newsreel last week to make sure he had.”


  The inspector nodded. “All right; now, why did you do it? They’re criminals, you know; and you helped them escape.”


  I said, “No, I didn’t know they were criminals, Inspector. And they didn’t tell me. They just seemed like nice people with more troubles than they could handle. And I did it because I needed what a doctor needs when he discovers a new serum—volunteers to try it! And I got them; you’re not the only one who ever read that news report.”


  “Where’d you do it?”


  “Out on the beach not far from the Cliff House. Late at night when no one was around.”


  “Why out there?”


  “There’s some danger a man might appear in a time and place already occupied by something else, a stone wall or building, his molecules occupying the same space. He’d be all mixed in with the other molecules, which would be unpleasant and confining. But there’ve never been any buildings on the beach. Of course the beach might have been a little higher at one time than another, so I took no chances. I had each of them stand on the lifeguard tower, appropriately dressed for whatever time he planned to enter, and with the right kind of money for the period in his pocket. I’d focus carefully around him so as to exclude the tower, turn on the current for the proper time, and he’d drop onto the beach of fifty, sixty, seventy, or eighty years ago.”


  For a while the inspector sat nodding, staring absently at the rough planks of the pier. Then he looked up at me again, vigorously rubbing his palms together. “All right, Professor, and now you’re going to bring them all back!” I began shaking my head, and he smiled grimly and said, “Oh, yes, you are, or I’ll wreck your career! I can do it, you know. I’ll bring out everything I’ve told you, and I’ll show the connections. Each of the missing people visited you more than once. Undoubtedly some of them were seen. You may even have been seen on the beach. Time I’m through, you’ll never teach again.” I was still shaking my head, and he said dangerously, “You mean you won’t?”


  “I mean I can’t, you idiot! How the hell can I reach them? They’re back in 1885, 1906, 1927, or whatever; it’s absolutely impossible to bring them back. They’ve escaped you, Inspector—forever.”


  He actually turned white. “No!” he cried. “No; they’re criminals and they’ve got to be punished, got to be!”


  I was astounded. “Why? None of them’s done any great harm. And as far as we’re concerned, they don’t exist. Forget them.”


  He actually bared his teeth. “Never,” he whispered, then he roared, “I never forget a wanted man!”


  “Okay, Javert.”


  “Who?”


  “A fictional policeman in a book called Les Miserables. He spent half his life hunting down a man no one else wanted any more.”


  “Good man; like to have him in the department.”


  “He’s not generally regarded too highly.”


  “He is by me!” Inspector Ihren began slowly pounding his fist into his palm, muttering, “They’ve got to be punished, they’ve got to be punished,” then he looked up at me. “Get out of here,” he yelled, “fast!” and I was glad to, and did. A block away I looked back, and he was still sitting there on the dock slowly pounding his fist in his palm.


  I thought I’d seen the last of him then but I hadn’t; I saw Inspector Ihren one more time. Late one evening about ten days later he phoned my apartment and asked me—ordered me—to come right over with my little black box, and I did even though I’d been getting ready for bed; he simply wasn’t a man you disobeyed lightly. When I walked up to the big dark Hall of Justice he was standing in the doorway, and without a word he nodded at a car at the curb. We got in, and drove in silence out to a quiet little residential district.


  The streets were empty, the houses dark; it was close to midnight. We parked just within range of a corner street light, and Ihren said, “I’ve been doing some thinking since I saw you last, and some research.” He pointed to a mailbox beside the street lamp on the corner a dozen feet ahead. “That’s one of the three mailboxes in the city of San Francisco that has been in the same location for almost ninety years. Not that identical box, of course, but always that location. And now we’re going to mail some letters.” From his coat pocket, Inspector Ihren brought out a little sheaf of envelopes, addressed in pen and ink, and stamped for mailing. He showed me the top one, shoving the others into his pocket. “You see who this is for?”


  “The chief of police.”


  “That’s right; the San Francisco chief of police—in 1885! That’s his name, address, and the kind of stamp they used then. I’m going to walk to the mailbox on the corner, and hold this in the slot. You’ll focus your little black box on the envelope, turn on the current as I let it go, and it will drop into the mailbox that stood here in 1885!”


  I shook my head admiringly; it was ingenious. “And what does the letter say?”


  He grinned evilly. “I’ll tell you what it says! Every spare moment I’ve had since I last saw you, I’ve been reading old newspapers at the library. In December, 1884, there was a robbery, several thousand dollars missing; there isn’t a word in the paper for months afterward that it was ever solved.” He held up the envelope. “Well, this letter suggests to the chief of police that they investigate a man they’ll find working in Haring’s Restaurant, a man with an unusually long thin face. And that if they search his room, they’ll probably find several thousand dollars he can’t account for. And that he will absolutely not have an alibi for the robbery in 1884!” The Inspector smiled, if you could call it a smile. “That’s all they’ll need to send him to San Quentin, and mark the case closed; they didn’t pamper criminals in those days!”


  My jaw was hanging open. “But he isn’t guilty! Not of that crime!”


  “He’s guilty of another just about like it! And he’s got to be punished; I will not let him escape, not even to 1885!”


  “And the other letters?”


  “You can guess. There’s one for each of the men you helped get away, addressed to the police of the proper time and place. And you’re going to help me mail them all, one by one. If you don’t I’ll ruin you, and that’s a promise, Professor.” He opened his door, stepped out, and walked to the corner without even glancing back.


  I suppose there are those who will say I should have refused to use my little black box no matter what the consequences to me. Well, maybe I should have, but I didn’t. The inspector meant what he said and I knew it, and I wasn’t going to have the only career I ever had or wanted be ruined. I did the best I could; I begged and pleaded. I got out of the car with my box; the inspector stood waiting at the mailbox. “Please don’t make me do this,” I said. “Please! There’s no need! You haven’t told anyone else about this, have you?”


  “Of course not; I’d be laughed off the force.”


  “Then forget it! Why hound these poor people? They haven’t done so much; they haven’t really hurt anyone. Be humane! Forgiving! Your ideas are at complete odds with modern conceptions of criminal rehabilitation!”


  I stopped for breath, and he said, “You through, Professor? I hope so, because nothing will ever change my mind. Now, go ahead and use that damn box!” Hopelessly I shrugged, and began adjusting the dials.


  I am sure that the most baffling case the San Francisco Bureau of Missing Persons ever had will never be solved. Only two people—Inspector Ihren and I—know the answer, and we’re not going to tell. For a short time there was a clue someone might have stumbled onto, but I found it. It was in the rare photographs section of the public library; they’ve got hundreds of old San Francisco pictures, and I went through them all and found this one. Then I stole it; one more crime added to the list I was guilty of hardly mattered.


  Every once in a while I get it out, and look at it; it shows a row of uniformed men lined up in formation before a San Francisco police station. In a way it reminds me of an old movie comedy because each of them wears a tall helmet of felt with a broad turn-down brim, and long uniform coats to the knees. Nearly every one of them wears a drooping mustache, and each holds a long nightstick poised at the shoulder as though ready to bring it down on Chester Conklin’s head. Keystone Kops they look like at first glance, but study those faces closely and you change your mind about that. Look especially close at the face of the man at the very end of the row, wearing sergeant’s stripes. It looks positively and permanently ferocious, glaring out (or so it always seems) directly at me. It is the implacable face of Martin O. Ihren of the San Francisco police force, back where he really belongs, back where I sent him with my little black box, in the year 1893.


  THE EINSTEIN GUN


  Pierre Gévart


  Right now, pen in hand, I’m well aware that what I’m about to do is probably of no use whatsoever. Yet it seems to me that I ought to write this memoir, even if nobody ever reads it; even if I myself, at some point, lose the ability to remember the events I’m describing! Even if all of this has never actually been.


  My name is Otto-Abram Siesienthal. I was born in Gloggnitz about 100 kilometers south of Vienna, where my father was a watchmaker. However, this noble profession didn’t appeal to me. I preferred to study history at university in the capital. Thanks to the old Emperor Franz-Joseph, I won a scholarship and obtained my diploma in 1913. A year later, I had the great good fortune to follow my supervisor Albrecht Finnmayer as head of Modern History in Linz, before returning to the University of Vienna three years later.


  What changed my life radically—and the lives of millions of others—was the ill-omened 6 February 1934.


  As the century wore on, increasingly dominated by uncertainty caused by the financial crisis which began seven years earlier, that very same 6 February saw the French aviator Georges Guynemer become the first person to complete a transatlantic crossing by airship. Everybody had thought that Von Richtoffen would win the race. In Berlin they were getting ready to celebrate; they’d hung up paper lanterns and decked the streets with bunting. A fervent supporter of the Germans, poor Albert was almost sick at the news of the Frenchman’s victory. An exceptional fellow, Albert, very wide-ranging in his interests!


  Of course nowadays there’s only one reason to remember that date. The election to the Diet had taken place three weeks earlier. That very day, the Emperor named a new Chancellor, who was supposed to figure out—at last!—a way out of the political crisis. Franz-Ferdinand was definitely less gifted and diligent than his predecessor Franz-Joseph. He also had some scary notions. His support for the Czechs during the second decade had slid bit by bit into wholesale antipathy towards the Slavs, which quickly shook hands with the new Chancellor’s gut-instinct anti-Semitism. For long enough the Emperor had been lending an all too willing ear to all those extremists who unhesitatingly blamed the Slavs or the Jews for being at the root of the crisis. As though the crisis wasn’t incurably global, tied up with the excesses of free trade politics; or at least in my opinion.


  This Adolph Hitler didn’t tick the box for me at all. For years he’d hung around the disreputable world of would-be artists in our capital before he found his vocation as an orator. He created an opposition group and, during his time in jail after a failed attempted murder, he even wrote a book called My Protest. You’d think a book with a title like that would go nowhere, but you’d be wrong. Hitler’s star was forever on the rise thanks to his masterly use of the timeworn cliché of the scapegoat. Well, a double-headed goat in this case: Slavic and Jewish. So long as Hitler only had a few deputies in the Diet, that didn’t matter too much. But after the Great Crash in ‘26, “Black Friday” on the Budapest Stock Exchange, and the explosion of unemployment that followed, his constituency swelled with every election.


  The date, 6 February 1934 remains a sad day in all our memories: after Hitler had allied with the Liberals and the Conservatives, who were under pressure from the Emperor, he was appointed Chancellor.


  Surprisingly, Albert didn’t seem to pay much heed to this. You’d think his attention was all taken up by his own research—and by Guynemer. That was so Albert: one day passionately defending a righteous cause and the next day getting ail wrapped up in the products of his mighty brain.


  That was also the very day when Albert decided to reveal the results of an experiment to a close circle of Viennese intellectuals from various backgrounds. I was among the guests as much due to my friendship with Albert as my status in the Faculty of History.


  As soon as the maid shut the door behind me, Albert welcomed me with words which I recall precisely: “Otto, I do believe we’re well on our way to a third of those things!” I didn’t need to ask what he meant. I knew he was implying a third Nobel Prize!


  “Watch this clock”, he carried on without troubling to introduce me to the other guests already present, most of whom I knew in any case, such as Freud, the doctor who strove to analyse the human mind; and from abroad there was an Italian scientist I’d met the previous year at a conference in Trieste—he’d constructed in the science labs of the university some kind of atomic pile, as he called it. Fermo? Fermi? Many other eminences were present, as well as various artists and journalists. However, Albert seemed to have forgotten their very existence, and insisted I focus my attention on a pendulum clock standing on a lab bench next to something covered by a piece of old cloth. The clock seemed nothing out of the ordinary—unless somehow it worked by atomic energy, which might explain the presence of the Italian, he of the atomic pile! By now there was a similar experimental pile in Vienna, on which the Italian may have been advising. If I recall aright, Fermi’s pile—that was his name for sure—required something the size of a swimming pool and all we had here was a little clock. But I bided my time. I knew that Albert liked a joke, yet this didn’t seem on the cards at such a moment.


  “Yesterday this clock and its exact duplicate were set in exactly the same way in the presence of Herr Zacharius, Watchmaker to His Majesty the Emperor, and of Dr Dummliebe, who kindly agreed to seal the two clocks.” While Albert was explaining to us what was presumably the prelude to some scientific experiment, the two men in question rose to take a bow. Zacharius acknowledged me with a friendly smile, since he’d been my father’s apprentice. Somehow I felt unsettled. This seemed like a magic act in some variety show. Albert placed his hand on the cloth. “And here is the second clock!” he declared in a tone which I thought frivolous, and whisked away the cloth to reveal that second sealed clock, which looked identical . . . except that the time it showed was three minutes faster.


  Albert made us take special note of this fact. Whereupon Freud responded that, so far as he was concerned, he had better things to waste his time on. Still, he pulled out a notebook and scribbled a few lines. An officer whom I didn’t know declared his amazement that clocks made by Herr Zacharius could fall out of line in such a brief period. The Imperial Watchmaker angrily retorted that his clocks never ever . . . The officer retorted that nevertheless . . . Somebody got up and departed without a word of goodbye. Albert rapped the side of the bench with a piece of metal to call for silence.


  “Herr Zacharius’ clocks are in perfect synchrony. The second one simply benefitted by spending three minutes in the future. What you have here in front of you is proof that it’s possible to travel in time, provided that the necessary energy is available.”


  This was greeted at first by a leaden silence. Then came an outburst of protest. I myself rebuked Albert with having confused 6 February with 1 April and departed, slamming the door; and I don’t believe I was the only one. It has to be said we were all of us preoccupied by Hitler’s rise to power, and with all that that might imply.


  Time flew faster than we cared for. Franz-Ferdinand rushed into force the Laws of July, and Albert left for Paris. He was heeding President Pergaud’s call (only the French could elect a writer to be their Head of State) and was appointed to the chair of the recently deceased Madame Curie. I had no chance to see him again before his departure.


  As for me, I tried my best to hold on despite the July Laws. Since I was Jewish, I must yield my chair of modern history to a Hungarian. From now on, only non-Jewish Austrians, Magyars and Czechs had the right to teach at the university. Nevertheless I tried to get as much joy as I could from my new job as history teacher in high school.


  After the Laws of July, came the decrees of May 1936. While the socialist revolution triumphed in France, with the French granting equality to the inhabitants of their far-flung colonies, and making Dakar the second capital of their nation, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was making its subjects increasingly unequal. Like many others, I had to bow to a total ban on Jews teaching anywhere, and be satisfied with a post as a clerk in the city archives. Many of my old colleagues preferred exile, but I was too fond of Emma and her parents to go to such an extreme. In 1939, we even lost the right to be public officials and I needed to live from hand to mouth while putting up with harassment from groups of self-styled “Young Aryans”.


  It was at this point that the Network contacted me.


  I’d been aware of the existence of a mutual aid association for the victims of persecution, but I’d preferred to keep my distance. For one thing, such an association might be used as an excuse to validate some of the accusations that the powers-that-be made against us. Nevertheless, I agreed to join, if only in the hope that they might be able to help me leave the country if things turned really nasty.


  About then, I received a letter from Albert, asking me to join him in Paris. The departure of many professors for the new universities set up in Africa or Indochina had resulted in vacancies, which meant interesting teaching opportunities for me in France. Albert also asked me to fetch him some papers he’d left at the university, which would be languishing in a cupboard.


  This brought home to me how much things had changed for us Jewish people. I’d never really thought of myself as Jewish until I lost my right to teach. What’s more, I was encumbered with an internal passport bearing a huge, reddish stamp which I had to show at almost every street corner; not to mention being obliged to wear a yellow star since 1938. In fact I couldn’t even enter certain premises, as I found when I went to the university for Albert’s papers. I think it was only that day when I became fully conscious, after a long time in the doldrums, of the extent of my humiliation and decided that I had to do something to stop this government from destroying us all. How well I recall the gate I’d gone through so many times in the past, and the policeman, belonging to the Party, disdainfully handing my passport back, barring my way, and advising me to make myself scarce before a gang of Young Aryans spotted me. It was true enough that former Jewish professors and civil servants were often beaten up or jeered at in the streets before the indifferent gaze of passers-by. And of course when the imperial police turned up, they merely dispersed the aggressors but never arrested any of them.


  That very evening I decided to visit Rolf and Gertrud Oppenheim. They’d been good colleagues, almost friends, though I hadn’t seen them since my expulsion. They admired Albert and certainly wouldn’t refuse to help him.


  They were still at the same place, a smart apartment in Franz-Josef Strasse. Outside their door my worn-out clothes, so often mended, and my old shoes made me ashamed. Of a sudden I imagined myself to be giving off the same tramp-like odour of misery and filth as had disgusted me in the past.


  I rang the bell. A servant girl whom I didn’t know opened the door. From within came the chatter of voices and then familiar music: one of those wonderful Schubert lieder. Evidently they were holding a reception, so I’d arrived at a bad moment. The servant girl took my card disgustedly, wrinkling her nose. “I’d be surprised if my master . . .”


  But her master did come. Rolf had changed. He seemed older and fatter than since I quit the university. I too had altered for sure in the twenty years since that wonderful 1916 when both of us had journeyed across half of Europe from one railway to another!


  Rolf seemed distinctly unthrilled to see me. He forced a meagre smile and darted an anxious glance along the hallway before letting me in. He didn’t take me to the music room but to a closet where he would deal with tradesmen. Briefly I explained the help I needed; his features creased even as I spoke. Peals of laughter resounded; I thought I heard Gertrud’s voice.


  Rolf sighed. “No, Otto, I can’t. Truly I can’t.” Just at that moment I noticed his Party badge, half-hidden by the handkerchief in his breast pocket.


  “I understand,” I said disappointedly. “How’s Gertrud?”


  “She’s fine, thanks, and very busy with our guests.”


  Without asking after my own family or offering any other courtesy, he gripped me by the elbow and steered me to the door, which he shut smartly behind me.


  I felt like vomiting.


  I could have given up and told Albert that his papers had gone missing; but, I’m not sure why, it seemed vital to persevere. I tried to get help from two other colleagues, one of whom refused, wringing his hands and looking scared sick, while the other threw me out on the street before I even got a chance to explain the aim of my visit.


  So I turned to the Network—whose first reaction was lukewarm. Albert’s reputation was wobbly, and as for me, I’d only just joined them. They did appreciate that Albert hadn’t lent support to the new regime, and wouldn’t have dreamed of doing so, but at the same time they were scathing about him being so bound up in his research rather than taking an active stand against the political developments which the Emperor was condoning.


  I first mentioned the matter of Albert’s papers at a meeting following Hitler’s speech in Salzburg, where he made his intentions crystal clear: to rid the Austro-Hungarian Empire of all resident Jews and restrict the Slavs to menial occupations. “It goes without saying,” he’d thundered, “that Aryans aren’t savages,” and he’d specified that he personally would oversee the emigration of the Jews with full respect for rights and justice and especially “with no violence”. As if exile from one’s homeland wasn’t the worst sort of violence.


  Isaac Levinsky, the co-ordinator for our sector, adopted a defensive stance and my request was rejected. But as I was heading away from the meeting, I heard the quick patter of footsteps behind me. A young woman, whom I’d noticed earlier, though barely so, was trying to catch up. I stopped to wait for her.


  “What are those papers you want to recover for Mr Einstein? You seem to think they’re very important for our cause.” She was short of breath and hadn’t even bothered to introduce herself. Once I pointed this out, she said, “Pardon me. I’m Countess Ester Egerhazy.”


  “Are you Jewish?”


  “Does one have to be Jewish to fight injustice?”


  I couldn’t help but smile at this reply, which seemed a bit theatrical. She smiled too. What a superb woman this Ester was: in her thirties, with skin like milk, big almond eyes underlined with a touch of make-up, hair black as jet tied back in a bun on the nape of her neck, revealing single-pearl earrings dimpling her lobes.


  “I can help you.”


  “I beg your pardon?” For a moment I’d forgotten all about my quest, but her offer yanked me back firmly to reality. What a sad contrast between this elegant, perfumed young aristocrat and the filthy vagabond I’d become.


  “I can help you,” she said again. “I attended your final course.”


  “At high school, you mean?”


  “No, at the university. I’m older than I look. I can always get into places. If you’ll tell me exactly what you’re looking for, I can get it and give it to you.”


  I felt hesitant. The imperial secret police were well known for their efficiency. There was a high chance that Ester was one of their agents, now on a mission to gull me into revealing what sort of papers Albert was so keen to get back. What the hell. I’d have given anything for the chance of another tête-à-tête with Ester. So I described precisely what the papers were and where they ought to be.


  A week went by. Anxiety and impatience gnawed at me. Emma willingly believed this was only due to the mission with which Albert had entrusted me.


  On the appointed day, Ester was there. Discreetly she slipped me a package neatly wrapped in brown paper, and we strolled along together.


  “Are you going to meet Mr Einstein?” she asked innocently, and I failed to answer yes because I remembered of a sudden that my trip ought to be kept secret.


  “No, no,” I mumbled, “I’ll just have this sent to him.”


  “Maybe I might dare suggest. . .?”


  “Suggest what?”


  “No, never mind. I was merely thinking that my husband has just been appointed Second Secretary at the Imperial Embassy in Paris. I could take charge of. . .”


  “Thanks so much, but that’s too much trouble to go to.”


  I’d hated her mentioning her husband. But equally, it came to me that I’d have a chance to see her again in France. I’d heard that President Pergaud loved to hold big receptions with a mixed guest list of intellectuals, diplomats, artists and politicians . . . I took Ester’s hand and was about to kiss her fingers, but she stopped me and instead she hugged me and kissed me swiftly on both cheeks.


  She blushed in embarrassment. “I really loved your style of teaching. . .”


  Then she turned on her heel and vanished away into the night.


  Two months later, I reached Paris at last, for mine had been a tough journey. If I’d left Austria officially, no one would have hindered me; I’d even have been given an emigration allowance so long as I gave up forever the right to return. I wasn’t prepared to do so.


  Some nights, while I was shivering in the mountains, I imagined high in the sky the huge airships which could make the journey in a couple of days, airships such as Ester and her husband must have taken. Sometimes I heard trains rumbling through the night.


  That was just a nasty memory by now. I was safe, enjoying the comfort of the sofa in the lounge of the posh apartment on the Avenue du Maine where Albert lived with his family. While the maid served me a glass of port, Albert hastened to check the contents of the package which I’d had with me all that while.


  “What’s in there has something to do with the clock experiment, right? One of the clocks sent into the future . . .”


  “Ah, you haven’t forgotten. . . So many things have happened in the meantime . . .”


  Of course I knew what was in those papers. I wasn’t so daft as to transport that package halfway across Europe without the least idea what this was all about. I must admit that, apart from some pages referring to the experiment carried out on 6 February 1934, I couldn’t understand much—except that this surely wasn’t a hoax, and that Albert was one of the most brilliant minds in human history, so therefore there was a chance that travel through time was possible. I waited until the maid had left the room before asking what I was dying to know:


  “Albert? Time travel? Do you believe it can happen?”


  “Of course, since I sent this clock into the future, even if like everyone else that day you thought I was cinglé.”


  Albert had said the word for crazy in French. He seemed to have mastered the language marvelously. Now that he’d obtained French citizenship and been admitted to the Academy of Sciences, I wondered if one day he’d be a member of the Légion d’honneur. But that wasn’t my main concern.


  “And the past, Albert, do you think it’s possible to travel back into the past too . . . and return?”


  “In theory, that’s no great problem. But in practical terms. . .”


  My heart skipped a beat.


  “What’s the practical problem?”


  “Well actually, what you’re describing would take more energy because you’d need to send a second machine to accompany whatever you sent into the past, in order to allow retrieval. A second machine, with enough stored energy to power it. So frankly I don’t think time tourism is on the cards any time soon.”


  I felt shattered. During those long nights spent under the stars or in some risky refuge, I’d gone over my notion again and again, considering every angle. But it would only work if travel into the past was doable. Now Albert had flat out squashed the idea. I decided to level with him.


  He listened to me attentively, as was his way, and needless to say brilliance sparkled in his eyes, but I couldn’t say that the basic idea enthused him. That his discovery could be used to shed blood didn’t please him one bit. And yet he had to agree that what I was suggesting might be the best solution. But the problem of the energy source remained. In Vienna he’d used the energy produced by the prototype pile, and that only sent a clock weighing a few hundred grams three minutes into the future. As for what I envisaged . . .


  Of a sudden he exclaimed, “We shan’t be able to transport a person any time soon, Otto—but, short-term, there’s an option you’re neglecting! You don’t need to go there yourself. All we need to do is open a window—quite a small one will do—and exchange the two objects, B for A. As for returning object A, I believe we could handle this with, well, let’s call it an auto-glider.”


  “Meaning—?”


  “Meaning it moves with its load and its own power unit, like an automobile.”


  “Can such a thing be made quickly?”


  “Alas, it’ll take several months since I’ll have to go about this discreetly. You do understand that from now on we’ll need to observe the utmost discretion?”


  The following months dragged. I kept in touch with Albert through Ester when she returned to Vienna with her husband—I too had gone back there as clandestinely as I’d left. Emma had thrown me out and the situation was getting worse by the day. Pogroms were reported in the regions of Salzburg, Timifloara, Lake Balaton and Carinthia. In Turkey, the progressive government of Mustapha Kemal’s successors, which had massacred the Armenians and forced the survivors into exile, were rattling sabres, seeing a chance to grab territory from the Empire in disarray.


  The situation was growing tense everywhere. Csar Michael had appointed old social democrat leader Kerensky as Prime Minister; so a united front was on the go from Saint Petersburg to Madrid, including Berlin where a revolutionary government had kicked out the old Kaiser and proclaimed a republic—which promptly went on to establish a long-term alliance with France in exchange for partial return of the areas confiscated in 1871 along with the breaking off of diplomatic and commercial relations with Franz-Ferdinand. Prince Otto, whom I liked not merely because we shared the same name, had publicly broken with his father and quit the country. All of this intensified my determination.


  Through the Network, with the help of the Slav Resistance Front, I was able to get photos and detailed notes about the room in Sarajevo which Albert would need to carry out the plan; fortunately it seemed the room was just as it had been.


  Things were getting urgent. It was already April 1943, and Franz-Ferdinand had surprised everyone by declaring his support for the Pact of Ceuta, and in this very same month the two other signatories to the pact, Franco and Gamelin, rebelled against their respective governments.


  This didn’t suit the business we had in hand, not one little bit. Albert let me know, via Ester, that he’d been registered as a suspect person and suspended from teaching because he hadn’t spoken out clearly enough against the rebellions. Of course this delayed his work on our project.


  I must confess I felt so discouraged that I thought of throwing in the towel even though I was well aware that our plan was the only thing that could stop our twentieth century from becoming known to history as the era of a world war, which I could see fast approaching.


  With the shock of the Japanese landing in California in July, and the occupation of Provence by Gamelin a month later, matters became even more pressing. If we did nothing, the world was rushing towards doom. We absolutely had to succeed and there was no time to waste.


  Another problem was that Fermi was supporting Mussolini’s national fascist government in Italy. But Albert let me know, always by way of Ester, that he hoped he still had enough contact with the scientific community to be sure of access to the necessary energy when the moment came. Nevertheless, he had to decamp, this time to Germany, which meant more delay.


  Thus far, war was raging in Spain and in the French colonial empire as well as in the USA; the Americans were hard put to block the Japanese advance at the Rocky Mountains. Meanwhile, my own life was getting harder. We were totally at the mercy of Hitler’s gangs of thugs, abusing and assaulting us freely. I’d started attending the synagogue and became friends with the rabbi, Eliazar Ben Rahhem, with whom I studied the Torah twice a week. The rest of the time I spent struggling to survive, mostly by giving lessons to the kids of our community, who weren’t allowed into the state schools any more.


  Ester’s husband was now ambassador in Rio de Janeiro, at the cost of leaving his wife behind—there was some Jewish blood in her ancestry. She let me know that she was now under surveillance; contact between us was increasingly difficult.


  By the start of 1945 I was seriously thinking of giving up and going to join our people’s settlements in Palestine. Then the Emperor suddenly banned all emigration and decided to gather all the Jews into special camps. Happily for me, the Network helped me get out of Austria so that I could finally meet Albert and hand over the object which Ester had managed to get to me the day before her arrest. Namely, the very gun which the Crime Department of the Ministry of the Interior had kept stored in the capital. In Berlin a gunmaker friend, to whom I couldn’t of course spill the beans, quickly worked out why the pistol had jammed and supplied me with an identical, but functioning, twin.


  In September Albert and I both took up residence in Munich where we could now work together. At last Comrade Albert (as one needed to call oneself under Rosa Luxemburg’s regime) and I had almost reached our goal. Munich was the right place to be because of its close proximity to the German Energy Commissariat, which now had a Fermi-style pile in operation. Albert managed to get me a post as a secretary in the Physics department of the university, and in any spare time I worked on the necessary geographical co-ordinates while he was busy perfecting the autoglider. A wit once said that history is geography in practice, yet I had to be so exact with the maps and large-scale street plans.


  Even though I can’t go into too much detail, I think that I can safely say that with the help of the Network I managed to have a beacon sent to Sarajevo to be installed inside the wall just above the table, in the drawer of which the man had confessed during his pre-trial interrogation to having kept his pistol. Whereupon Albert installed the geographic co-ordinates, then proceeded to adjust the device “bite by bite”, as he put it, to the date that concerned us.


  I received news of Ester from a woman writer who’d been interned with her before being expelled, because of some quibblings about her national origin. This woman, Milena Jesenska, made no secret of how much worse conditions were in those special camps than anyone imagined. There’d been typhus epidemics. My poor Ester! I couldn’t help thinking that I was partly to blame for what had happened to her. We absolutely had to succeed!


  I can hardly believe it: the moment has come! Today, we did it. We met up at the nuclear lab at Dachau. The countryside was glorious in the May sunshine. In the morning I’d thought about Emma. Her birthday was on the 8 May .. . May the Lord (bless His name!) help me forget what she did to me. But in a few minutes that won’t matter and even the sheets of paper I’m writing on probably won’t have existed. Our task will be accomplished: Franz-Ferdinand will never have been the Emperor of Austria, never will he have called Hitler to power, and the twentieth century will be known to history as the century which brought happiness and prosperity to humanity.


  I’m content. The involvement of a historian was essential to settle on the crucial moment as being the failed assassination attempt in Sarajevo, on the 28 June 1914. How often have we thought during the past years: “If only Prinzip’s pistol hadn’t jammed . . .”


  Well, in ten minutes, that’ll be it. Gavril Prinzip will be known as the one who assassinated Franz-Ferdinand, the world will be at peace and I, here in Dachau, will enjoy the happy tranquillity of a nice spring day, not even knowing what I’ve escaped.


  FROM OUT OF THE SUN, ENDLESSLY SINGING


  Simon R. Green


  This is the story.


  It is an old, old story, and most of the true details are lost to us. But this is how the story has always been told, down the many years. Of our greatest loss and our greatest triumph; of three who were sent down into Hell for ever, that the rest of Humanity might know safety, and revenge. This is the story of the Weeping Woman, the Man With the Golden Voice, and the Rogue Mind. If the story upsets you, pretend it never happened. It was a very long time ago, after all.


  This goes back to the days of the Great Up and Out, when we left our mother world to go out into the stars; to explore the Galaxy and take her fertile planets for our own. All those silver ships, dancing through the dark, blazing bright in the jungle of the night. We met no opposition we couldn’t handle, colonized every suitable world we came to and terraformed the rest, remaking them in our image. It was a glorious time, by all accounts, building our glittering cities and proud civilizations, in defiance of all that endless empty Space. We should have known better. We should have sent ahead, to say we were coming. Because it turned out we were trespassing, and not at all welcome.


  They came to us from out of the Deep, from out of the darkest part of Deep Space, from far beyond the realms we knew, or could ever hope to comprehend. Without warning they came, aliens as big as starships, bigger than anything we had ever built, and far more powerful. Endless numbers of them, a hoard, a swarm, deadly things of horrid shape and terrible intent, blocking out the stars where they passed. They were each of them huge and awful, unknown and unknowable, utterly alien things moving inexorably through open Space on great shimmering wings. They came from where nothing comes from, and they thrived in conditions where nothing should live. Their shapes made no sense to human eyes, to human aesthetics. They were nightmares given shape and form, our darkest fears made flesh. We called them the Medusae, because wherever they looked, things died.


  They destroyed the first colonized planets they came to, without hesitation, without warning. They paused in orbit just long enough to look down on the civilizations we had built there, and just their terrible gaze was enough to kill everything that lived. We still have recorded images from that time, of the dead worlds. Cities full of corpses, towns where nothing moved. Wildlife lying unmoving, rotting in the open, and fish of all kinds bobbing unseeing on the surfaces of the oceans. The Medusae moved on, from planet to planet, system to system, leaving only dead worlds in their wake.


  We sent the Fleet out to meet them, hundreds and hundreds of our marvellous and mighty Dreadnaughts, armed to the teeth with disrupters and force shields, planet-buster bombs and reality invertors. The Fleet closed with the Medusae, singing our songs of glory, ravening energies flashing across open Space, and all of it was for nothing. We could not touch the Medusae. They passed over the Fleet like a storm in the night, and left behind them mile-long starships cracked open from stem to stern, with streams of dead bodies issuing out of broken hulls, scattering slowly across the dark. Occasionally some would tumble down through the atmosphere of a dead world, like so many shooting stars with no one to see them.


  The Medusae moved on through the colonized systems, wiping clean every world we’d colonized or changed, as though just our presence on their planets had contaminated those beyond saving. One by one, the planetary comm systems fell silent, voices crying out for help that never came, fading into static ghosts. Some colonists got away, fleeing ahead of the Medusae on desperate, overcrowded ships; most didn’t. There is no number big enough that the human mind can accept to sum up our losses. All the men, women and children lost in those long months of silent slaughter. All the proudly named cities, all the wonders and marvels we built out of nothing; gone, all gone. And finally, when they’d run out of planets to cleanse, and people to kill, the Medusae came looking for us. All that great swarm, hideous beyond bearing, complex beyond our comprehension, beyond reason or reasoning with . . . they followed the fleeing ships back to us, back to the home of Mankind.


  Back to Old Earth.


  We sent up every ship we had, everything that would fly, loaded with every weapon we had, and we met the Medusae at the very edge of our solar system. And there, we stopped them. The aliens looked upon our worlds, but came no closer. And for a while we rejoiced, because we thought we had won a great victory. We should have known better. The Medusae had stopped because they didn’t need to come any closer. Hanging there in open Space, silent and huge and monstrous, out beyond the great gas-giant planets, they looked on Old Earth, and reached out with their incomprehensible energies to touch our world. They poisoned our planet. Changed her essential nature, so that our world would no longer support human life. They turned our home against Humanity. A fitting punishment, from the Medusae; they terraformed us.


  And that . . . that was when we got really angry, and contemplated revenge.


  The Lords and Ladies of Old Earth came together in Convocation, for the first time in centuries. They met at Siege Perilous, that wonderful ancient monument to past glories, shaped like a massive hourglass, towering high and high over the bustling starport of New Damascus. Immortal and powerful, relentless and implacable, the Lords and Ladies represented Concepts, not Countries. They spoke for all the various aspects of Humanity, and their word was Law. Made immortal, so that they could take the long view. Denied peace or rest, because they were needed. Cursed with conscience and damned with duty, because that’s how we always reward the best of us.


  Only the Lords and Ladies knew the secret truth of our poisoned estate; that we would have to leave Old Earth and find a new home somewhere else. The continuance of Humanity itself was at threat, but only the Lords and Ladies knew. Because only they could be trusted to know everything. The Lords and Ladies of Old Earth were given dominion to do anything and everything necessary to serve and preserve Humanity. In an acknowledged Emergency, the Lords and Ladies were authorized and enjoined to call upon any human being, anyone anywhere, for any necessary purpose. Humanity gave them this power, and trusted them to use it well and wisely. Because only they could take the truly long view; and because everyone else was just too busy.


  There were checks and balances in place, of course. And truly terrible punishments.


  They came to Convocation in the last hours of evening, their personal ships drifting down like so many falling leaves, settling easily onto the crystal landing pads set out on top of Siege Perilous. And then they made their way down to the single reserved meeting hall, a bare and sparse chamber, isolated from the world. They had no use for seats of state, for the trappings of power or the comforts of privilege. Exactly one hundred Lords and Ladies stood in a great circle, looking openly upon each other, in their traditional peacock robes of vivid colours. Their faces were naked and unmasked, so that everyone could see and be seen. Outside, combat androids programmed with the deposited memories of rabid wolves patrolled the perimeter, ready and eager to kill any living thing they encountered.


  There were other, less noticeable protections in place, of course.


  The Lord Ravensguard spoke for War, so he spoke first. Tall and grave he was, with cool, thoughtful eyes. He spoke of the horrors the Medusae had committed, of what they had done and might do yet. And then he spoke of possible responses and tactics.


  “There are always the Forbidden Weapons,” he said calmly. “Those ancient and detestable devices locked away for centuries, because they were deemed too terrible for Man to use upon Man. I speak of the Time Hammer, and the Despicable Childe. The Nightmare Engines and the Hour From Beyond.”


  “Could we use such things, and still call ourselves human?” said the Lord Zodiac, representing Culture. “You cannot defeat evil with evil methods. You cannot stop monsters by becoming monsters.”


  “The enemy we face has no understanding of such concepts,” the Lord Ravensguard said firmly. “They do not seek to destroy us because they are Good or Evil. They do not think like us. They see us only as . . . an infestation.”


  “Have we exhausted all means of communicating with them?” said the Lady Benefice, who spoke for Communications.


  “We have tried everything, from all the many forms of technology, to the most extreme reaches of psi,” said the Lord Ravensguard. “They do not hear us. Or, more likely, they choose not to.”


  “Weapons are not the answer,” said the Lady Subtle, who represented Security. Small she was, compact, determined. “We have tried weapons, and they have failed us. We must sink lower than that. We shall fight the Medusae with guile and betrayal, and they will not see it coming. Because they would never stoop so low.”


  “You have a plan?” said the Lord Ravensguard.


  And everyone smiled, politely. Because the Lady Subtle always had a plan. She spoke to them at length, of a trap, and a punishment, and Humanity’s final revenge. The Convocation then deliberated. They did not have the luxury of being shocked, or offended; their duty demanded. Only was this awful plan practical? There was much discussion, which ended when the Lord DeMeter, who spoke for the soul of Humanity, raised the only question that mattered.


  “Do we have the right,” he asked, “to make such a sacrifice, and place such a stain upon the collective conscience of Humanity?”


  “We can do this; we must do this,” said the Lady Shard, who represented Duty. Vivacious, she was, full of life, and deadly in her focused malice. “We will do this because we have no other choice. Humanity will be saved, and avenged, and that is all that matters.”


  And so the decision was made, and the order given. The Lord Ravensguard and the Ladies Subtle and Shard went out from Convocation to cross the world and acquire the three necessary elements for Humanity’s last blow at the Medusae.


  The Lord Ravensguard went to the Grand Old Opera House, set among the gleaming spires and shimmering towers of the city Sydney, in Australia. Samuel DeClare was singing there that night. There was no greater singer among all Humanity at that time. They called him the Man With the Golden Voice. When he sang, everyone listened. He could break your heart and mend it, all in a single song. Make you cry and make you cheer; weigh you down and lift you up; and make you love every moment of it. His audiences adored him, and beat their hands bloody in applause at the end of every concert. And this night was his greatest appearance, before his biggest audience. Afterwards, everyone there said it was his finest moment. They were wrong, but they couldn’t know that. The Lord Ravensguard stood at the very back of the massive concert hall, and listened, and was moved like everyone else. Perhaps more so, because he alone knew what Samuel DeClare’s final performance would entail.


  He went backstage to meet with DeClare after the concert was over. The greatest singer of all time sat slumped, unseeing, before his dressing-room mirror, surrounded by flowers and gifts, and messages of congratulation from everyone who mattered. He was big and broad-shouldered, and classically handsome, like some god of ancient times come down to walk among his worshippers. He sat slumped in his chair, tired, depressed, lost. He could barely find the energy to bow his head respectfully to the Lord Ravensguard.


  “What is wrong?” said the Lord. “Your audience loved you. Listen; they’re still cheering, still applauding. You sang magnificently.”


  “Yes,” said DeClare. “But how can I ever follow that? There will be other songs, other performances, but nothing to match tonight. It hits hard, to reach the peak of your career and know there’s nowhere left to go, but down.”


  “Ah,” said the Lord Ravensguard. “But what if I were to offer you the chance for an even greater performance? One last song, of magnificent scope and consequence, before an audience greater than any singer has ever known?”


  DeClare raised his heavy head, and looked at the Lord Ravensguard. “How long would this performance last?”


  “Just the one song,” said the Lord Ravensguard. Because he was allowed, and even encouraged, to lie when necessary.


  The Lady Subtle went to meet the infamous Weeping Woman in that most ancient of prisons, the Blue Vaults. That wasn’t her real name, of course. She was Christina Valdez, just another face in the crowd, until she did what she did, and the media called her La Llorona, the Weeping Woman. The authorities put her in the Blue Vaults for the murder of many children. She wept endlessly because she had lost her own children in an awful accident, which might or might not have been of her own making. And then she went out into the night, every night, drifting through the back streets of dimly lit cities, to abduct the children of others, to compensate her for her loss. None of these children ever went home again.


  The Lady Subtle went down into the Blue Vaults, those great stone caverns set deep and deep under the Sahara Desert, and there she gave orders that one particular door be opened. Inside, Christina Valdez crouched naked in the small stone cell, covered in her own filth, blinking dazedly into the sudden and unexpected light. Because normally, when criminals came to the Blue Vaults, they were locked away for ever. No clothes, no windows, no light; food and water through a slot, and a grille in the floor. The door only opened again when they came to take out the body. The Lady Subtle dismissed the guard, and spoke, and the Weeping Woman listened.


  “You have a chance to redeem yourself, Christina,” said the Lady Subtle. “You have the opportunity to save all Humanity.”


  Valdez laughed in the Lady’s face. “Let them all die! Where were they when my children died? Did any of them weep for my lost babies?”


  “The Medusae have murdered millions of children,” said the Lady Subtle. “You could weep for them, and avenge them, too.”


  The argument went round and round for some time, because the Lady Subtle was patient and wise, and Christina Valdez was distracted and quite mad. But eventually an agreement was reached, and the Lady Subtle led La Llorona out of her cell and into the light. And if the Lady Subtle felt any guilt at what was going to happen to Christina Valdez, she kept it to herself.


  The Lady Shard tracked down that most dangerous of fugitives, Damnation Rue, to a sleazy bar in that maze of criss-crossing corridors called the Maul, deep in the slums of Under Rio. The media called him the Rogue Mind, because he was the most powerful telepath Humanity had ever produced, and because he would not be bound by Humanity’s rules, or the psionic community’s rules, or even the rules of polite conduct. He went where he would, did what he wanted, and no one could stop him. He built things up and tore them down, he owed money everywhere, and left broken hearts and minds in his wake, always escaping one step ahead of the consequences, or retribution.


  The Lady Shard watched him cautiously from the shadows at the back of the packed bar, a foul and loathsome watering hole for the kind of people who needed somewhere to hide from a world that had had enough of them. The Rogue Mind was there to enjoy the barbaric customs and the madder music, the illegal drugs and the extremely dangerous drinks . . . and to enjoy the emotions of others, second-hand. For Damnation Rue, there was nothing more intoxicating than just a taste of other people’s heavens and hells. He could always stir things up a little if things looked like getting too peaceful.


  The air was full of drifting smoke, and the general gloom was broken only by the sudden flares of discharging energy guns or flashing blades. There was blood and slaughter and much rough laughter. The Rogue Mind loved it. The Lady Shard watched it all, hidden behind a psionic shield.


  She brought Damnation Rue to book through the use of a pre-programmed pleasure droid, with a patina of artificially overlaid memories. She was beautiful to look at, this droid, in a suitably foul and sluttish way and, when Damnation Rue persuaded her to sit at his table, and watched what he thought were her thoughts, she drugged his drink.


  When he finally woke up, he had a mind trap fastened tight to his brow, holding his thoughts securely inside his own head. He was strapped down, very securely, in a very secure airship, taking him directly to the Blue Vaults. The Lady Shard sat opposite him, told him where he was going, and observed the panic in his eyes.


  “You do have another option,” she said. “Save all of Humanity by performing a telepathic task no other could, and have all your many sins forgiven. Or you could spend the rest of your life in a small stone cell, with your mind trap bolted to your skull, alone with your own thoughts until you die. It’s up to you.”


  “Money,” said Damnation Rue. “I want money. Stick your forgiveness. I want lots and lots of money and a full pardon. How much is it worth to you, to save all Humanity?”


  “You shall have as much money as you can spend,” said the Lady Shard. “Once the mission is over.”


  The Rogue Mind laughed. He didn’t trust the deal, and was already planning his escape. But no one escaped the clutches of the Lords and Ladies of Old Earth. The Lady Shard hid her smile. She hadn’t actually lied to him, as such.


  And so the three parts of Humanity’s revenge on the Medusae came together at Siege Perilous, brought there by the Lord Ravensguard and the Ladies Subtle and Shard. Samuel DeClare, the very soul of song, looking fine and noble in his pure white robes, and only just a little disturbed, like a god who had come down to mix with men but could no longer quite remember why. And Christina Valdez, mostly hidden inside voluminous black robes, the hood pulled well forward to hide her face. Constantly wringing her hands, and never meeting anyone’s gaze. Now and again a tear would fall, to splash on the marble floor. And Damnation Rue, wrapped in new robes that already appeared a little shabby; a sneaky sleazy little rat of a man, picking nervously with one fingertip at the mind trap still firmly fixed to his brow. Still looking for a way out, the fool.


  The Lords and Ladies of Old Earth were not cruel. They praised all three of them as though they were volunteers, and promised them that their names would be remembered for ever. Which was true enough.


  “You will sing,” the Lord Ravensguard said to Samuel DeClare. “The greatest, most moving song you know.”


  “You will mourn,” the Lady Subtle said to Christina Valdez. “The most tragic, heartbreaking weeping of all time.”


  “And you will broadcast it all telepathically,” the Lady Shard said to Damnation Rue. “You will project it across all the open reaches of Space.”


  “Just one song?” said the Man With the Golden Voice.


  “I only have to mourn?” said La Llorona, the Weeping Woman.


  “And after I’ve broadcast this, I get my money?” said the Rogue Mind.


  “Yes and yes and yes,” said the Lords and Ladies of Old Earth. Who were not cruel, but knew all there was to know about duty and responsibility.


  The three of them were taken immediately to the landing pads on top of Siege Perilous, where the starship was waiting for them. Specially adapted, with powerful force shields and a pre-programmed AI pilot. The ship was called Sundiver. The three of them stepped aboard, all unknowing, and strapped themselves in, and the AI pilot threw the ship up off the pads and into the sky, and then away from Old Earth and straight into the heart of the Sun.


  The three inside knew nothing of this. They couldn’t see out, and the force shields protected them. The pilot told them that the time had come, and one of them sang, and one of them mourned, and one of them broadcast it all telepathically. That was a terribly sad song, reaching out from inside the heart of the Sun. Earth did not hear it. Humanity did not hear it; the Lords and Ladies saw to that. Because it really was an unbearably sad song. But the Medusae heard it. The telepathic broadcast shot out of the Sun and spread across the whole planetary system, to the outer ranges of Space where the Medusae heard it. That marvellous, telepathically broadcast, siren song.


  The aliens moved forward to investigate. The Fleet fell back on all sides, to let them pass. The Medusae came to the Sun, our Sun, Old Earth’s Sun, drawn on by the siren song like so many moths to the flame. And then they plunged into the Sun, every last one of them, and it swallowed them all up without a murmur. Because as big as the swarm of the Medusae was, the Sun was so much bigger.


  They never came out again.


  The Sundiver’s force shields weren’t strong enough to last long in the terrible heat of the heart of the Sun, but they didn’t have to. The ship also carried that ancient horror, the Time Hammer. The weapon that could break Time. The AI pilot set it to repeat one moment of Time for all eternity. So that the siren song would never end. The Man With the Golden Voice sang, and the Weeping Woman mourned, and the Rogue Mind mixed them together and broadcast it, for ever and ever and ever. They’re in there now, deep in the heart of the Sun, and always will be.


  We never saw the Medusae again. It could be that they died, that not even they could withstand the fierce fires of the Sun. Or it might be that they are still in there, still listening, to a song that will never end. Either way we are safe, and we have had our revenge upon them, and that is all that matters.


  That is the story. Afterwards, we left Old Earth, that poor poisoned planet, our ancient home which could no longer support us. Humanity set forth in our marvellous Fleet of Dreadnaughts, looking for new worlds to settle, hopefully this time without alien masters. We keep looking. The last of Humanity, moving ever on through open Space, on the wings of a song, for ever.


  THE NEW HUMANS


  B. Vallance


  (A letter explaining how the strange manuscript came to be discovered.)


  
    DEAR BERTRAM,


    You remember I promised in my last letter to send you that extraordinary diary, which was found by one of the natives in the Sevilla Pass, just before we came on to the 100 miles of desert, which gave me such a doing. I have managed to decipher pretty nearly the whole of it, although the writing is very faint and almost illegible in places.


    I wish now I had read it on the spot, as I suspect the poor devil who wrote it must have died very shortly afterwards, and his bones are probably whitening in the desert near by. I might have discovered something from his clothes, if I had found him.


    I inclose my copy of the manuscript. You know the old tag about “there being more things in heaven and on earth.” You can believe what you like.


    Yours,


    C.

  


  (The strange manuscript found in the Sevilla Pass.)


  I no longer wonder at the fear expressed by the Indians of this country. Anyone, less strong-minded than myself, would have become insane after seeing and experiencing what I have. If it were not that I am stranded here in this forsaken spot I should almost think I had dreamed a kind of mad dream.


  If help does not reach me by to-morrow I shall start across the desert, but first I will write an account of what has happened and leave it here on the track, where surely some traveller will spy it out. I cannot give definite particulars of the locality of No-man’sland. The Adapters obliterated my memory on that point. All I can say is that I have been climbing and descending for what seems years. I have lost all sense of time and space.


  I had been travelling in Uganda for several months, when the accident occurred. My native guides had resolutely refused to accompany me any further, saying that I was too near the Devils’ Country. Consequently I had gone on alone, leaving them to guard the camp. I had ten days’ provisions with me, meaning to push on for five days and then return. On the fourth day I had reached a great altitude. It was bitterly cold and I was greatly fatigued. I determined, however, to reach the top of the range before turning back. There was a short, steep ascent before me, which meant hard climbing. About halfway up I stuck my alpenstock into a cleft on the rock, intending to use it as a lever to mount to the top of a huge boulder, resting on the side of a narrow path with a sheer descent to the valley. Just as I put my weight on the staff, my foot slipped; the alpenstock broke off short in my hand and I rolled sideways off the track. I clutched wildly at a huge cactus which tore the skin from my fingers. Then came a series of fearful bumps, followed by a violent blow in the back, whereat I lost consciousness.


  When I opened my eyes I was lying on what I afterwards knew to be an operating table in a laboratory, but quite different to those in use in the United States. I was, in fact, suspended from underneath a platform, held there by a force which I can only describe as the complement of the action of gravity. A large and kindly face was looking gravely at me, out of what I first took to be the end of a barrel.


  “So you have regained your normality,” it said smilingly.


  “Where am I?” I asked. “And what in Heaven’s name are you?”


  “I am the Chief Adapter,” said the face. “You have just been revivified by our System No. 37.”


  “I fell down a precipice,” I began.


  “You did—and fractured your cervical vertebra; and both legs. I had almost given you up, owing to having inadvertently misplaced your femoral artery; but you are quite recovered now, and your nervous system has been carefully restored by the Patticoe treatment.”


  While the face was speaking, I had been staring at it with ever increasing bewilderment. Its words and appearance, together with my own situation—hanging up against a platform like a fly on a ceiling—caused a buzzing in my head. This he no doubt perceived, for an arm, which I had not seen before, shot out from the barrel and touched a button at my side. Whereupon the table turned noiselessly over with me upon it.


  “You can rise, if you wish,” said the face.


  I slowly did as it suggested.


  “Drink this,” said the Chief Adapter.


  He handed me a glass full of red liquid. It was like drinking fire, and made me spring to my feet as though I had received a galvanic shock.


  “Ah—that makes you feel alive—eh? Now, listen to me. From an examination of your papers I gather that you are an American. Moreover, you are known to me by repute as a traveller. I have had to call together a special meeting of the Circle to decide whether you should be allowed to die or be revived and allowed to reside here amongst us. Only by a very small majority, it has been decided to give you a chance. My own reasons for keeping you alive are purely scientific. Meanwhile, I may as well inform you that the laws of this country prohibit aliens of any description. I will call my daughter to bear you company for an hour until my return.”


  He was standing close to me while speaking, his three legs set at the apexes of a triangle on his barrel-like body. We were in a circular room, with several oval windows, and the doorway was about 16 ft. from where we stood. Suddenly, without turning round, an arm emerged from one side of his body, stretched out with incredible swiftness to the door, and pulled it open. Then, withdrawing his legs and arms into his shell, his body gently subsided on to the floor, and he rolled slowly across the room and out through the doorway.


  I sat down, because my legs refused to support me, and I was staring at the doorway when it was filled with a vision of such entrancing loveliness that I was almost bereft of what few senses I had left.


  “So you are my father’s guest?” said the vision, at last, after looking at me for some time with an indescribable expression in her eyes. “What is your name?”


  “Montmorency Merrick,” I replied.


  “Why do you sit on the floor?”


  “I don’t know,” I answered idiotically, attempting to rise. “But,” I added, looking around me, “there are no chairs to sit on.”


  She smiled.


  “We do not need chairs here. We use our own shells instead; but, of course, this is all strange to you. You are very handsome.”


  I blushed.


  “You—you are lovely!” I blurted out.


  “I came to see you like this because I did not want to startle you,” she replied, laughing. “It is not my natural form. But tell me, do I seem at all strange-looking?”


  “Only very beautiful,” I said enthusiastically.


  She did not seem to be in the least embarrassed at the boldness of my compliments, but rather pleased.


  “I think I do it very well,” she said. “You see, I sometimes forget your system of bones and joints and things, and then I bend my arms the wrong way—like this.”


  As she spoke, she bent her right arm at the elbow backwards.


  “Or I let my eyes stare too much—like this.”


  Her eyes suddenly stood a couple of inches from their sockets and then returned again. I sprang up from the ground in alarm.


  “Ah!” she exclaimed. “I forgot you did not understand, but my father will give you a little account of our habits and customs after dinner, and then I will get you to tell me all that goes on in New York. I have never been allowed to go there as yet. My pulp is not developed enough.”


  With this astonishing remark she smiled again, and it seemed to me that she had too many teeth.


  “I will give instructions about your room.” And with an indescribably graceful bow she left me.


  I must have sat there for half-an-hour, thinking hard, when the Chief Adapter came rolling in through the doorway. He stopped in front of me, shot out some legs and arms, then said:


  “Well, has Clarice been in?”


  “A lady has been to see me,” I said doubtfully. “She said you were her father.” I looked hard at his three legs. “But she does not greatly resemble you, that is—I beg your pardon.”


  “Pooh!” said the Adapter. “I suppose she has been up to her tricks again. It is a very curious example of the enormous difficulty we have experienced in endeavouring to eradicate the old inherited instincts. Even my daughter, who has had the benefit of living in communion with some of the greatest intellects the world has ever seen, cannot refrain from personating what you would no doubt call a beautiful woman. I think I had better give you an outline of the history of this country to prepare you for what you will see. I noticed, when I was cleaning your brain, that your powers of deduction were somewhat undeveloped and the reasoning faculty was almost entirely absent.


  “To begin with, we are human beings—with a difference. It is some three centuries since our revered ancestors first reached this country. They were men and women constituted as you are. It is needless to go into the whys and wherefores of their coming, but pre-eminent among them was a brilliant scientist, whose statue you will see in the National Museum. He had conceived the idea of modifying the human structure to an extent deemed impossible by his old colleagues, who had endeavoured to prevent him by force from carrying out his experiments in England. Hence he decided with a few followers, who believed in him, to search out some unknown country where he could work unhindered by the interference of the feeble-minded.


  “The result of his work you see before you. Look at me! I represent the triumph of mind over matter. I have no bones—they are needless, and, in fact, superfluous. I can progress on foot as well as you, or I can move as swiftly as a motorcar, and in a like manner. My brain is not hampered by being inclosed in a skull like yours. I can do practically what I like with my features.” (Here he made some perfectly horrible contortions). “The number of legs and arms I possess is only limited by my will” (he waved at least half-a-dozen flabby arms in my face), “and the term of years which I shall live is also, to a great extent, under my control. But I have told you enough for the present. If you remain here you will see for yourself what an inestimable boon has been conferred upon his descendants by our founder. Now—come along with me.”


  I followed him along a passage, sloping downwards, and winding in a spiral, until we reached another circular chamber, where a table was laid with various utensils.


  There were no chairs—but for my convenience a box had been placed at one end.


  The Chief Adapter motioned me to sit down. He up-ended himself, first withdrawing all his legs, and in that position, which, though distinctly ungraceful, was certainly secure, the meal commenced.


  It did not last long. My host’s enormous mouth did a proportionate amount of work, and the food, consisting entirely of fruit, quickly disappeared. Then he stretched his arm right across the room in a manner with which I was becoming familiar, to a tap. He filled a large vessel with wine (at least a quart), which he placed before me. He drank an equal portion himself without an effort, and the dinner was finished. From first to last it occupied three minutes. I had managed to eat one pear and a bunch of grapes. I succeeded, however, in secreting several apples about my person, and I drank most of the wine.


  “You see,” said the Adapter, “we do not waste time eating and drinking; at least, the more cultured among us do not. I am sorry to say, however, that there is still a certain clique who prefer material pleasures to intellectual ones. My own appetite is small” (he had eaten at least half a hundredweight of fruit), “but there are some who regard eating and drinking as an art, and, if I mistake not, one of them is now approaching.”


  As he spoke an unwieldy object waddled into the room. His barrel must have measured at least three feet in diameter, and his face entirely filled one end. He was balanced on the three legs which I afterwards found to be the usual number in use for everyday purposes. The face was quite repulsive, being closely marked with pimples, and very fat and blubbery.


  I took an intense and instinctive dislike to him on the spot.


  “I have come to have a look at your latest freak, my dear Adapter,” he observed, looking at me with some surprise. “Is this the creature?”


  “This is Mr Montmorency Merrick, a citizen of the USA, who has accidentally found his way here,” replied my host, who spoke slowly and impressively. “I am sure you will remember to treat him with courtesy, Tennyson.”


  “Oh, certainly, certainly,” replied the monstrosity, in a greasy voice. “Your friends are mine. How is the beautiful Clarice?”


  “My daughter has gone to pay a visit to the wife of the Governor of the Incubator House, and will be away for a few days. As you are here I shall be obliged to you if you will do me the favour to take Mr Merrick out and show him some of the features of interest.”


  “Shall be delighted, my dear Adapter. Come along, Merrick, old buck!”


  He stretched out a tentacle with a handful of gross and misshapen fingers, and clapped me on the back.


  “I’ll tell you what—I’ll take him over the Museum. There is an excellent dining-room there, and I need replenishing.”


  “Bring him back about ten o’clock,” said the Adapter. “Remember he is in your charge, and you will be responsible for him.”


  With which remark the Chief suddenly withdrew all his feelers and rolled rapidly out of the room.


  The monstrosity turned to me and grinned.


  “Bit peremptory, eh?” he observed. “So you’re a man, are you? What do you think of us—eh?”


  He grinned again, and I had a feeling of nausea.


  “Can you roll?” he asked.


  “Certainly not,” I replied.


  “Oh, well, I’ll walk with you, though it’s a confounded nuisance. This way.”


  He led me out of the house along a smooth pathway inclined at a slight angle downwards, through a garden of amazing flowers and trees, and then suddenly a view of the city lay before me, and I stopped to gaze.


  The general effect was certainly beautiful—the architecture was bizarre and bewildering; there did not seem to be one building like another. I soon perceived that the predominating feature of all of them was an almost entire absence of straight lines and angles. Curves, curves everywhere, and fine pointed spires with globes on their summits, winding streets, and a general glare of sunlight, which after the darkened room dazzled my eyes.


  Presently I became aware of innumerable cylinders rolling at varying speeds along these silent streets, for the usual hum of a great city was lacking. Only here and there I saw some of the inhabitants walking on legs. Some of the cylinders must have been 12ft. in diameter, and these were moving with the speed of a motor-car, steering with an astonishing skill in and out of the traffic. Once I saw one of them roll right over a cylinder moving in the opposite direction, but no notice was taken of this—it appeared to be a customary procedure.


  “You seem to be struck dumb, Monty,” said the gross creature at my side. “By Jove, what a rum little face you’ve got! No offence, you know; we all speak the truth here. Bit strange after New York, eh? However, I shall get used to you in time—just at present I can’t say I cotton on to you, but possibly you don’t appreciate exactly what you do look like. See here!”


  He actually twisted his features, after several hideous contortions, into a grotesque caricature of my own, and as I stared at him the likeness became more and more faithful, until I begged him to desist.


  He grinned complacently.


  “I’m a bit of a dab at that,” he remarked. “In fact, Clarice and I are stars in the imitating line; but we must be moving. See that big gold-coloured building, that’s the Museum. We had better have a roller.”


  He whistled suddenly—like a locomotive—when two of the big wheels I have referred to rolled up to the gate. I then saw that the hub of each consisted of a creature like the others, and the big external diameter was formed by attaching spokes to the outer casing and fixing a flexible tyre. The two wheels pulled up alongside each other. Between them they carried a kind of seat into which my companion hoisted me, as though I had been a portmanteau. He got in after me.


  “Museum, sharp!” he roared.


  There was a violent jerk, which nearly flung me out, then a wild rush through the air, which brought tears into my eyes. Then they stopped so suddenly that I shot right out of the seat and landed on something soft, which instantly threw me off again.


  “What the devil are you doing, sir?” said a choleric voice.


  “I beg your pardon,” I began –


  “Surely you could see I was not in my casing, sir; but, good gracious! you must be the American?”


  By this time I had succeeded in recovering my wind. I looked at my interlocutor, whose face I could not perceive.


  “You see I am not used to your modes of locomotion,” I began.


  “Confound it, sir—do not speak to my hide—speak to me!”


  The voice came from my right. I turned round and beheld what looked like a jelly-fish lying on the ground. It had a face, all flabby and quivering. Several gelatinous looking arms and feelers were waving and vibrating in the air. Its eyes were glaring at me with suppressed fury, and it seemed to swell and contract alternately like a bladder blown out by some mischievous boy.


  Standing a few feet away was my obese companion, his face convulsed with laughter, and tears pouring from his cod-like eyes.


  “You fell into the middle of him,” he gasped, “and knocked his wind out. Never mind, Percy, old boy, he didn’t mean it and couldn’t help it: besides you shouldn’t come out of your shell and stand about like that.”


  “It’s all very well to talk,” replied the jelly-fish angrily. “Who was to know that some blundering idiot was going to jump into one like that. He nearly punctured my cupella!”


  It wobbled up to the cylinder which I had mistakenly addressed and poured itself into one end, shot our three legs and then withdrew them again, and extended several arms in the same manner—it was as if he was trying on a coat—and finally rolled sedately away along the road.


  My conductor was grinning grotesquely at me when I turned round.


  “If you want to see the Museum, you must hurry up,” he said. “I can’t go round with you, but I’ll hand you over to one of the custodians.”


  He called out to a spider-like creature who was gazing at me with a look of considerable astonishment.


  “Billy—take this gentleman round the museum and point out the various exhibits. I shall be in the refreshment-room when you want to find me—by-by, Merrick.”


  He waddled off down a long corridor and I turned to Billy. I should have liked to have gone into the refreshment room myself. I wanted a pick-me-up, but I had no notion of their money exchange and did not see how to manage it.


  There were many extraordinary things in the museum, but I have no time to enumerate them. What interested me most of all was a series of pictures, made by the founder of these amazing people.


  I had wondered how they managed to roll along the ground without getting giddy, and how they kept their faces in a vertical position while doing so. The secret was out when I had examined the drawings. A section through the middle of one of them showed that the outer shell or casing was loose and had an internal row of rough rachet-shaped teeth. The pulpy stuff of which they were made had a number of external fleshy pawls, which geared with the teeth and imparted a rotary motion to the casing.


  Long descriptions written in quaint English were attached to each drawing—parts of these I read, but had great difficulty in comprehending them. The phraseology reminded me strongly of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. I remember one sentence very distinctly. It went thus: –


  “And it shall be that the extensors may be thrust in from any given direction, either internally or externally, fortifying the indirect tissue of the cupella by a series of cords of ultimate elasticity equal to a hundredth portion of a ton for every oneeighth of a square inch of section.”


  I was told afterwards that this meant that these beings could produce legs and arms in almost any number, and could vary the shape of their bodies when out of their shells to an almost unlimited extent.


  I spent three or four hours walking about the building, which had no staircases, but inclined planes as a substitute, and I saw the celebrated statue of the founder. He was a short, thick-set man with a hydrocephaloid head, small, deep-set eyes under shaggy eyebrows, and an indescribably bestial-looking mouth.


  It was a fascinating face and reminded me of the story of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, with the Hyde predominating.


  Underneath was written:


  “All that can be imagined by man can be achieved—but each achievement shall cost him more than the worth thereof.”


  The Chief Adapter told me later that this inscription was part of an epitaph written by the only one of the founder’s original companions who survived him, and who was supposed by many to have been opposed to his extraordinary aims.


  At the door of the refreshment-room I was greeted by the monstrosity, with a vacuous laugh.


  “I have eaten and drunk and feel good and happy. What do you think of the Museum—beastly dry, isn’t it? Come and have a drink.”


  I went with him. He ordered wine—at least a quart. As I was afraid of offending, I drank it all, with the result that I became somewhat light-headed and I have no distinct recollection of how we spent the intervening time before returning to the Chief Adapter’s house. I do remember calling the monstrosity an “overgrown octopus,” at which he laughed immoderately. I believe I was put to bed by the Adapter’s servants, who had an altercation with the monstrosity about me, but I cannot recall what they said.


  I must have slept for several hours, when I was awakened by a nasal voice singing to the accompaniment of some stringed instrument. The voice seemed near at hand and I slipped off the mattress on which I was lying and crossed the room to the circular window. It was early morning. I could just see over the edge of the aperture into the road beneath. Standing on three short legs, with his hideous face uppermost, was the monstrosity. He was gazing with an imbecile expression at the window parallel with mine. He had a stringed instrument resembling a guitar in one of his hands, and was singing at the top of his voice “Love me and the world is mine.”


  Following the direction of his gaze, I perceived a face at the window. It bore a distinct resemblance to my beautiful Clarice, but was as large as the average face of these creatures. She was looking rather pleased at the horrible noise he was making, but her features kept changing and twitching with the music. First her nose would dilate and trembie, then her eyes suddenly increased in diameter to twice and three times their original size. It was an uncanny, and to me a most distressing sight.


  At last the monstrosity lowered his instrument, ceased his wailing, and gave vent to a deep sigh.


  “Clarice, I worship thee,” he said.


  “Good God,” I thought, “it is she.” Suddenly she stretched her arm out of the window. It elongated itself until it must have measured 12 ft., and her fingers stretched in proportion.


  “Take thy reward, thou singer of songs,” she said softly.


  The singer of songs made an appalling grimace, which was evidently intended to represent an expression of loving gratitude. Then he protruded his lips with some difficulty until they actually reached her hand, to which they fastened themselves. The effort was evidently a supreme one, for the hand and lips separated suddenly with a smacking sound, and the lover’s face was stung by the force of the recoil.


  Then the lady disappeared and her window was violently closed.


  Just then the monstrosity caught sight of me. I was smiling, and a look of fury passed over his enormous face.


  “You miserable vertebrate idiot!” he yelled. “You shall pay for this.”


  He gathered up his guitar—shut up his legs and arms, gave me a threatening glare, and rolled away down the road at a speed of something like thirty miles an hour.


  I was summoned to breakfast with the Chief Adapter and his daughter, who had assumed the same appearance as when I first saw her.


  “I wish,” he said, “that you would eradicate those follies of adornment. It is amazing that any member of my family should be guilty of such weakness.”


  “Allow me to remind you,” she replied, “that amusement was specially advocated by the Adapters at the last meeting, in spite of your disapproval.”


  “I hate all this pretence,” grumbled her father. “But I have neither time nor inclination to argue the point with you. Be good enough to remain with Mr Merrick until I return.”


  “My father and I do not agree on some points,” Clarice said presently. “Is it true you are not plastic?”


  “I am afraid I do not understand,” I replied.


  “I am told that you and all the other inhabitants of the earth are confined to one figure and face and are full of bones as well, and”—she added doubtfully—“you cannot roll.”


  “That is true,” I replied.


  “I cannot understand it at all. Have you no shells?”


  “Certainly not.”


  “I have read of such things,” she said musingly, “but I never quite believed it—I am not yet of age to read the third stage.”


  “What is that?” I asked.


  “We are not allowed to read the third stage, which gives all particulars relating to our creation by the founder, until we have reached the age of twenty-five.”


  She rose and led the way to one of the large circular windows looking out on the city.


  “What is that large building with the globe on the top?” I asked.


  “That—oh, that is the Incubator House where the children are bred. Are all the men in America like you?” she asked suddenly.


  “Not quite,” I answered.


  “And the women—are they like I am now?”


  “Not so beautiful,” I replied fervently.


  She looked pleased.


  “My pulp aches all down the back –1 shall have to get back into my shell, and I don’t want you to see me like that. Do you mind if I leave you?”


  When she had gone, a thought suddenly struck me. She liked music, and I used to be no mean performer on the violin. I wondered if they had such an instrument, and decided to ask the question. I pressed the bell.


  It was answered by a battered-looking barrel with a wrinkled face at one end.


  “You rang?” said the apparition.


  “I did,” I replied, staring at him. “Are you a servant?”


  “I wait on the Chief,” he replied with dignity. “What can I do for you?”


  “Have you such a thing as a violin?”


  The battered relic considered for a minute.


  “Have you any barter?” he asked.


  “Any what?”


  “Any barter.”


  “I don’t know what ‘barter’ is.”


  “I think your watch would do,” he said, looking at my gold chain.


  I began to comprehend.


  “You could get me a violin for this watch?” I said, taking it out and holding it up.


  “I will see,” replied the relic. He snatched it out of my hand and was gone. I noticed that as he rolled out his shell squeaked as if it wanted oiling. I waited a long time, and in the end fell asleep. When I awoke, the Chief Adapter had returned, and was talking to another grave and white-haired old tripod. They were sitting on their butt-ends close together, and evidently fancied that I was still asleep, for it was not long before I discovered that I was the subject of their discussion.


  “I am afraid he is not a good specimen,” said the stranger, looking in my direction.


  “No; but, my dear Fairbairn, all the more glory for us if we succeed. You know it has taken three hundred years to bring us to our present state, and I feel absolutely certain that by my process the alteration can be achieved in one operation. Of course, there is a risk, but that is a constant accompaniment to all great discoveries.”


  “Do you intend that this American shall be informed of what is in store for him?”


  “No—his mind is hardly strong enough to appreciate it. I am rather sorry I did not try the experiment at first, instead of restoring him to life, but you know what the Council are. I am certain we are deteriorating, Fairbairn, and that is what makes me determined on introducing new blood.”


  “What do you consider would be the best method in Merrick’s case?”


  “I shall divide him longitudinally first, and then subject him to the N Ray for two hours, in order to disintegrate the bones.”


  I had listened up to this point with ever increasing interest, but without realising what they were discussing, but at this last fiendish suggestion I nearly shouted aloud, then prudence decided me on keeping quiet until I had heard the whole of the diabolical plot. Fairbairn, whose countenance was benevolent-looking in the extreme, did not express any horror at the Chief Adapter’s observation—indeed, he only appeared mildly interested.


  “Keeping the current on both sections, of course?” he said.


  “Yes, I am particularly anxious as to the effect on his brain, which is of average quality only, and I believe that after doing away with his skull I can develop it by separation and the insertion of free pulp from that case we had last month. You recollect?”


  “You mean the double egg which hatched without nerves?”


  “Yes—I have been keeping it in a vacuum ever since, and it is in a remarkably good state of preservation.”


  “Well, I’m sure I wish you luck,” said Fairbairn. “It will be a great triumph if you succeed, and if you don’t—”


  “Oh, then, we shall have to wait—but I have full confidence. You will be present, of course?”


  “Yes—with young Slemcoe. He is extraordinarily skilful with the knife, you know. Well, good-bye till to-morrow.”


  They both rose, and rolled out of the room.


  So, thought I, I am to be cut in half, am I—and my bones are to be disintegrated. All very pleasant, no doubt, for the operators, but what about me? and what are they going to do it for? To say that I was alarmed would be putting it too mildly. I lay and shivered, my teeth chattering with fright, until I heard somebody rolling along the passage, when I got up and stood waiting. It was Tennyson who came in.


  “Hullo—how are you?” he said, without the slightest sign of the fury with which he had last left me. “Where’s the Chief?”


  “He was here just now,” I said.


  “Look here, Merrick,” he said, in a deprecating manner, “don’t bear malice about what I said last night. The fact of the matter is I don’t want you to repeat what you saw to anyone. You won’t now, will you?”


  “Do you belong to the Council?” I asked.


  “Yes—why?”


  “Are you opposed to the Chief Adapter and an animal called Fairbairn?”


  “You bet,” he answered cheerfully.


  “Well,” I said, “I should like to know if you approve of dissecting people alive?”


  “All depends on who’s going to be the subject,” he said with a grin. “Why, who’s been talking?”


  “Oh, no one—no one,” I answered. “I only wondered.”


  “What you say reminds me that once, not so very long ago either, old Fairbairn and the Chief tried an experiment of that kind on a man—not one of us, but a man from South America, an Indian, I believe—but it was a failure.”


  “What were they trying?” I asked, trying to speak indifferently.


  “I don’t know for certain. They say that the Chief was trying to make a New Human of him, but it’s only talk.”


  I shuddered.


  “What happened to the Indian?” I asked.


  “The Indian? Oh, he died, of course. There was a bit of a row about it, but it was hushed up. Not that I think it matters a straw, but the party to which I belong passed a Bill shortly afterwards, making it illegal to operate on anyone without his consent, and the Chief was very wild about it. He said we were retrograding, and we were nicknamed the ‘Anti-vaccinators’ for passing the Bill.”


  I drew a breath of relief. They would certainly not get my consent to being turned into one of those hideous abortions.


  “By-the-by, would you like to witness the opening of the Grand Council to-morrow?” asked Tennyson carelessly.


  “I should—certainly,” I answered, thinking I might hear something relative to myself.


  “Well, ask the Chief, and if he agrees, I’ll be round in the morning. So long,” and he rolled his unwieldy bulk out of the room.


  A few minutes after his departure Clarice entered, clad in a gown of clinging blue material, and I declare most positively that the absence of bones in her body would never have been suspected, the only effect being that she was infinitely more graceful than any real woman I have ever seen.


  “How do I look?” she asked.


  “Perfect,” I murmured ecstatically.


  “What are babies like in your country, Mr Merrick?” she asked suddenly.


  I tried to give her a description.


  Presently she said—“Have you got any babies of your own?”


  I hastened to assure her that I never thought of such a thing.


  “We are not allowed to buy one before we are twenty-five years old,” she said musingly. “I am not sure that I shall get one; they are rather a nuisance.”


  I was too dumfounded to do more than open my mouth and shut it again.


  “We buy them from the age of three to five years—those five years of age are very dear, though,” she added.


  I gasped.


  “My father bought Abraham very young, he is only two—but, of course, being Chief Adapter he is privileged.”


  At that moment her father entered and the conversation dropped. I felt that there was a mystery somewhere, and resolved to question Tennyson when I met him in the morning.


  The Chief raised no objection to my accompanying him to the council meeting, rather to my surprise, and neither by his speech nor expression gave any sign of his atrocious intentions with regard to myself.


  The next morning, after a hurried breakfast (all my meals were hurried, since I could not keep pace with the chief) I was taken in a “roller” by Tennyson to the great hall where the affairs of the country were decided. We went into a kind of lobby overlooking a vast circular chamber. The lobby only accommodated two persons at a time and there were a series of them. When we were inside, the door, which reminded me of a safe, was locked, but first we were rigorously searched and all my belongings were removed and placed under lock and key. A seal was put over the keyhole and an impression of my thumb taken. I asked Tennyson why all these precautions were taken, but he only replied laconically that the council were not always popular.


  The chamber was empty when we arrived, except for one barrel, which was apparently asleep on a raised platform. A long polished metal tube stood by his side. Tennyson said it was to keep order with. “You will see it in use, I expect,” he remarked.


  It is difficult to give a clear description of the hall. There were no steps anywhere, nor seats, but the floor sloped in a spiral curve continuously rising, so that the outer circles were at a higher level than the inner. The raised platform was at one end and commanded the whole of the chamber.


  Presently the sleeper awoke and beat on a gong. Instantly the big doors at one end slid back and a crowd of barrels of all shapes and sizes rolled in. They mounted the spiral one after the other and up-ended on reaching their respective destinations. This incursion lasted for several minutes and a hubbub of voices arose. I recognised Fairbairn and the Chief Adapter. They sat close together and conversed in an undertone.


  Suddenly the creature on the platform banged his gong again, when the doors closed, and he roared out that the meeting was open.


  Instantly at least a dozen barrels began speaking together. I could not understand a word. As soon as they had finished other members started. Tennyson seemed to understand quite clearly what they were saying, for he kept silently approving and disapproving.


  “Does this always go on before the debate?” I asked.


  “This is the debate, idiot,” he replied rudely.


  “But they all talk at once.” I said.


  “Of course they do. Do you suppose there would be time for them all to talk, if they did it separately?”


  “But—” I said, “How do they understand each other?”


  “There is no need that they should,” was his reply.


  “Well—but how does the business get done?”


  “Evidently you are very much behind us in this, as in all things,” replied Tennyson complacently. “Don’t you see that each member votes for his party—it does not matter in the least what they say, so long as they vote properly.”


  “Then I don’t see what they want to talk at all for,” I objected.


  “Why, you nincompoop, what’s the use of getting elected if you can’t talk? That’s what the House is for.”


  “Then don’t they care whether they hear each other or not?”


  “No; so long as they hear themselves—that’s quite enough.”


  At that moment the platform barrel, who had apparently been asleep again, suddenly struck his gong. Whereupon they all began rolling furiously towards the lobbies or voting chambers amidst a perfect Babel of yells. This lasted ten minutes, when they returned and the performance recommenced. It had not continued for more than a minute, however, when a terrific uproar arose from a group of barrels who had been talking louder than the rest, and directly afterwards a free fight seemed to be taking place. This was the signal for the platform barrel to spring into activity. He touched the tube, which swung round until it pointed directly at the group of excited politicians; then he pressed a button, when a shell from the tube exploded with a hissing sound in their midst. I saw three of them fall to the floor, double up, and shrivel into powder.


  “By George!” said Tennyson, “he’s pulverised old Smith.”


  The noise lessened considerably, but no other notice was taken. I was horror-stricken.


  “Do you mean to say they are dead?” I asked.


  “You bet,” he replied. “It’s the only way to keep order. Besides, Smith’s been asking for it for a long time. I’m rather glad—but what’s the matter? You look sick.”


  “I feel low-spirited,” I said. “Can we go now?”


  He grinned. “Oh, if you like.”


  He pressed a bell, whereupon our door was unlocked. My belongings were returned to me, and we left the Council House. They were still jabbering when I went out.


  The monstrosity led me to some public gardens, which at any other time I might have taken a keen interest in exploring, for these people had bred flowers on just as startlingly original lines as themselves. But I had my approaching dissection on my mind, and I was also still pondering on my recent conversation with Clarice.


  “I should like to know,” I said, “what Clarice meant by telling me that her father bought her two brothers.”


  “What she said, I suppose,” he replied. “What are you getting at? Oh! I see where you’re stuck.


  “Yes. You see when the Founder started his campaign he had several things to consider. One was that in the ordinary way all races of people depend to a great extent on chance for their development. You’ve read your Darwin, who was a keen sort in his way, but right out of it when you come to practical science. The Founder decided that leaving nature to improve the race was too slow to begin with, and also too haphazard, so he arranged that we should lay eggs—see? These eggs are examined scientifically and hatched by incubators. All the inferior ones are destroyed. Only the best are hatched, after a careful selection by the Adapters. I believe he took ants as a model, and our society is built on something like the same basis as theirs in that respect. So you see, when anyone arrives at years of discretion and is able to educate and care for a kid, he or she buys one from the Incubator House.”


  “But can’t they hatch their own eggs?” I asked, feeling as though I were dreaming some awful nightmare.


  “Against the law—all eggs have to be handed over to the Adapters at once—anyone failing to notify the authorities that he or she has laid an egg is pulverised.”


  “He or she?” I said feebly.


  “Oh, we all lay; there’s strict equality over here, you bet,” said the monstrosity, with a grin.


  “Do you know your own eggs again?” I asked.


  “They’re all registered and a receipt given, but the Adapters reject many of them, as I said before, and those rejected ones are destroyed.”


  I may as well state here that I took the opportunity later on to revisit the National Museum, and there I read the following from the original specification of the Founder:


  “It is considered that the abolition of sex is the only sure means of preventing those crimes and wickednesses prevalent in the old world which we have abandoned. The new race of humans shall therefore be adapted after the manner of certain elementary protoplasms of the deep seas, who produce their young by severing portions of their organisms, so that each severed portion becomes in turn a perfect creature. Analogously our descendants shall produce their offspring, not by severing portions of their person, but by producing eggs, each of which shall be perfect of itself and capable of being hatched at the will of the community, or destroyed if of bad proportions, either physically or mentally. This is for the betterment of the race and the sure prevention of the disease misnamed love by the class of madmen known as poets. But in order that the intellectual emotion or union of the spirit—which but rarely existed among the old humans—shall be fostered amongst us, the new race shall still possess the characteristics of men and women.”


  When I returned I was met by the battered relic who had taken my watch. He held out a very fine violin and informed me that Miss Clarice desired my presence in the music-room. I followed him into a large domed hall, furnished, to my astonishment, quite after the style of a modern drawing-room. Clarice was seated at a piano. She greeted me with a smile.


  “I did not know you were musical,” she said. “I should like to hear you play.”


  I did my best, and was pleased to observe the effect. Her eyes became dreamy-looking and she gazed at me with an expression of delighted admiration.


  “Why, you are infinitely superior to Tennyson!” she exclaimed, as I finished a selection from “The Mikado.”


  We discussed music for some time, and she proved herself no mean performer on the piano. Suddenly she sighed.


  “Mr Merrick, I want to confide in you.”


  I bowed.


  “I feel that our great ancestor made a dreadful mistake in altering us as he did. I have read many of your books and it seems to me that you are much happier than we are.”


  She clasped her hands and a far-away look came into her beautiful eyes.


  “You do not know so much, of course, but there is more variety in your lives. Sometimes I wish I were an ordinary woman such as your great authors describe. I feel so much like a machine—and we live such clockwork kind of lives—everything is settled for us by the Adapters, of whom my father is, as you know, the Chief. I wonder if—”


  She paused and looked at me doubtfully.


  “You have never seen me in my proper shape?”


  I lied. I said I was quite satisfied to see her as she was and I had never seen her otherwise than beautiful.


  “Yes—but if you saw me in my shell with my face expanded you would hate the sight of me—I have noticed that you can hardly suppress your horror of the people here.”


  “I find it difficult to get accustomed to them,” I replied.


  “I know, and I know you are frightened about something. Tell me, has my father made any suggestion to you about operating on you?”


  I told her of the conversation I had overheard between her father and Fairbairn.


  “It is as I suspected,” she said. “My father has no feelings at all—he is the embodiment of science, and would sacrifice anything for its sake. But listen—there are others besides myself who are opposed to the Adapters. It is true I do not know of anyone else who has ventured to think the Founder was wrong, and I have never spoken my thoughts to anyone before. I will prevent this horrible thing he wants to do to you. He dare not do it openly without the consent of the Council, and I know enough of the members to insure their refusal to agree. He might try to do it without their knowledge, but not if the whole thing was made public. So have no fear—oh ! it is awful. I must go to my room.”


  “What is it?” I asked, alarmed at the sudden change in her expression.


  “I have to go back to my own form—you do not know how hard it is to keep like this for long.” She held out her hand to me. I kissed it. The next instant I was alone.


  I did not see her again until the next morning, when the relic again led me to the music-room.


  “I have seen Mr Tennyson and several others,” she began abruptly. “Your case will be discussed in the Council to-day. I think you are safe, but Mr Tennyson is jealous of you. He regards me as his affinity and I hate him, except when I am in my own true shape; then I seem to alter. I don’t know why or how, but it is so, and it is horrible. Oh, how I wish I were a real woman and—tell me, do I look as nice as the women you used to know?”


  “You are a thousand times more beautiful than anyone I ever knew,” I said fervently.


  She looked at me for a long time in silence.


  “There is something I have thought of,” she said.


  “If my father can turn you into one of us, as he thinks he can, would it not be possible to turn me back into a woman such as I appear to be now?”


  “Can I believe my ears?” said a terrible voice behind us—it was her father.


  “Clarice,” he said, “I have suspected you for some time. I had misgivings when I selected you as being fit for hatching twenty-four years ago. There was something abnormal about you even then, and your passion for masquerading as a prehistoric woman since you grew up has filled me with grave anxiety. You have deeply sinned in your thoughts and must expiate them. As for you—” he added, turning to me with a look of cold-blooded ferocity, “your case shall be settled to-night.”


  “You shall not carry out your abominable ideas on Mr Merrick,” cried his daughter. “I have told the Council.”


  “What!” he thundered. “Stand still!” He made some rapid passes before her face. She seemed to writhe for a few minutes, and to fight against the influence he exerted. Then, before my agonised eyes, she fell into a shapeless heap on the ground.


  Her father looked malignantly at her; then, calmly ringing the bell, which was answered by the relic –


  “Fetch her shell,” he said.


  The relic departed, and returned rolling a shell in front of him.


  “Get in,” he commanded.


  My poor, shapeless love crawled feebly along the floor and flopped into the casing. “Not before him,” she wailed.


  “Get up,” was the stern reply.


  She languidly thrust forth three legs and three arms. Her face now filled the opening in the end of the shell. She looked despairingly at me, great tears pouring from her eyes.


  “Remember,” he said, “you cannot leave your shell for twenty days. Now go to your room.”


  She withdrew her legs and arms, and rolled slowly and sadly from the room.


  “You abused my kindness,” he said to me coldly, “by encouraging my daughter in her disgraceful imaginings. Pending the decision by the Council to-morrow, you will be confined in your room.”


  My thoughts were not pleasant ones that night. At daybreak Tennyson appeared.


  “It’s all up with you, Monty,” he said. “I’ve been beating up the sentimentalists, but they seem pretty indifferent about you. Most of them haven’t even heard of you. However, I’ve got one point in your favour. You’ll be allowed to speak in your own defence, and I am requested to bring you before the Council.”


  I started to thank him, but he interrupted me.


  “Don’t thank me—I don’t care a cast-off shell whether you die or live. I’m simply obliging Clarice, who seems to have taken a crazy fancy to you. I shall come for you in two hours’ time.”


  He had hardly been gone two minutes when the door again opened and the Chief Adapter entered, followed by Fairbairn and two other younger barrels.


  Fairbairn eyed me curiously for a few minutes and then said to the Chief:


  “I doubt if he will stand it, you know.”


  “It is hardly of consequence whether he does or not,” was the reply. “I am resolved to make the attempt. Bring him along.”


  I was seized by the two younger creatures, and carried, in spite of my struggles, out of the room and along several inclines until we arrived at the laboratory where I had first come to my senses.


  An ominous array of instruments lay exposed to view on a bench, and a pungent odour of anæsthetics filled the apartment.


  They released me for a moment, when in sheer desperation I made a plunge forward, snatched up a formidable-looking knife or lancet, and put myself in a position of defence.


  “Seize him,” cried the Chief.


  There was a whirl of arms and tentacles. I fought for my life and slashed right and left at my tormentors. So furious was my onslaught that they drew back in alarm. I had actually severed one of their arms—there being no bone to stop the thrust. Then I felt a murderous desire to slay them all, and I sprang straight at the Chief Adapter, who barely succeeded in avoiding me. He began to make passes in the air, but they had no effect, for I was for the moment a madman. I possessed myself of a long sickle-shaped blade, and aimed a terrific sweeping cut at Fairbairn, who jumped right out of his shell and slithered along the floor to the doorway, out of which he crept, undulating like a serpent.


  “Quick—the current!” shouted the Chief to the one of his assistants who was unhurt, pointing to a button in the wall, but taking care to keep out of my reach himself. I ran in the same direction myself and the younger monstrosity fled at my approach.


  “Come on, all of you!” I shouted. “I’ll let you see how an American can die!”


  The Chief was evidently nonplussed, and what the upshot would have been I do not know—but just as I was preparing for a final onslaught—Tennyson, followed by a number of others, burst into the room. One of them—evidently someone in authority—called out:


  “What is the meaning of this?”


  “Do you permit an innocent stranger to be dissected alive in your country?” I shouted.


  He turned to the Chief –


  “So you’ve been trying your abominable experiments again. Is not this the man of whom you spoke?” he added to Tennyson, pointing at me.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Merrick—I think you said his name was—Mr Merrick, you will be good enough to accompany us to the Council Hall. Fairbairn, I am astonished that you should lend your countenance to the Chief Adapter, who has already been warned against these practices. You, sir,” he added to the latter, “will explain your proceedings before the Council.”


  He led the way out of the room. Tennyson ranged himself alongside me and the Chief and Fairbairn followed, the rest of the crowd bringing up the rear. I had dropped the sickle, but the knife I secreted in my breast pocket. We walked all the way and I noticed that the stranger was treated with the greatest respect by all whom we encountered. They all joined in the procession until there must have been over a hundred of all shapes and diameters gravely walking with a curious half hop, half run, to which they were evidently not accustomed. It appeared to be from some sense of etiquette that they did not roll.


  Tennyson told me as we went along that the stranger was the President of the country, and that I could think myself lucky he had taken the matter up. He had but just returned from a secret visit to Paris, where he had been studying the latest developments in aeroplanes.


  I was taken into the Main Hall that I had already seen, and placed in a kind of dock erected temporarily—so Tennyson said—for my particular benefit.


  The ensuring proceedings were singularly informal, and so far as I could see, free from the atmosphere of law which overwhelms a stranger in the English Law Courts.


  The President ordered the Chief Adapter to give his account of what had happened. Somewhat to my surprise he did this without seeking to minimise in the slightest degree his share, in which he actually seemed to take considerable pride.


  “As you are aware, I have for some time past endeavoured to procure the means of demonstrating my discovery relative to suspended animation,” he said, “and the specimen Merrick, who owes his existence to my skill, would have had the inestimable honour of being the means of proving in his own person the certainty of my method. I intended to benefit him by my special method of development, and there is little doubt that he would have been physically, if not quite mentally, one of us before I had done with him. The operation would not have lasted longer than twenty days, when he would not have been distinguishable in general appearance from any of the inhabitants of this country. Now, I represent to you, sir,” he added, addressing the President directly, “that there is no crime in what I have declared on oath.”


  The President merely requested me to confirm or deny the truth of the Chief’s statements. I admitted that there was nothing I could deny.


  “Why, then, were you endeavouring to kill him?”


  “Kill him!” I said, “I was defending myself. Do you think I wanted to be operated on for his amusement? Besides, he forgot that he wanted to do it out of revenge because his daughter didn’t agree—”


  The Chief Adapter interrupted:


  “My daughter should be left out of this discussion.”


  “No,” said the President, “let us hear the whole story.”


  I thereupon told him my account of the Chief’s anger with Clarice, and how he had threatened me when she told him that she had informed the Council.


  The Chief Adapter sprang off his butt-end, and waved his tentacles furiously in my direction.


  “The abominable monkey leaves me no alternative but to state in public that which for my own honour and the honour of this whole nation I would have buried in oblivion. This object has dared to raise his eyes towards my daughter—let him deny it if he can—and she, to her shame and mine, has not repulsed him. Nay, she has even expressed a desire to become as one of those half-developed creatures of the old world—she has scorned her birthright.”


  He had got so far when his voice was drowned by a terrific roar of fury from all those present. Cries of “Kill! kill! kill!” in a series of stunning shouts rent the atmosphere. Even the President’s glance in my direction seemed to be that of a wild beast. There was a rush in my direction, when he raised his arms and commanded silence.


  “You are fully exonerated and have the sympathy of us all,” he said to the Chief, “but let us not be carried away by our righteous anger at the enormity of which this man has been guilty. We must remember that he cannot in his ignorance realise his guilt. Let him therefore be deported immediately. We cannot consent to your experiment, Adapter. Give him fourteen days’ provisions and set him where he may be picked up. That is my word.”


  I was immediately seized and conveyed from the hall. Not a single friendly countenance could I espy. Tennyson in particular was making the most diabolical faces at me. Those who carried me seemed to think I was contaminating them by my touch. I was placed in a roller and they were about to start when the President and the Chief came up and stopped them.


  I felt a cold hand pressed on my forehead and a piercing pain passed through my head.


  “He will remember nothing of the locality now,” said the Chief Adapter.


  The roller started, but at a funeral pace, and I perceived that an enormous crowd were following—every eye was fixed upon me with a baleful glare. Only the guard by which I was surrounded held them in check.


  Fierce yells of hatred and derision were raised. The journey was over interminable winding paths, overhanging precipices of enormous depth, down which I looked in a vain endeavour to distinguish the bottom. At last the roller stopped, and I was ordered to descend.


  All about me were a mob of savage faces glaring from their barrels, and pointing their extended fingers stretched to their utmost length in the direction of a winding stream which formed the boundary to the glade. Beyond me was a huge mass of boulders forming the approach to an iron ring of mountains.


  “Go—you are expelled,” cried the President. “You have grossly abused our hospitality. You may thank fate that you leave with your life. Do not attempt to linger in this vicinity.” It all seemed so much like a dream, from which I felt I should awaken presently—but when I looked back I suddenly caught sight of my poor Clarice. She was standing at the bottom step of the tunnel, a little white hand was extended towards me in a mute gesture of farewell . . .


  I walked for days through barren paths in the burning sun, resting at night in any shelter of the rocks that presented itself, and now I only await the end.


  THE SHIPWRECK IN THE SKY


  Eando Binder


  The flight into space that made Pilot-Capt. Dan Barstow famous.


  The flight was listed at GHQ as Project Songbird. It was sponsored by the Space Medicine Labs of the U.S. Air Force. And its pilot was Captain Dan Barstow.


  A hand-picked man, Dan Barstow, chosen for the AF’s most important project of the year because he and his VX-3 had already broken all previous records set by hordes of V-2s, Navy Aerobees and anything else that flew the skyways.


  Dan Barstow, first man to cross the sea of air and sight open, unlimited space. Pioneer flight to infinity. He grinned and hummed to himself as he settled down for the long jaunt. Too busy to be either thrilled or scared he considered the thirty-seven instruments he’d have to read, the twice that many records to keep, and the miles of camera film to run. He had been hand-picked and thoroughly conditioned to take it all without more than a ten percent increase in his pulse rate. So he worked as matter-of-factly as if he were down in the Gs Centrifuge of the Space Medicine Labs where he had been schooled for this trip for months.


  He kept up a running fire of oral reports through his helmet radio, down to Rough Rock and his CO. “All Roger, sir . . . temperature falling fast but this rubberoid space suit keeps me cozy, no chills . . . Doc Blaine will be happy to hear that! Weightless sensations pretty queer and I feel upside-down as much as rightside-up, but no bad effects . . . Taking shots of the sun’s corona now with color film . . . huh? Oh, yes, sir, it’s beautiful all right, now that you mention it. But, hell, sir, who’s got the time for aesthetics now? . . . Oops, that was a close one! Tenth meteor whizzing past. Makes me think of flak back on those Berlin bombing runs.”


  Dan couldn’t help wincing when the meteors peppered down past. The “flak” of space. Below he could see the meteors flare up brightly as they hit the atmosphere. Most of those near his position were small, none bigger than a baseball, and Dan took comfort in the fact that his rocket was small too, in the immensity around him. A direct hit would be sheer bad luck, but the good old law of averages was on his side.


  “Yes, Colonel, this tin can I’m riding is holding together okay,” Dan continued to Rough Rock. If he paused even a second in his reports a top-sergeant’s yell from the Colonel’s throat came back for him to keep talking. Every bit of information he could transmit to them was a vital revelation in this USAF-Alpha exploration of open space beyond Earth’s air cushion, with ceiling unlimited to infinity.


  “Cosmic rays, sir? Sure, the reading shot up double on the Geiger . . . huh? Naw, I don’t feel a thing . . . like Doc Baird suspected, we invented a lot of Old Wives’ Tales in advance, before going into space. I feel fine, so you can put down cosmic ray intensity as a Boogey Man . . . What’s that? Yeah, yeah, sir, the stars shine without winking up here. What else? . . . Space is inky black—no deep purples or queer more-than-blacks like some jetted-up writers dreamed up—just plain old ordinary dead black. Earth, sir? . . . Well, it does look dish-shaped from up here, concave . . . Sure, I can see all the way to Europe and—say! Here’s something unexpected. I can see that hurricane off the coast of Florida . . . You said it, sir! Once we install permanent space stations up here it will be easy to spot typhoons, volcano eruptions, tidal waves, earthquakes, what have you, the moment they start. If you ask me, with a good telescope you could even spot forest fires the minute they broke out, not to mention a sneak bombing on a target city—uh, sorry, sir, I forgot.”


  Dan broke off and almost retched as his stomach turned a flip-flop to end all flip-flops. The VX-3 had reached the peak of its trajectory at over 1000 miles altitude and now turned down, lazily at first. He gulped oxygen from the emergency tube at his lips and felt better.


  “Turning back on schedule, Rough Rock. Peak altitude 1037 miles. Everything fine, no danger. This was all a cinch . . . HEY! Wait . . . Something not in the books has popped up . . . stand by!”


  Dan had felt the rocket swing a bit, strangely, as if gripped by a strong force. Instead of falling directly down toward Earth with a slight pitch, it slanted sideways and spun on its long axis. And then Dan saw what it was . . .


  Beneath, intercepting his trajectory, coming around fast over the curvature of Earth, was a tiny black worldlet, 998 miles above Earth. It might be an enormous meteor, but Dan felt he was right the first time. For it wasn’t falling like a meteor but swinging parallel to Earth’s surface on even keel.


  He stared at the unexpected discovery, as amazed as if it were a fire-breathing dragon out of legend. For it was, actually, he realized in swift, stunned comprehension, more amazing than any legend.


  Dan kept his voice calm. “Hello, Rough Rock . . . Listen . . . nobody expected this . . . hold your hat, sir, and sit down. I’ve discovered a second moon of Earth! . . . Uhhuh, you heard me right! a second moon! Tie that, will you? . . . Sure, it’s tiny, less than a mile in diameter I’d say. Dead black in color. Guess that’s why telescopes never spotted it. Tiny and black, blends into the black backdrop of space. It has terrific speed. And that little maverick’s gravitational field caught my rocket . . . Of course it can’t yank me away from Earth gravity, but the trouble is—yipe! my rocket and that moonlet may be in for a mutual collision course . . .”


  Dan’s trained eye suddenly saw that grim possibility. Barreling around Earth in a narrow orbit with a speed of something near or over 12,000 miles an hour the tiny new moon had, since his ascent, charged directly into his downward free fall. It was a chance in a thousand for a direct hit, except for one added factor—the moonlet exerted enough gravity pull out of its many-million ton bulk to warp the rocket into its path. And the thousand-to-one odds were thus wiped out, becoming even money.


  “Nip and tuck,” reported Dan, answering the excited pleadings and questions from Rough Rock. “It won’t be a head-on crash. I may even miss entirely . . . Oh, Lord! Not with that spire of rock sticking up from it . . . I’m going to hit that . . .”


  Dan had heard an atomic bomb blast once and it sounded like a string of them set off at once as the rocket smashed into the rocky prominence. The rock splintered. The rocket splintered. But Dan was not there to be splintered likewise. He had jammed down a button, at the critical moment, and the rocket’s emergency escape-hatch had ejected him a split-second before the violent impact.


  But Dan blacked out, receiving some of the concussion of the exploding rocket. When his eyes snapped open he was floating like a feather in open, airless space. His rubberoid space suit, living up to its rigid tests, had inflated to its elastic limit. But it held and within its automatic units began feeding him oxygen, heat and radio-power. He had a chance, now, because he had been ejected cleanly from the rocket, without damage to the protective suit.


  The stars wheeled dizzily around him. Dan finally saw the reason why. He was not just floating as a free agent in space. He was circling the black moonlet, at perhaps a thousand yards from its pitted surface.


  “Hello, Rough Rock,” he called. “Still alive and kicking, sir. Only now, of all crazy-mad things, I’m a moon of this moon! The collision must have knocked me clear out of my down-to-Earth orbit . . . I must have been ejected in the same direction as the moonlet’s course, in its gravity field . . . I don’t know. Let an electronic brain figure it out some time . . . Anyway, now I’m being dragged along in the orbit of the moonlet—how about that? Yes, sir, I’m circling down closer and closer to the moonlet . . . No, don’t worry, sir. It was a weak gravity pull, only a fraction of an Earth-g. So I’m drifting down gently as a cloud . . . Stand by for my landing on Earth’s second moon!”


  The bloated figure in the bulging space suit circled the black stony surface several more times, in a narrowing spiral, and finally landed with a soft skidding bump that didn’t even jar Dan’s teeth. He bounced several times from a diminishing height of fifty-odd feet in grotesque slow-motion before he finally came to a stop.


  He sat still for a moment, adjusting to the fantastic fact of being shipwrecked on an unchartered moonlet, crowding down his pulse rate which might be over ten percent normal now.


  “Okay, Rough Rock, I hear you . . . You’re telling me, sir? . . . Obviously, I’m marooned here. No rocket to leave with. No way to get back to terra firma . . . what? If you’ll pardon my saying so, sir, that’s a silly question . . . Of course I’m scared! Scared green. Sorry about the rocket, sir, losing it for you . . . Me, sir? Thank you, sir. But stop apologizing, will you? I know you haven’t got any duplicates of the VX-3 ready, no rescue rocket . . .”


  Dan listened a moment longer then broke in roughly. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, will you stop crying over me, sir? So I get mine here. I might have gotten it over Berlin, too. Forget it—sir.”


  Dan grinned suddenly. “Look, what have I got to kick about? I’ll go out in a flash of glory—at least one headline will put it that way—and I’ll get credit in the history books as the man who discovered that Earth has two moons! What more could I ask, really?”


  Dan blushed at the reply from Rough Rock. “Will you lay off please, Colonel? How else should a man take it? I’m still scared silly inside. But, look, I’ve really got something to report now. This little runt moon makes tracks around Earth in probably two hours minus. If I remember my Spacenautics right I’m already looking down over the Grand Canyon, heading west. I’m going to get a pretty terrific bird’s-eye view of the whole world in two more hours, which is just about how much oxygen I’ve got left . . . Lucky, eh?”


  Dan looked down, watching in fascination the majestic wheeling of the Earth below him. His little moonlet did not rotate, or rather it rotated once for each revolution around Earth, as the Moon did, keeping one face earthward, giving him an uninterrupted view. The Sierras on Earth hove into clear view and the broad Pacific. There would follow Hawaii, then Japan, Asia, Europe . . . No, he saw he was slanting southwest. It would be across the equator, past Australia, perhaps near the South Pole, then up around over the top of the world past Greenland, following that great circle around the globe. In any case, his was the speediest trip around the world ever made by man!


  “Before we’re out of mutual range, Rough Rock, I’m going to explore this new moon. Me and Columbus! Stand by for reports.”


  Dan did his walking in huge leaps that propelled him fifty feet at a step with slight effort, due to the extremely feeble gravity of the tiny body. What did he weigh here? Probably no more than an ounce or two.


  “Nothing much to report, Colonel. It’s a dead, airless pip-squeak planetoid, just a big mile-thick rock, probably. No life, no vegetation, no people, no nothing. Guess you might call me the Man in the Second Moon—and the joke’s on me! Well, one and three-quarter hours of oxygen left, by the gauge, or 105 minutes—sounds like more that way . . . What’s that, sir? Your voice is getting faint. Any last requests from me? Well, one favor maybe. Pick up my body some day with another rocket . . . Yeah, it’ll stay preserved up here in this deep-freeze of space . . . Thanks, sir . . . Can’t hear you much now. Going out of range. Give Betty my fondest. You know, the blonde . . . Well, sir—goodbye now.”


  Dan was glad that Rough Rock’s radio voice faded to a whispery nothingness. It wasn’t easy to stay casual now. There was nothing more to say, really, and he didn’t want to hear any more crying from the CO. The Old Man had sounded almost hysterical. He wanted just to be alone with his thoughts now, making his final peace with the universe . . .


  He checked the gauge with his watch—ninety minutes of oxygen to zero. Or, he thought with a grin, eternity minus ninety minutes.


  He was beginning to have trouble breathing. But it was awesomely grand, watching the sweep of Earth beneath him, the procession of dots that were islands strung across the Pacific South Seas like a necklace of green beads. He was still within radio range of ships below at sea. Yet he didn’t contact them. He had nothing to say, like a ghost in the sky.


  Idly, he kept pitching loose stones, watching their rifle-like speed away from him. Again a phenomenon of the weak gravity of the moonlet. Actually, he was able to pick up a boulder ten feet across and heave it away with ease. We who are about to die amuse ourselves, he thought. Then, because a thread of stubborn hope still clung in a corner of his mind, he got an idea. It had lurked just beyond his mental grasp for some time now. Something significant . . .


  Abruptly, face alight, Dan switched on his radio and contacted a ship below, asking them to relay him to Rough Rock with their more powerful transmitter.


  “Ahoy, Rough Rock! Stop adding up my insurance, Colonel! I’m coming back . . . No, sir, I haven’t gone out of my head, sir. It’s so simple it’s a laugh, sir . . . See you in a few hours, sir!”


  And he did.


  Dan grinned when they hauled his dripping form from the sea. Aboard the search plane they cut him out of the space suit to which was still attached his emergency twin parachute. But his helmet was gone, ripped loose, for Dan had been breathing fresh Earth air during the long parachute descent.


  They stared at him as at a dead man come alive.


  “Impossible to escape?” He chuckled, repeating their babble. “That’s what I thought too, until I remembered those data tables on gravity and Escape Velocity and such—how, on the Moon, the Escape Velocity is much less than on Earth. And on that tiny second moon—well, my clue was when I threw a stone into the air and it never came back.”


  Dan gulped hot coffee.


  “I got off the moonlet myself then, got up to more than a mile above it where I was free of its feeble gravity. But I was still in the same orbit circling Earth. I’d have continued revolving as a human satellite forever, of course, but for this emergency gadget hooked to my belt.”


  Dan held up the metal gun with its empty tank and needle-nose half burned away.


  “Reaction pistol. Fires hydrazine and oxidizer, ordinary jet-rocket principle. Aiming it toward the stars, opposite earth, its reactive blasts shoved me Earthward, thanks to Newton. I needed a speed of about one-half mile a second. The powerful little jet gun had only my small mass to shove in free space, without gravity or friction. That broke me from free-fall around Earth to gravity-fall toward Earth.


  “Then I spiraled down under gravity pull. I reached lung-filling air density just in time, before my oxygen gave out. One more danger was that I began heating up like a meteor due to air friction. I flung out a prayer first, followed by my twin parachutes, designed for extreme initial shock. They held. Slowed me to a paratrooper’s drift the rest of the way down.”


  “Wait,” a puzzled pilot objected. “Your story doesn’t hang together. How did you get off that moonlet? How did you get up there, a mile above it, away from its gravity? There was nobody to throw you, like a stone.”


  “I threw myself,” said Dan. “First I ran as fast as I could, maybe halfway around that moonlet, to get a good running start. And then—”


  Dan Barstow’s grin then was undoubtedly the biggest grin in history . . .


  “Well, then, since the feeble gravity couldn’t pull me back again, what I really did was to jump clear off that moon.”
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